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Context to the nugget 

Paddy speaks about why mental toughness is a term that gets used a lot but there is limited research 
around what it is and how athletes can build it. He speaks about the criticality of embracing the 
doubts, insecurities and vulnerabilities rather than trying to suppress them.  

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): In the book you also talk about the similarity of traits between psychopaths 
and mentally tough athlete and you actually go on to say that mental toughness is possibly the 
wrong tree to climb I was curious about the phrase it’s was quite provocative give us a sense of what 
the insight is here?  

Paddy Upton (PU): I think briefly mental toughness is a word that is very widely used but when we 
have a close look at it we see that the word is actually no such thing as mental toughness it’s like 
batman and superman we know them but they don’t exist and it’s the same with mental toughness. 
I went and had a look through over 30 of the academic papers published in pear reviewed academic 
journals on mental toughness and there was over researches that had been are the authors of those 
30 plus papers and not one of those papers or researches could agree on a definition of mental 
toughness. So if the experts can’t agree on what it is on how you and I meant to decipher what this 
thing is that experts can’t even define. What they went on to do saying there is actually know you 
can’t define mental toughness but we can do as we can break it down it actually made up of a set of 
sub component like Grit, Determination, Focus, Resilience etc. and when we look through those 30 
odd papers there is in access of 75 different sub component that theoretically make up mental 
toughness which makes it an almost impossible to accomplish by definition. So that the one side of 
the so from research and a scientific perspective doesn’t actually exist that’s just the term that we 
tend to be bandied about, commentators and spectators and coaches and parents and athletes. 
Although we really dot know  what we are talking about on another problem is when I have gone 
and studied now what the studies is on mental toughness I have studied what they call the mentally 
the tough mentally the strongest athlete and when we look at a list of psychopathic treads and we 
look at the list of the mental toughness trades they are almost exactly the same and what I contend 
and I just put out there I am just happy to be wrong but why is it that the psychopathic traits and the 
traits if the mental toughness almost exactly the same and I would suggest that research has actually 
studied this be psychopathic traits of athletes because that psychopathic trades actually do set 
people up for success in sports. So without going too far down that rabbit hole, the reality is almost 
every single human being other than out and out psychopaths this is important every human being 
athlete, business people, kids, parents, teachers other than psychopath have some form of doubt or 
variability or insecurities or negative thoughts or fears etc. that  is perfectly normal the problem in 
sport is those things are all labelled as mental weakness as mental fertility or mental softness which 
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that really for me is the crux of the problem those beings having doubt, insecurity, variability and 
negative thoughts is not mental weakness it is not mental softness it is perfectly normal human 
characteristic  every single top athlete that I worked with in over the 10 sports and its over 100s of 
athletes now other than the odd fuse… psychopath every single one of those athletes suffer doubts, 
variability, negativity, insecurities and that’s perfectly normal  and as a mental coach I do not try 
coach those people to get rid of those things because you can’t get rid of them because it’s part of 
our DNA as human beings. It’s just the people come to me and they say I get really nervous before 
an event can you help me to get rid of the nerves. No that’s normal why do you want to get rid of 
this its normal learn to keep focus and work with your doubts, variability, your insecurities your 
nerves those things are there just to again to highlight the fact and confirm the fact that you are 
human so what’s important is while those things are going on the most best athletes in the world 
are able to fully and acutely focus on the task at hand and execute on the task at hand even though 
they may have doubt or insecurities or negative thoughts about it that’s the fully committed and 
focused on the task at hand with those things going on they are faded more into that back ground 
and then order to fore ground of their thoughts. 

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman  

DJ: This insight came up in my conversation with Matt Dixon (MD), an accomplished Triathlon coach 
in California. Here is what he said  

MD: “toughness is not a differentiator so I think one in the area that we help them find is how do you 
find this sustainable performance or a sustainable performance zone in many ways where they get 
battle ready to adapt and adjust and evolve based on what is coming at them whether it's a massive 
period of challenge in the work place a lot of travel whatever it might be and I think that intersection 
as applies for an executive is a heart of it they have a lot of responsibility at the work place and when 
that is challenging whether there need to be a leader whether I need perspective what they lose sight 
of quite often is the intersection of the absolute requirement to have two other buckets that 
ultimately gone help them accelerate and become the best leader the one bucket is what I would 
called is training and you don't have to be an athlete by the way to embrace training. The only 
reason I use the word training is exercise this random and nothing in life that you do random is gone 
give results training is structure of progressive so that's why we use that word but the key 
components of training to develop resilience in an emotional and a physical sense and then a big 
bucket of rejuvenation for then to ultimately be the best leader possible they have to have a set of 
positive habits in including sleeping, including habits around fuelling and nutrition. But also the 
chance to step away and have something for themselves and many incoming executives fail to value 
those two components to ultimately enable them to be successful as a CEO and you think about 
leaving in San Francisco all of these young tech entrepreneurs that still think that a requirement and 
a path way to success sleeping under the desk at night and coding into 3.00 a clock in the morning. 
But ultimately, I like but if sleep is not a marker of toughness or success it's a marker of performance 
stupidity” 

DJ: If this is a topic that is of interest to you, you might find the nuggets on Authenticity of value. Just 
go to Playtopotential.com, go to the Curated Playlists section and look for Authenticity under the 
section Leadership Themes. If there is one conversation I would single out, it would be my interview 
with Dr Ramachandra Guha who has written extensively on Gandhiji. He speaks about how Gandhiji 
was vulnerable to his flaws and that made it easy for people to relate to him and follow him. You 
might want to look up my conversation with Dr. Guha for more.  
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Thank you for listening. For more podcast content, please visit playtopotential.com. The website also 
has content organized by specific themes in the Curated Playlists section. And to know more about 
the Leadership and Transition Advisory work I do, please visit the about section at 
playtopotential.com. 

End of nugget transcription 

********** 

Nugget from Matt Dixon that is referenced: Toughness is not a differentiator. 

RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE 

Authenticity: As we move into a Digital world where leaders are a lot more “out there”, there is a 
greater premium on authenticity today than possibly a few years ago. Leaders across fields talk 
about what the word means to them and how it influences their behaviours and choices. You can 
access the playlist here. 

Resilience: Research by Angela Lee Duckworth (of Wharton) talks about a special blend of passion 
and commitment that she calls Grit. Leaders from various fields (Armed Forces, Writing, Sport, 
Entrepreneurship and more) talk about their experiences in cultivating resilience. You can access the 
playlist here. 

SIGN UP TO OUR COMMUNICATION 

Podcast Newsletter: Join 1000s of leaders who benefit from the Podcast newsletter. Not more than 
1-2 emails a month including keeping you posted on the new content that comes up at the podcast. 
High on signal, low on noise. Sign up for the podcast newsletter here. 

Nuggets on Whatsapp: We also have a Podcast Whatsapp distribution group (+91 85914 52129) 
where we share 2-3 nuggets a week from the Podcast archives to provoke reflection. If that is of 
interest, please click here and send a message stating “INTERESTED”. Do also add this number to 
your Phone Contacts so that we can broadcast our messages to you when we share a nugget. 

********** 

Paddy Upton - Nuggets  

 48.00 Paddy Upton - The Full Conversation 

 48.01 Paddy Upton - Physical trainer to Leadership Coach 

 48.02 Paddy Upton - Going on an inner journey 

 48.03 Paddy Upton - Building trust with the Indian Cricket team 

 48.04 Paddy Upton - Setting goal-posts with the Indian Cricket team 

 48.05 Paddy Upton - Sachin Tendulkar and personal mastery 

 48.06 Paddy Upton - Gautam Gambhir and the straight drive 
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 48.07 Paddy Upton - Dealing with failure 

 48.08 Paddy Upton - Zooming in and out 

 48.09 Paddy Upton - Link between mentally tough and psychopaths 

 

About Deepak Jayaraman 

Deepak seeks to unlock human potential of senior executive’s / leadership teams by working with 

them as an Executive Coach / Sounding Board / Transition Advisor. You can know more about his 

work here.  

Disclaimer and clarification of intent behind the transcripts 

This written transcript of the conversation is being made available to make it easier for some people 

to digest the content in the podcast. Several listeners felt that the written format would be helpful. 

This may not make sense as an independent document. Very often spoken word does not 

necessarily read well. Several of the guests have published books and the language in their books 

might be quite different from the way they speak. We request the readers to appreciate that this 

transcript is being offered as a service to derive greater value from the podcast content. We request 

you not to apply journalistic standards to this document.  

This document is a transcription obtained through a third party/voice recognition software. There is 

no claim to accuracy on the content provided in this document, and occasional divergence from the 

audio file are to be expected. As a transcription, this is not a legal document in itself, and should not 

be considered binding to advice intelligence, but merely a convenience for reference.  

The tags that are used to organize the nuggets in the podcast are evolving and work in progress. You 

might find that there could be a discrepancy between the nuggets as referenced here and in the 

actual podcast given this is a static document.  

All rights reserved. No part of this document may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by 

any means, or stored in any retrieval system of any nature without prior written permission. 

 

https://www.playtopotential.com/audio/518
http://www.playtopotential.com/
https://www.playtopotential.com/aboutthehost

