
 

Perception	  and	  reality	  
 
 

When people think of performance training, they think mostly of the physical aspects that go into 
this field.  Sprinting, jumping, lifting, and throwing are all extremely physical tasks, but I have 
certainly witnessed much more.  I am talking about the mental aspect of approaching these tasks and 
how an individual’s perception of what is, or is not possible, often becomes their reality.   
 
I am going to share some of my experiences as a speed & strength coach that has convinced me that 
many good athletes are potentially limiting themselves by what they perceive as possible.  Hopefully 
this will open your eyes a bit and help take the brakes off of your own training. 
 
Example 1:  A couple of years ago I was consulting with a high school basketball player who had 
aspirations of earning a college scholarship. In his words he needed to improve his vertical jump by 
2 inches over the next year.  In his mind this was “extreme progress” and at the upper limits of his 
capabilities.  If this athlete was already scoring in the upper 30’s I might tend to agree, but he still 
had a lot of room for improvement. Over the course of the next year our athlete worked hard and 
made drastic improvements on all of the predictor exercises that would indicate he would far exceed 
his initial goal.  Can you guess what the final outcome of this process was?  Yup, a 2 inch 
improvement.   
 
A few years later I was working with a soccer player who was comparable in athleticism, training 
age, and initial vertical jump score.  He too wanted to improve his vertical so that he could compete 
with the big guys for jump balls and headers.  Unlike our basketball player, he had no preconceived 
notions of what could (or couldn’t) be accomplished.  In just 12 weeks, soccer guy improved his 
vertical jump by a whopping 6 inches. 
 
In this example one athlete, based on his indicators, was physically capable of a 4 to 5 inch 
improvement.  However, his 2 inch perception of achievement became his reality.  In contrast, the 
other athlete who had no limiting perceptions of achievement surprised everyone, myself included, 
with his accomplishments. 
 
Example 2: Recently we had the opportunity to work with a local Men’s team to improve their 
speed and strength.  After the initial testing numbers were in, the team scored a very unimpressive 
250lb average on the squat.  We were shooting the breeze with  a group of athletes following a 
training session and they were all commenting on how strong one of their teammates was.  Granted, 
this guy was a large mammal, but he was only squatting around 300lbs. at the time. Several of them 
stated that they could never be as strong as the beast. Basically the teams perception of strength was 
based on what the biggest guy in the gym was doing. 
  
It dawned on me that this was going to be a limiting factor for these guys unless I could change their 
perception.  That is when I decided to tell them about another athlete I was working with.  A 160 lbs 
female who was squatting 300lbs. You can imagine the disbelief  and bruised egos that ensued.  
Then I told them she did not test out with 300 lbs. in the back squat, but rather a more difficult 
version, the front squat.   
 
It didn’t take long for this to spread to the rest of the team, and as you might have guessed 
perceptions of strength began to change. People were catching up to and passing the athlete who was 



once thought of as untouchable. Our team average for the squat that off-season ended up being 
around 365, with several athletes hitting the 405 mark.  
 
Example 3: Hands down, the most hated piece of equipment in our facility is the prowler.  
 This is basically a sled that can be loaded with weight and pushed from 
different angles.  When used for conditioning purposes it has a unique way of drastically increasing 
your lactic acid and subsequently making you want to lose your lunch.   
 
Most athletes  perceive this type of training from a “have to” perspective.  That is, Coach said to do 
it, so we have to. These athletes always struggle to complete even a few reps without looking like 
they just spent the last 20 minutes with Dr. Mengele.  As difficult as this type of conditioning is, the 
mental aspect to finish the session is usually the deal breaker.  Many won’t finish our most difficult 
sessions and very few ever get past 10 total reps.   
 
Other athletes perceive these sessions from a “get to” perspective.  In their minds they get the 
opportunity to make themselves better. They get to work harder than their  competition.  The get to 
test their physical and mental limits.  These are the athletes that look forward to anything others find 
difficult and absolutely attack this type of training. 
 
One such athlete is a long time client who plays Women’s collegiate hockey.  For most, it is a huge 
mental accomplishment to complete 10 total reps in a session.  It is not uncommon for our hockey 
player to knock out 20 full speed, timed reps at peak conditioning.  Did I mention she does it with a 
smile on her face.  Definitely a “get to” girl!  
 
I could write a book filled with similar stories but the take home message here is to evaluate  your 
own perception of training and performance.  Are those perceptions the truth, or are they a false 
reality that has been holding you back?  If it is the latter, then its time to make some changes and 
probably surround yourself with some “get to” people.  Ultimately, it is your career and you can 
coast through it with the brakes on, or put the hammer down and leave the old perceptions in the 
dust.	  


