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Psst: Want the key to happier workouts and  
whoa results? It’s actually pretty straightforward:  

Sync your brain and body. We’ll show you how. 

The Mind-
Muscle Link

For many, a yoga class  
is the first time the 
mind-body connection 
(matching breath to 

movements, thinking about each 
muscle as it stretches or squeezes) 
is a major component of their work-
out. But the same concept can—and 
should—be applied to all exercise.

“The ability to focus on your 
muscles as you work out can actual-
ly help produce more growth and 
strength,” says physiologist and 
trainer Dean Somerset, CSCS. And 

being mindful of how you move has 
positive impacts on your brain too.

While some people are born with 
a better mind-body sense (e.g., your 
super-coordinated and graceful 
friend), practice can help you per-
fect yours. In time, a stronger head-
to-toe feedback loop leads to more 
power, fewer injuries, and a bigger 
mood boost from your workouts. 
Use these steps—tailored for every 
stage of activity—at the gym, stu-
dio, park, or wherever your sweat 
takes you. Ready, set, think!

Slow Down  
to Start

Most of us carry a lot of stress in  
our bodies that can hold us back in 
workouts, says Jen Esquer, DPT,  
a WH advisor. You can release it by 
turning on your parasympathetic 
nervous system (basically your  
rest-and-relaxation switch), which 
will nix overall tension and increase 
muscle activation and mobility. 
Here’s how: Take slow breaths into 
your nose and out through pursed 
lips. As you breathe, think of filling 
up the space in your lower rib cage 
rather than your chest. Search  
your body for tension (like in your 
jaw and shoulders) and let it go. This 
body-scanning meditation—which 
you can perform yourself or with  
an app like Headspace—helps guide 
you and warms up the mind-body 
mechanism, notes cognitive scien-
tist Sian Beilock, PhD, president  
of Barnard College and author of  
How the Body Knows Its Mind. Keep 
going until you feel your muscles  
release and your body relax.

Visualize a 
Perfect Workout 

Just imagining your session going 
well can lead you to crush it. Sound 
too good to be true? A study from 
the Journal of Neurophysiology  
illustrated the power of seeing your 
actions in your head. Study partici-
pants who had one arm immobilized 
in a cast were able to prevent wrist-
strength loss just by thinking 
through the process of flexing their 
wrist (without actually moving it). 
“Practice isn’t simply doing an ac-
tivity over and over again,” says 
Beilock. “If you think about it the 
right way beforehand, you can 
‘practice’ how your brain and body 
will communicate when you’re in 
the moment.” Take five minutes be-
fore your workout to ponder, say, 
how you won’t slow your pace when 
you get to the steep hill on your  
running path. Instead, tell yourself 
you’ll swing your arms and drive 
your knees harder to maintain your 
speed. Picture that happening. 

BEFORE

By Kristin Canning
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Read Your Body’s 
Distress Signals

To avoid getting hurt, it’s crucial  
to know the difference between  
normal post-workout discomfort  
(like soreness) and true injury cues. 
What to watch for when you’re 
wrapping up or right after you finish: 
sensations of pulling, pinching, 
snapping, or deep aching. “If you 
feel sharp pain that lasts after an 
action is completed, or one that 
pinches at the end of your range of 
motion, back off that movement,” 
says Esquer. If it lasts longer than  
a week, meet with a PT or a sports 
doc to ID what’s going on. (And if 
you feel dizziness, tingling, or light-
headedness while you’re sweating, 
take a break, drink water, and 
breathe slowly through your nose 
until it passes, says Esquer.) 

Ponder What 
You’re Doing 

During your sweat sesh, focus on 
internal body cues—not just envi-
ronmental or other external ones—
as you move. If you’re lifting, think 
squeeze biceps, not get the weight 
up. Research has found that this 
tactic leads to better muscle en-
gagement and strength gains. “Peo-
ple who can focus on the process  
of the activity they’re involved in 
tend to get better results than those 
who simply ‘go through the mo-
tions,’ ” says Somerset. “Developing 
a muscle-related focus makes a sig-
nificant difference in results.” Bonus: 
This means your workout will be 
more of a stress reliever compared 
with when you’re concentrating  
solely on how much weight you’re  
moving or how others perceive you.

Turn On the  
Right Muscles 

Throughout your workout, take a 
few quick moments to turn on each 
muscle group as you progress. For 
example, if you’re getting ready for  
a run or squats, squeeze and hold 
your glutes, hamstrings, quads,  
and hips for 10 seconds each—this 
is also known as isometric strength 
work. “Performing these holds  
creates a better pathway from the 
mind to the muscles,” says Esquer. 
After that, prep the fascia that sur-
rounds and connects those muscles 
with big full-body movements  
that mimic what you’re about to do. 
“These exaggerated moves improve 
neural connections and prime  
the key passages,” she says. So, for 
weighted squats, stand and reach 
up, then squat super low so you 
 almost hug your knees. Before a 
swim, practice powerful, exaggerat-
ed strokes; do leg swings before  
cycling. “Not only will you be firing 
up the muscles you’re about to tap, 
but you’ll improve the functionality 
of the fascia so it glides and moves 
smoothly as well,” says Esquer. 

To push or take a break? 

If you’re tuned in, your 

body is dropping hints.

DURING

AFTER

Reflect On  
Your Sweat

Lifting and Pilates have recently 
been shown to reduce depression 
and anxiety. Researchers aren’t  
sure why, but one theory is that just 
believing your workout will benefit 
your mental health actually makes 
you feel better, says Brett Gordon, 
a postgraduate researcher at the 
University of Limerick in Ireland. 
One way to reinforce positive asso-
ciations with exercise? Run through 
these questions afterward: How 
did that feel? Did I notice my mus-
cles doing what I wanted them to 
do? Did I complete the goal of that 
workout? How did it feel when I  
did that? Answering a few quick Qs 
can help you prepare for the next 
session, making your mind-body 
connection more solid. 


