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I don’t know Russell Wilson 
personally, but in my practice as 
a professional sport psychologist 

for the last 33 years, I know a thing 
or two about what it takes to become 
a champion, about mental toughness 
and resilience to adversity, all of 
which Wilson and the Seahawks 
displayed so beautifully in the 2014 
NFC Championship game.  

Like NFL quarterbacks, all athletes 

have to deal with obstacles, challenges 
and setbacks. Will they fold under 
such circumstances, believing that 
they cannot succeed, lose confidence 
in themselves and hope for the game 
to just end? Or, like Wilson, will they 
embrace the mindset of a champion, 
maintaining supreme confidence in 
the face of adversity, rebounding from 
any setbacks? 

It’s important to consider whether 
you have a game plan on the back 
burner to deal with unforeseen setbacks 
in your sport. And does your team have 
the confidence and mental toughness to 
be resilient in the face of adversity?

One lesson to be learned from Wilson 
is that we all have choices regarding 
how to assess a devastating situation. 
During the first half of Seattle’s 
game against Green Bay, Wilson’s 
performance was so poor that he had a 
zero quarterback rating and was playing 
the worst game of his NFL career. With 
his team down 16-0, one choice Russell 
had was to admit that it wasn’t his day, 
concede that victory was improbable 
and just try to get through the second 
half without embarrassment. In other 
words, play it safe while expecting  
to lose.

But neither Wilson nor the Seahawks 
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think that way. Even with just a few 
minutes left in the game, with his 
team still trailing by 12 points, Wilson 
trusted his ability to bring victory to 
the Seahawks. Mental toughness is the 
ability to sustain your intensity and 
bounce back, despite setbacks, adversity 
and unexpected obstacles. And that kind 
of mental toughness paid off.

Adapted from the work of sport 
psychologist Jason Silk, here is a 
proven, five-step mental toughness 
routine that only takes a few minutes 
each day.  

1 Relaxation breathing. In the 
heat of battle, many athletes 

unconsciously hold their breath — 
a very bad habit. Athletes need to 
breathe diaphragmatically so their 
stomachs expand on inhaling and 
contract on exhaling. This technique is 
practiced by singers and musicians to 
take in a complete volume of oxygen. 

It is easily learned by folding your 
hands over your stomach and breathing 
in through your nose to the count of 
four, holding it to the count of four, and 
finishing with a big exhale though your 
mouth to the count of seven. Your hands 
should move out on inhaling and move 
back in when you exhale.

2Outcome statement. Your 
outcome statement is simple, 

positive self-talk that defines success in 
your sport. It could be your goals for 
succeeding on that day.  

For example, prior to the big 

game, a quarterback could tell 
himself that when he receives the 
ball and drops back, he will keep 
deep breathing, his footwork will be 
perfect, his spirals will be tight, the 
short passes will be lasers, and the 
long passes will be perfectly timed, 
floating into the outstretched arms 
of the receivers.

3Visualizing past success. All too 
often, athletes visualize failures 

and worry about repeating them. 
What they need to focus on is past 
achievements and let go of the failures.  

Ask players to think about the best 
game they ever played. Visualize the 
stadium, the crowd, the sounds and 
everything they were doing right. 
Perhaps they were in a “zone” during 
the game. Try to recall as many details 
as possible and visualize it. After a 
while, replace the scene with that of 
the upcoming game and ask them to 
imagine performing with exactly the 
same success. 

It’s not a coincidence that Seahawks 
coach Pete Carroll frequently has his 
players recall and describe for their 
teammates athletic accomplishments 
from their high school, college or pro 
careers, in order to motivate them 
prior to big games.

4Your identity statement. This 
is a realistic reminder (no room 

for modesty here) of the real qualities 
you possess as an elite athlete 
and the vision you have of future 

performances. The purpose of such 
a statement is to enhance your self-
esteem and confidence, especially 
when you begin to doubt yourself. 

Here is an example:
“I am intelligent and I understand how 

to play my position better than anyone on 
my team. I have the greatest work ethic 
and I have overcome obstacles many 
times over the years. I am confident that 
I will handle any challenge that comes 
my way and succeed. I can see myself 
becoming an all-star.”

5Relaxation breathing again. 
This five-step mental toughness 

routine is anchored at both ends by 
the relaxation breathing.

This entire routine takes no more 
than five minutes. Many athletes have 
told me how practicing this every 
day and right before a game had a 
tremendously positive impact on their 
confidence and motivation prior to and 
during competition. Certainly, Wilson, 
the Seahawks and the coaching staff 
must all practice mental toughness, 
and it paid off, leading the team to 
another Super Bowl. 
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