Introduction: The Myth of the
Naturally Clutch Performer

“Under pressure, we don't rise to the occasion—uwe sink to the
level of our training.”
—Adapted from Archilochus

Ithink I'm going to quit the game.”

That's how he started. No hello. No small talk. Just a few words
that hit the air like a confession.

He was an NBA All-Star. A former first-round pick. Eight years in
the league. A player known for his grit, leadership, and consistency
in big moments. But now, sitting across from me, he looked like a
man unraveling. His body was beat up from the wear and tear of the
season. His shot had abandoned him. And his confidence had quietly
followed.

He was in the second-to-last year of his contract—the kind of
year where every possession matters. Front offices start talking.
Extension negotiations begin. Trade conversations heat up. For a
player at his level, this wasn’t just about playing well—it was about
proving value. Cementing trust. Securing a deal that could be worth
tens of millions of dollars.

And right now? He felt broken.

His slump was brutal. Over the last 22 games, he was shooting
just 18% from three. His contract had a performance bonus clause
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that paid out if he cleared 33% from deep. Every miss wasn't just a
hit to his ego—it was a hit to his wallet. Hundreds of thousands of
dollars were vanishing with every miss.

He'd tried everything. More film. More shots. High-priced special-
ist shooting coaches. Extra reps after games. Practice during off days.
In empty gyms. On the road. At home. Nothing helped. In fact, the
harder he chased it, the further it seemed to slip away.

But what really broke him—the moment he knew he was
spiraling—wasn’t the slump. It was the defense. Or rather, the
absence of it.

“They’re leaving me open,” he said. “That’s the biggest insult.
They're stepping back and daring me to shoot. Like I don’t even
belong out there.”

It wasn’t just about missed shots anymore. It was about identity.
This was someone who had built a reputation on being clutch—
trusted when the game was tight, the clock was low, and everything
was on the line. Now, he didn't just feel like he was letting others
down. He felt like he was disappearing.

What he was experiencing wasn’t a lack of talent. It wasn’t lazi-
ness. It wasn’t even just a crisis of confidence.

It was attention: misplaced, overextended, and hijacked by
pressure.

What he was experiencing wasn’t rare. In fact, it's something
we've seen hundreds of times. When we founded Premier, we saw
the same pattern in youth and high school athletes—bright, driven
competitors whose attention was consumed by outcomes instead of
execution. As our work expanded into college programs, sales teams,
and mid-level managers, the story repeated itself: talented people
pulled off course by untrained attention. And when we began con-
sulting with professional and Olympic athletes, Fortune 500 execu-
tives, and other elite performers, the pattern didn’t disappear—it
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simply became more expensive. Whether the stakes were financial,
reputational, or emotional, the underlying challenge was the same.
Mismanaged attention doesn’t discriminate by skill level or salary; it’s
a universal performance constraint. We've seen it across every level
of competition and every arena of work. Attention, it turns out,
shapes nearly every aspect of performance—it determines whether
our best preparation ever gets expressed.

When we talked, it became clear that his mind wasn’t just on his
mechanics. It was ricocheting between contract incentives, media
narratives, teammate expectations, and the rising fear of what failure
might cost him. Every time he stepped onto the court, he wasn’t play-
ing the game in front of him—he was navigating a minefield of what
the future might hold.

And here’s what's interesting and most important to understand
about this situation: His brain was doing exactly what it was designed
to do.

In high-pressure environments, the human brain naturally shifts
into protection mode. It starts scanning for threats, calculating risk,
and tightening control—not to help us perform, but to protect us.
Whether it’s a collapsing shooting percentage or a charging bear, the
brain’s protective systems don’t always differentiate between types of
threat—they assess physical and existential threats in largely the
same manner.

This isn’'t a character flaw or mental weakness. It's how we're
wired.

The challenge is that while this threat-scanning response serves
us well for survival, it can become a hindrance to performance.
Clutch execution doesn’t emerge from protection; it flows from clar-
ity, presence, and assertive action. And while these responses might
feel instinctive in the moment, they're actually skills that can be
developed and refined.
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Under Pressure, Performance Dips

The idea that some people are just “built differently”—wired to thrive
in pressure moments with supernatural calm and precision—makes
for compelling highlight reels, discussions with scouts at the Combine,
and perhaps even better sports documentaries. But when we exam-
ine the evidence, this notion is largely mythical.

Michael Jordan is often cited as the embodiment of clutch great-
ness. And yes, he delivered in iconic moments. But what's most
revealing is that even Jordan didn’t consistently outperform his
remarkable averages under pressure; he just essentially maintained
them.

As Weisinger and Pawliw-Fry (2015) note in Performing Under
Pressure, the highest performers do not perform better when the
stakes rise; they perform closer to their baseline while others
deteriorate.

Like other greats, Jordan didn’t ascend into superhuman territory
in clutch moments—he remained consistent. And in high-stress
environments, that consistency is elite performance.

Decades of research across performance domains show that
under intense stress, people rarely “rise to the occasion.” Instead,
they default to the level of their preparation. As Grossman (2008)
observed in military and high-stakes performance contexts, pressure
doesn’t create new abilities—it exposes and amplifies existing train-
ing. Team-based decision-making studies echo this pattern: When
arousal spikes and the stakes are high, even seasoned professionals
fall back on the cognitive scripts they've rehearsed most often
(Driskell et al., 1999).

This is also supported by what we are learning from studies on

the brain. Neuroscience shows that in moments of uncertainty, the
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brain doesn’t generate novel solutions—it retrieves and reconstructs
patterns from previous experience (Schacter and Addis, 2007). Our
default mode is familiarity, not innovation. Bargh and Chartrand
(1999) found that much of this retrieval process operates below con-
scious awareness, pulling on whatever neural pathways have been
most consistently reinforced.

When pressure spikes, your brain doesn’t search for magic—it
searches for established patterns. And those patterns, whether help-
ful or harmful, are built through repeated experience. The top per-
formers under pressure aren’t relying purely on instinct or raw grit.
They’re drawing on trained attentional systems—internal frameworks
that help them filter out noise, interpret emotion constructively, and
return to their strategic approach.

Neuroscientific research (Miller & Cohen, 2001) has shown that
these systems are governed by the prefrontal cortex. These systems
allow performers to override reactive impulses and sustain goal-
directed focus. Similarly, Posner and Rothbart (2007) demonstrated
that attentional networks—when trained deliberately—can regulate
emotion, inhibit distraction, and support higher-order performance
even under pressure.

Top performers learned to keep their attention anchored on the
variables that drive performance. Not because they were born with
something special, but because they've developed something
specific.

Some discover this ability through experience and natural devel-
opment, but increasingly, far more elite performers are training it
with deliberate intention. We wanted to understand whether that
ability could be trained—and if so, how consistently it could trans-

form performance across domains.
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Training the Mind’s Most Valuable Resource

For nearly two decades, I've worked in some of the most competitive
arenas in the world—serving as Director of High Performance Psychology
for multiple teams in the NFL, NBA, MLB, and NHL, and as founder of
Premier Sport Psychology and Premier Performance Advising. These
roles have given me a front-row seat to thousands of teachable moments
with some of the world’s greatest athletes, coaches, and executives.

Across all of those touchpoints, one pattern has stood out with
remarkable clarity: The performers who consistently deliver under
pressure aren’t fundamentally different from their peers in talent or
drive. What sets them apart is how intentional they are in managing
their mental resources.

Specifically, they have learned how to direct and sustain their
attention with precision—especially when it matters most. As we
studied this phenomenon, one truth rose to the top again and again:
Attention is the single most important driver of performance in high-
stakes moments.

Even more encouraging was the realization that attention is not a
fixed trait. It is a skill—one that can be trained, strengthened, and refined
just like strength, speed, or strategy. That insight quickly became the
gateway into all of our mental training. At first, our efforts centered on
building simple tools: focus cues and reset routines that helped athletes
reengage in the moment. But as we dug deeper, it became clear these
tools pointed to something larger: the need for a structured framework
that could capture both the depth and breadth of attentional training.

That framework is what we now call Intentional Attention—a
deliberate approach to harnessing the mind’s most valuable resource
in order to perform with clarity, consistency, and conviction when it
matters most.

What's more, we found this skill extends far beyond competitive
arenas; it helps all of us navigate the day-to-day pressures of modern
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life. Performance is performance, whether it takes place on a field, in a
boardroom, in a classroom, or at home. Each of us is asked to show up
and deliver in ways that matter. And the more we refined and applied
these methods across contexts, the more convinced we became:
Intentional Attention is a central performance skill that allows people to
sustain their best when it matters most.

This book lays out how to train it. Built on scientific research,
tested in real-world practice, and sharpened through thousands of
hours alongside elite performers, it introduces a structured, three-
part system for developing attention as a skill—something we can all
practice, strengthen, and carry with us into every high-stakes moment.

e Part I explores how the brain operates and why attention sits
at the center of nearly everything it does. Many readers are
surprised to learn how much their thoughts, emotions, and
decision-making are driven not just by willpower or motiva-
tion, but by the underlying attentional architecture of the brain
itself. Attention is not just another mental skill; it's the gateway
to learning, memory, emotion regulation, and execution. When
we can’'t manage our attention, we struggle to manage our
minds. This section reveals why that is, grounding the discus-

sion in evolutionary psychology and modern neuroscience.

e Part IT introduces the attentional architecture we use to train
elite performers—athletes, coaches, and leaders across every
major arena of competition. These methods have been refined
through work with players and staff from the NFL, NBA, WNBA,
MLB, NHL, MLS, and NWSL, as well as USA National Teams,
collegiate athletic departments, special forces operatives, exec-
utives, doctors, lawyers, and educators. The principles are
universal, and we'll provide practical examples to help you

integrate them into your own routines.
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o Part IIT explores how training attention translates into execution
under pressure. Through case studies and practical insights drawn
from elite performers, we'll illuminate how Intentional Attention
can transform both performance and well-being. This part high-
lights what many high performers do to optimize their craft—and
how the same framework can be taught and applied to help oth-
ers lead, perform, and live with greater clarity and control.

That’s the core of this book: not simply to inform, but to equip.
To provide practical, tested strategies designed to help readers better
understand, train, and direct their attention, especially in moments
when pressure is high and distractions persistent.

Intentional Attention is intended to be a new perspective on how
to train and develop our mental game—a controllable one that, when
practiced consistently, can build greater resilience, confidence, per-
formance, and overall well-being. Beyond merely chasing outcomes,
this approach shapes how individuals engage with the world: with a
steadier presence, and deeper alignment between who they are and
who they truly wish to become. Regardless of the arena, training
Intentional Attention represents a meaningful shift—one capable of
profoundly transforming how we navigate today’s fragmented and
competitive landscape.

We can'’t stop pressure from coming. But we can train where our
attention goes when it does. That’s the real art of performance—and
the heart of Intentional Attention.

A Note on a Broader Conversation

In today’s world, attention may well be our most valuable resource.
Individuals and teams that learn to manage it with intention tend to
build stronger relationships, protect their mental health, navigate
complexity more effectively, and—yes—perform at higher levels.
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As Chris Hayes writes in The Sirens’ Call:

“Information is abundant, attention is scarce. Information
is theoretically infinite, while attention is constrained. This
is why information is cheap and attention is expensive.”

In a world of infinite data, attention is becoming the currency
that gives information its value. Our attentional architecture shapes
what we notice next, what we believe, how we behave, and ulti-
mately, what matters most in our lives.

Much has been written about this shift—particularly in the context
of politics, media, and culture. Authors like Hayes have offered compel-
ling insights into how attention is shaped, captured, and even weap-
onized. These conversations are important. They spotlight the societal
stakes of where attention flows, and who or what influences it.

While this book doesn’t attempt to tackle those topics directly, it
sits adjacent to them. Like many who have written on this topic, we
believe attentional management isn’t just important—it’s critical. In
an era where billions of dollars and entire industries are engineered
to capture it, the ability to own our attention has become one of the
most essential life skills of our time.

Yet understanding alone isn’t enough. Knowing our attention is
being pulled doesn’t give us the ability to redirect it. That’s why our
work focuses not on diagnosing the problem, but on training a solu-
tion. We ask different—but deeply related—questions:

o What bappens when we train attention deliberately?

o How can we develop a more effective attentional operat-
ing system—one that gives people personal agency ratber
than taking it away?

o What shifts when individuals and teams learn to man-

age their attention as precisely as they manage their
bodies?
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o And bow might that change not just performance under
pressure, but the quality of everyday life?

These questions matter because attention shapes everything
else—our focus in competition, our clarity in leadership, our empa-
thy in relationships, and even our sense of purpose. It determines
whether we react to life or respond with more intention.

Performance isn’t reserved for athletes, coaches, or executives. Each
of us performs every day: in conversations, decisions, meetings, creative
pursuits, parenting, caregiving, and countless other roles. And while
distractions may differ, they are everywhere, but the internal challenge
is the same: staying focused on what matters when it matters most.

That’s why the ideas in this book aren’t limited to elite performers.
While our casework is rooted in high-stakes environments—NFL side-
lines, MLB clubhouses, Olympic training centers, and boardrooms—the
principles we've learned apply far beyond them. Our goal wasn’t to
further highlight attention as a cultural force; we're presenting it as a
trainable skill that can be developed. One that separates those who
merely survive pressure from those who thrive in it.

We've studied, observed, and developed these concepts and
applied training for nearly two decades in environments where perfor-
mance is visible and pressure is relentless. Those settings have allowed
us to test the framework and witness its impact in real time—where
every move, decision, and outcome is scrutinized from every angle. If
it can stand up there, we believe it can stand up most anywhere.

We also recognize the limits of our expertise. We're not political
theorists or cultural critics. We don’t pretend to have all the answers
about attention’s role in the broader information economy. But if this
book contributes to that larger conversation—and perhaps helps oth-
ers think differently about how they develop and manage their
attention—we’re honored to play a part. Because when attention is
managed with intention, it doesn’t just change performance. It

changes how we live.
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