How to Succeed in Practice?

There is not a straightforward answer to this question.  There are as many ways to fail in practice as there are doctors, and as many ways to succeed.  All I can do is give you a set of guidelines and parameters that I have assembled from a wide variety of sources, including all the doctors who came to speak at my school while I was a student.

The most important aspect of success in any area is to know yourself.  This doesn't mean what many of you will think it means, or even what many of our most common resources, in the form of traditional church teachings or self-help books mean.  This doesn't mean dissecting yourself and your issues and then doing a bunch of work to change.  What this means is simply what it says - know yourself.  Know what you like.  Know what you dislike.  Know what triggers you.  Know your strengths and know your weaknesses.  At very least and most importantly, know where you are being dishonest with yourself about what you know about you!  If you take time look at these things, you will be ahead of 99% of all the people in all the industries out there; and not only will this make you a more successful business person, but you will be a greater attraction to your patients, and people will come see you just because of who you are and the hope you give them by who you are being in the world.  The thing that all patients hate the most about all doctors is the rushing in, rushing out, not listening, and being dishonest routine.  Authenticity counts, a lot.  How many times have you heard a person say, "I love my chiropractor, they're like my therapist!"  The 20/80 rule applies to you, too.
There is no point in analyzing yourself and working to change things if what you're doing is working for you - however, a lot of us take a lot longer to realize that something isn't working for us than we need to, which is another reason why this is so important.  Take alcoholics, for example - a lot of them would try and quit a lot sooner if they were to sit and take a careful look at what they are doing and whether it's working for them.  It doesn't have to be such an extreme behavior, though.  It can be something as simple as having dinner right before you go to bed.  You finally sit and take a look and realize that since you started doing this you've gained a bunch of weight and haven't had a single good night's sleep - so stop it, and start doing something that works better for you.  You cannot stop or alter something until you realize that you are thinking, doing, or being something.  Awareness is essential.

So know your strengths and weaknesses, and find a way to turn your weaknesses to your advantage.  This is what the most successful people do, is to turn disadvantages to advantages.  If you can't do this, list your weak points and design strategies to change them; at very least, devise a way to cover yourself.  For example, say you realize that as passionate as you are about chiropractic, you feel silly talking to patients about it and how important it is.  So you've got at least three options; one, try and turn this into a strength - perhaps you research and find amazing patient education videos that you have patients watch before their first three adjustments, and your referrals skyrocket because instead of doing the moderate job in patient education that your comfortable competitors are doing, you are educating them superbly!  In addition - or instead, as option two - change the pattern; you can start going to Toastmasters, a group that helps people become more comfortable public speakers.  If you don't want to find a way to leverage the weakness into a strength, or work to change yourself, at least train your receptionist or CA to tell the chiropractic story and have them share it as the patients are leaving after appointments - option three.  Now, if you want to be a real success, approach every weakness and every problem on all three fronts!

Next is to know your goals.  Have some, and know what they are.  Design action steps to move toward them.

There are personal goals, and there are professional goals.  Different people like to prioritize areas of their lives differently.  For instance, I determined my personal goals first, and helped determine the practice goals.  A great attraction about this profession is the lifestyle options, and that was a reason I wanted to become a DC.  My DC I saw before school was a woman who had been in practice 20 years, saw 40 patients a week, and went scuba diving the first four hours of every day, seven days a week.  She rented her apartment and rode a bike to work, but this was her dream life - it worked for her, these were her goals!  So I decided: How much do I want to work?  How far from my office do I want to live?  How much do I want to travel or take week-long camping vacations and etc?  How wealthy do I want to be?  What kinds of things do I want?  When do I want to retire?  When do I want to have kids, how many, and what do I want to be able to give them, in balance with how much time do I want to spend with them?  These personal questions gave me direction for my practice and those goals.

I do not use a practice management group, and don't know any doctors who do.  I looked into them briefly when I was preparing my practice, and chose not to use them.  This is the tricky thing about them, is that most people who use them need them and don't know anything different, and most people who don't use them don't think they need them.  In any event, they would be one resource for setting goals, but an expensive one.  On the other hand, there are dozens of doctors out there who are interested in your success, and in the success of the profession - they have probably set some sort of goals for themselves, and might be willing to share them with you.  If not, these are the kinds of things that you can set for yourself.  You might think, "I've never been in practice, how should I know how many patients I want to be seeing in my third month?"  Well, the truth is that while you can get others' lists to use or to compare yours to, no one except you will know how many patients Dr. Marvin should be seeing in Olympia, Washington, after three months in practice working X number hours a day after X months in a preceptorship - you are the only one truly qualified to set your goals.

So once I had the answers to my personal questions, I started designing my practice: How many patients do I want to see?  How long do I want to spend with each one?  What do I want to do with each patient?  How many hours a week is that?  How much do I want to charge?  Is that reasonable?  How do I want to structure the business entity?  How do I want to approach taxes?  What do I want the business to look like in five years, and what structural elements do I need in place now in order to achieve that?
Here's an essential equation for you:

(cost per treatment) X (# of patients) X (time per patient) X (hours per day) X (days per week) x (weeks per year) = (income)
												                                                                  2

So you can start with the things you know you want - I want to make $100K this year, work 4 days a week and take a 2 week vacation - and fill in the rest of the blanks for yourself to find direction.

When do you want to determine all of this stuff?  In trimester one.  Does that seem silly?  The clearer vision you have, the faster and more efficiently you will arrive there.  Having a vision sorted out like this will give you inspiration and focus throughout school, and make it all easier.  If you haven't had them already, you will probably have long days here where you hate the school, are irritated by a teacher, can't remember why you came or what you're doing here, and if you can remember you won't believe you can make it.  This is why these things are important to know in school, from day one!

Designing action steps can be simple and can also be tricky.  Most of the time you'll be able to find some resource for action steps, and will only have to customize them for yourself.  The important thing about moving toward goals is to work in three-foot tosses.  Take small steps, break it down as small as you need to.  This serves two purposes:  it will help you avoid feeling overwhelmed, and it will give you manageable chunks that will facilitate success and that is how you build trust with yourself.  Do a little at a time - and I'm not saying procrastinate; 'at a time' can be hourly - but so often people fail because they set these huge and challenging goals for themselves, and then try and do too much at once, so they flop and get overwhelmed and can't get back up again.

Sometimes you will find yourself face to face with a goal for which you can find action steps that others have used successfully, and you're going to have to be brave enough to take a risk.  This is where partnership with God comes in.  Spirit meets us at our point of action, and if we do our end to be conscious of Spirit's help coming our way, we will see a closed door as loving guidance rather than a failure, and we will see open doors as the same thing - once we get our ego and our ego goals out of it; "What can I do to be of service here?" rather than "I want a Mercedes," or "I want to be the greatest doctor ever," then we will experience co-creation with God.  This is one reason why flexibility is so important.  There is a masterful grey area between standing by what you know you want, and following your dream, and responding creatively to what life puts in front of you.  For example, it took me three months longer to get my clinic open than I had intended, which was frustrating - but I turned it to my advantage by going and knocking on more doors, customizing every office document, and scheduling talks around the community.

So now you have a good sense of self, and a good sense of direction.  So what to focus on next?  Well, obviously getting the doors open, which is a whole other hour talk, at least.  So let's focus on some general things that are incredibly important.
While I was in school, I visited over 100 doctors in practice in six states, and in that time I took a lot of notes and asked a lot of questions.  I saw what I believe to be an important pattern in successful doctors, and that pattern was that the winners seemed to break down into four categories - and the real winners were good in two or three of them.  The first is doctoring, the second is personality, and the third is business sense.  At least two of these can be learned.  We'll get to the fourth.

So the first, doctoring.  These chiropractors were great diagnosticians, had fantastic palpation skills, and adjusted in such a way that wasn't always even comfortable, but got people better and did so fast.  Some of them didn't seem to be anything special in the business smarts area, and certainly weren't in personality - but they were excellent chiropractors, and so had tons of referrals!
The second were those with personality.  These people were often average adjusters, and also weren't doing anything crafty or secret in the business administration - but they were happy, funny, dynamic doctors with great communication skills, and they had something you wanted and respected as a patient.  Whether you were a patient, student or another doctor, you saw these DCs and thought "I want what they have, I want to spend more time with them."  We've all heard someone say "Oh, I love my chiropractor, she's like my therapist!", and these docs are certainly in this category.

Then there are those with business smarts - and there was no rhyme or reason here.  Some had it naturally, some grew up in families with a business or had run their own before.  Some read financial books and were simply smart enough and humble enough to ask every other DC and accountant they could find how to save money and do things intelligently!  In any case these people had it all down to a science - how to document to get paid, how to manage the cashflow through the office, and how to give as little of it away as possible to the IRS.  And many of them put the money they made back into the business, which in turn made them more money!

Then there's the fourth type.  So the winners had at least one of these three suits on strongly, and believe me there were plenty that had two of them going on also.  I only saw a few who had all three - the fourth type - and they were usually close to retirement when I saw them.  So focus on these areas - figure out which you're already strong in and where your weaknesses are.  Get strong where you're weak and stronger where you're strong already!  Develop a plan, and stick to it.  In reality, if you're honest with yourself and not too egotistical, you can master all three areas, even the personality thing - but that's where the "self-help" work we discussed earlier comes in.

There is a fifth type of doctor I saw - the one who doesn't excel in any area.  These are your classmates who are afraid to adjust, so never learn how.  The ones who get into practice and sell $4000 year-long treatment packages because they are so insecure about the premise of chiropractic and/or their ability to adjust that they are failing financially and grasping at unethical straws to try and stay in business.  This is partly the fault of the schools, and yet each of us can, if we choose, take personal responsibility for our own lives and choices.

Personal responsibility is a rare and powerful asset.  If you don't choose to acknowledge the responsibility you have in every situation you find yourself in, you are making a choice to give up every ounce of power you have to change the situation.  This ethic is taught by every religion, every self-help program, and every success seminar.  It is a foundation of success in practice and in every area of your lives.  It can get to a ridiculous point philosophically, but there is great validity, truth and power in it.  You may say, indignantly and angrily, 'How is it my fault that I got mugged in that alley?' Well, it may be that there is no solid truth you can find to relate to in that situation - but if you make the common choice, to complain and wallow in the victim role, you will never have the chance to look to see if there was a different choice you could have made - and therefore a different one to make in the future to save yourself more trouble.  Believe me, in school I spent plenty of time feeling taken advantage of and misunderstood and righteously indignant about the circumstances here at school.  It was only when I let myself experience the upset, but then quickly called myself forward to suck it up instead of wallowing in the melodrama, that I was able to really start to change things for myself and for the students and the school - and I did have some effect on change while I was a student.  That's when I became a leader, and every time I did that I was building success for practice!  A patient respects a doctor who admits a mistake - they don't want to hear it over and over again, but to have a doctor say, "You know, I think that direction didn't work, let's try this angle instead," means a lot to people versus the ego they're used to getting.  If everyone in the world took personal responsibility and was willing to admit their mistakes, this world would be a totally different place.

Keep your focus.  The more global your focus is, the more likely you will be to succeed.  Research has shown that the more a person's focus is on helping others - and in a healthy way, not a self-sacrificing or co-dependent way - the more successful they will be.  And in combination with basic guides for success, like training, planning and financing, the higher level of service you are aimed at, the more successful you will be; in other words, there is a hierarchy of outside of ourselves-ness.  Our family would be the first tier, an extended family the second tier, the neighborhood the next, the community the next and etc.  It is easy to see how a doctor who has a family to support can feel more driven to succeed than the doctor just focused on more and more expensive toys for himself.  I have been successful largely because I chose to open my practice in a community that I really care about and enjoy being of service to.  People appreciate that - they see me at all sorts of functions, being of service, being involved, giving back to the place.  That means a lot, and while I do it from a heartfelt place of service, it ends up working as a marketing tool.

If you are going into chiropractic just for the money,that's fine - but know that and be honest with yourself about it.  Also, be aware that you will struggle more in practice just like the MDs are now, for the same reasons the MDs are now, and people will come back to you less often.  I saw a lot of DCs focused on the money and not only they were far less satisfied, their patients were not happy people either - they were running pain clinics vs. quality of life clinics.  These DCs were aspirins, not leaders, not docs who empowered their patietns.  Some of the world's most lucrative professions have high burn-out, depression and health hazard ratings, and high turn over.  On their deathbed, few people are thinking about thier Mercedes and how recently they got it waxed; they think about family, quality of life, children, social interactions, friendships, etc.  Get this early on in life and in practice, and you'll be ahead of the game.  Chiropractic is an easy field to make a lot of money in - don't get trapped.  Too many DCs fall into the greed pattern and start basing their treatment on what they can get paid for instead of what will get the patient better.  None of us are too good for this, we are all human, so we each need to take personal responsibility for our profession and our patients and do the right thing.  Just do it, and like we talked about before, set up technologies to help you stay on course.

Watch your books.  A great financial freedom teacher named Robert Kiyosaki uses the phrase "Mind your own business."  He was the guy who invented the velcro wallet in the '80's, and made himself a multi-millionaire.  Soon there was competition from overseas manufacturers, who could make them cheaper and undersell him.  Not long after that, his accountant disappeared with most of his money, and Kiyosaki ended up living in his car on the street.  This is not because he trusted his employees - it's because he didn't take responsibility for his own business.  When I got into practice, I had no interest in understanding how insurance worked and how to keep books and all that 'stuff.'  I got into this to be of service, right?  To adjust people.  To make it worse, my Beloved came on as my office manager, and I knew I could trust her, so there was even less reason for me to learn the business stuff.  But I forced myself to.  I heard dozens of stories while still in school about doctors losing thousands of dollars or having their offices run into the ground because someone was embezzling from them.  You have to learn how to read the books, and you have to do it, and regularly.  If not, you could more easily end up being one of these people.

Check in regularly - in twelve step programs, they call it a regular inventory, and it's a concept adopted by businesses all over the world to great success.  Every so often, I don't care how often, whatever works for you, sit down and review everything - your goals, your methods, your resources, your technologies, your office documents, your vendors, your charges, your return rates - everything!  Then change as you need to.  Adapt and thrive!

Stay in balance.  Keep a healthy balance between play, work, family, income, service, church, vacation, education, research, politics.  Yardwork!  Keep balance in your life, this is also a skill that the most successful people talk about a lot.  And keep moving forward - be looking at what your goals and numbers should be for the next year.  When do you want to retire?  With how much money in the bank?  Are you on track for that?  Stay ahead of yourself as best you can.

Stay educated.  Go do twice whatever your state requires you to do for continuing education classes.  You can write it off, it keeps you learning, and you can even use it to market - every time I go to a class, I send a postcard to all my patients that says "In service to you and your health, Dr. Matthew has closed his clinic for two days to go take a class on blah-blah so he can be more knowledgeable and help you get well faster."  The truth is that we are a blessed profession in terms of education - not like MDs don't have to do it, but there are thousands of new research items published monthly, and it is crazy to try and keep up with them all.  You know how hard it is simply to keep up with all the material in your classes - I'm guessing there are classes you don't even try to do this in and just cram?  Imagine all that material, combined with seeing patients and paperwork and managing an office.  Now imagine having $90,000 a year in malpractice insurance as part of your overhead instead of $4,000.  No wonder the MDs are prescription-happy!  They are worked to death in the managed care system, and have no time to read the new research, and in walks a Pfiser representative who tells them there's this great new treatment for such-and-such....  It's built-in apparent continuing education, and it makes them money every time they write a scrip, too.  Don't get me wrong, I believe they should call themselves forward to be more responsible, but I have compassion for them.  So let's not rest on our laurels - it could happen to us, too.  Go to more continuing education than you need to.

And stay involved!  Here's a story for you.  Dr. Bob gets out of XXX chiro college, and opens a practice.  He does the bare minimum, doesn't even join the ACA or the chamber of commerce - but he's good looking and suave and a good adjuster and so he does pretty well financially.  Then, about six months in, his patients start disappearing.  He runs into one at the grocery store and asks her where she's been, and she informs him that she has started getting her adjustments from her MD or her PT.  This shocks Bob, because he isn't involved in any of his professional associations - this means not only did he not know that PTs were becoming doctors, and that they were getting the right to adjust, and that MDs were too, but he made no contribution to the work, financially or otherwise, to help defend our profession.  So he grunts and sucks it up and moans and complains a bit, but then moves on and gets back to work, twice as hard now because he's lost so many patients.  Then, about six months later, he gets a submission back from an insurance company denying payment on a bill because he performed procedures the insurance company no longer reimburses DCs for.  Also, he finds out that congress just passed a bill that overrules all state insurance regulations to try and make it easier for small business owners to afford insurance for their employees - a good thing, right?  Well, now none of the insurance companies in his area pay for chiropractic anymore - so there goes another 85% of the patients he has left.  Sad to say, there was a months-long battle going on by Bob's state and national associations to stop the bill from passing, and he knew nothing about it.  So he didn't know - and it hurt him.  He didn't help - and it hurt him.  He didn't do his part - and it hurt him.  This is no made-up story; all of this came close to happening last year, and could happen at any time if we don't stay active.  Better to suck it up and be active before hand than to have someone show up at your door because you were too lazy and selfish to do your part, and tell you that you no longer have the right to practice!  This is political subluxation, lack of communication and important information about the health of the system.  So practice what you preach - if you're telling patients they need to not be apathetic and take care of themselves, realize where you are overlooking your chance to do the same.  30,000 jail terms were served by DCs in the US for adjusting because they believed so strongly in what they were doing, and today less than 10% of DCs even belong to any association.  That's apathy.

Service is one of the most profoundly inspiring, renewing, energizing things you can find in this world.  Every religion recognizes this, every culture, and every developmental technology I've seen.  It is a magical thing that happens when we choose to set aside ourselves, our concerns, our agendas, and to look to what we can do for another without ulterior motive.  This practice can take some time to refine, but it is an incredible process that enriches life incredibly.  Find your way to give back, and make it a regular commitment in your life.  You won't be the same afterward.

Market everything you do, but don't do what you do to market.  In other words, look to what inspires and motivates you, or what supports you, and look to how you can use it to market.  Examples of this from my practice include being of service through the Adopt-A-Highway program, which gets my office name out there for thousands of motorists a day; I got Centre Chiropractic t-shirts made to wear when I go running or volunteer at community events or go to the high school football games; and every time I go to a continuing education class - required to renew my license - I send out a postcard to all my patients telling them.  Anything can be reframed as a marketing tool, but don't get the process reversed; again, people recognize authenticity and fakery.

Here are some more keys to success that appear in some of my other talks but are key to practice as well, so bear repeating here.
Be proactive in all things, even those you’ve delegated.  Remember the painful lesson Kiyosaki learned; trust the trustworthy, but mind your own business!  Put the things you're fearful about or nervous around at the top of the list.  Completing these frees up valuable energy to move forward with other things, your mind will be clearer and your focus better, and you will boost your confidence and self-trust in this way.

The Living Vision is a powerful technology in which you write out a paragraph-style description of the future space you are designing and working toward.  Be sure to include all five senses, use descriptive, exciting and kinetic descriptors, and phrase everything in the positive.  If you don't want to have any stress or struggle around paying bills, phrase it "I am experiencing abundance and complete ease and grace in paying all my bills before the due dates."  Beginning with the end in mind aligns all aspects of your consciousness toward the goal, and also helps to reveal and bring awareness to any parts of yourself that have competing intentions (an example might be the part of you that still believes that money is evil and so wants to prevent your abundance by sabotaging healthy behaviors like paying bills on time).  Work with these parts, respect them and the fact that they are trying to protect you in some way.  That is good work, just manifesting in a way that is out of alignment with your real goals - negotiate with these parts and find a compromise that works for everyone in there!

Put first things first (three-foot tosses).  We went over these before, and I can't emphasize this enough.  So many people fail due to overreaching and trying to accomplish too much too quickly.  This is one of the most important areas in which to release the ego, to surrender all the "I know hows" and "I've done this befores" and "I can do its."  This is an area to break down everything into little parts and do a little every day.  Your ego will thank you later, because by doing this you can accomplish amazing things and your ego can have a party about it.

Think win-win; lack is a myth.  The truth is that if the financial resources of the world were redistributed equally among it's citizens, everyone would be a multi-millionaire.  The fact is that if we did this, within months the balance would be right back to where it is now, because people's state of wealth is largely a matter of their state of mind and their issues.  Above and beyond that, since we lost the gold standard, there literally is no basis for money, and most any investor would tell you that money is created from thin air.  Add to this that we as chiropractors see between 8 and 15% of the population, and you have a physical reality that ensures the possibility for success.  So take yourself by the reigns and make it happen.  Do not act from  lack; do not act from revenge; do not act out of defensiveness; do not prepare for war in your thoughts.  Always look for the win-win in everything, in every situation, because it is always there, and it will benefit you in every way in the long run.

Seek first to understand, then to be understood.  This is a common struggle for many of us.  Listening is a skill.  Hearing is a skill.  80% of communication is non-verbal, and the message received is often not the message sent.  Be aware if you are talking to a patient and seeing some parent or teacher from your childhood you never felt heard by.  Make the effort, put in the time, let your patients know that you care enough to listen, to hear, and to make sure you understand before you begin to respond.  Heck, go crazy and do this with your family and friends, too, and improve your whole life, why not?  This is an age-old principle that, again, is found in every major spiritual tradition in different words.  It overlaps with the principle of service and that of authenticity.
Synergize.  Be open to the feedback and input of everyone and everything around you.  Be aware that there is feedback to be had from everything.  I mean everything.  A frustrating communication with a store clerk may be giving you information about your success in communicating with a certain personality type.  Patients asking the same question over and over may mean you need to practice your internal marketing communication skills.  A suggestion from your CA is not a place for ego or pride.  All the feedback you get is merely information, and never needs to be taken personally.  Take it in, evaluate it's relevance for you, and use it to better your world and life.

Sharpen the saw!  Practice, learn, read, study.  All parts of us function like the physical body does - we break down from lack of use, not overuse.

Clarify your strengths and weaknesses - enhance the strengths, reframe the weaknesses.  The Dabbler, the Obsessive, and the Hacker - most of us have aspects of all three but are mostly one.  The Dabbler: with first success is overjoyed, tells everyone and preaches; but with the first plateau is crushed and stops practicing, looks for something new to conquer...  maybe he'll make it to the second plateau this time, but likely not.  The Obsessive: results count, and fast - no matter how you get them.  He stays late, gets every book and tape on the subject, and when things slow, he uses every resource to try and force and manipulate things forward.  Somehow he keeps managing progress, brief spurts upward followed by sharp declines, and when he finally falls, everyone around him suffers.  The Hacker: after sort of getting the hang of it, the Hacker cruises along in a comfort zone.  He doesn't go to professional meetings or continuing ed classes, and doesn't really do anything out of joy, but out of inertia and feelings of safety.

The war on Mastery in America.  We value and reward mediocrity and consumer spending in every aspect of our lives.  Watch our commercials: a man works for a second and a half, then it's Miller time, the race won, the kid's parents reach for a frosty soda.... It's a stream of epiphanies, a dream-rhythym where one fantasy crowds out the next, with no plateaus.  Get credit, don't save.  Do the new crash diet, don't decrease eating or exercise.  Take a pill, make the feelings go away.

Loving the Plateau - the plateau is not a place for boredom, self-judgment or frustration - it is a place for practicing the new thing we have learned over and over, until we are Masters.  Goals and contingencies are important, but they live in the past and future.  Only Practice, the path of mastery, exists in the present.

Instruction: the uninstructed enjoy a few benefits - they don't know what can't be done and might find value in areas previously ruled out by others; but most people who go this way spend frustrating lives reinventing the wheel.  To pick a teacher, look at his students.  Watch how he relates to the beginners and the slower students, not how he interacts with the faster more capable students; teaching fast students allows for glossing over finer points and challenges; really teaching involves meticulous attention in every detail, as is required with the new and challenged.  Those who are not so clever, not so good with their hands, usually go further in the long run.  Seek personal interaction, and seek interaction with quality, length, variety, frequency and intensity.
Practice is both a noun and a verb - the noun is anything done regularly for its own sake.  A Master is someone who practices regularly; not because they want to be a master, but because they love it.  A Master is a master because they stay on the mat 5 minutes longer than anyone else, every day.  Ultimately, practice is the path of mastery.

Surrender: it is inevitable that in starting something you may feel awkward and foolish.  Pride prevents you from letting learning in enough to be a Master.  The essence of boredom is to be found in the obsessive search for novelty.  Satisfaction lies in mindful repetition, the discovery of endless riches in subtle variations on familiar themes.  Surrendering to the fundamentals of the art and to the teacher are only the beginning; on the path of every student of mastery there will arise the need to surrender some hard-won competence in order to proceed to the next stage.  Perhaps the best we can hope for is to cultivate the heart and mind at the beginning of every stage along the way - for the Master, surrender means there are no experts, there are only learners.
Intentionality, willpower, attitude, imaging... whatever you want to call it.  Jack Nikalus said only 10% of the shot is the swing.  Perhaps this was because he'd already perfected the swing.  The rest of the evolution was in the mental aspect.  The question of reality - is the radio in your hands, or the design on paper, or the idea in the inventor's mind more real?  The design on paper will far outlive the radio even though the radio seems more real.  Neurologically and biochemically, the mind does not know the difference between reality and imagination.  The power of imaging and intention is clear in golf, martial arts, sports of any kind; the most physical things we know - so why not in business or health care?

The Edge: Masters revere the fundamentals, yet are the ones who push the limits.  Its not an either/or, its a both/and.  Not only testing the edges, but walking the line between endless, goalless practice and the alluring goals that appear along the way.  All masters share the stupid, heroic desire to push themselves to the human limits.

Getting energy: "If you want to get something done, ask a busy person to do it."  We gain energy by using energy - humans are a machine that breaks down from lack of use.  The classroom setup, with forty people told to sit still and do the same thing, does not teach us to harness or appreciate individual enthusiasm or energy, it teaches us to sit still and be quiet, not to 'be silly.'  1. Maintain physical health - also, it is an observation that those who feel good about themselves, who are in touch with themselves and nature, are more liekly to use their energy for the benefit of all and of humanity.  2. Acknowledge the negative and accentuate the positive - research shows indisputably that the positive minded are far healthier and sick less often than those who see in negative terms.  Optimism gets regularly trashed by intellectuals, but it works.  3. Tell the truth - lies and secrets are poison and steal energy from individuals and organizations, since time and energy are devoted to keeping secrets and tracking what was told to whom.  4. Honor and acknowledge, but don't indulge, your dark side - the energy we've hidden away is always available to us: to quit smoking, get in alignment with the addiction, you have tremendous power in it.  It is not the cigarette that has that power, it is in you!  5. Set priorities - indecision leads to inaction, which leads to low energy, depression, and despair.  6. Make commitments and take action - there's nothing as immediately energizing on any journey as the intermediate goal or tight, firm deadline met along the way.  7. Get on the path of mastery and stay on it - much of the world's depression and discontent, even the pervasive malaise that leads to crime and war, can be traced to untapped potential and unused energy.

Renewal.  Workaholics may burn bright, but they burn fast.  It is an illness just like anything else, and so often hides issues of self-worth and approval seeking that would, ironically, free up energy to be much more successful and productive.  Renewal is a key that every master uses.  Look at the training regime or regimen of any successful athlete, and you will find that some form of regular, often ritualized renewal is built in.  This is just like building muscles, which you guys all know about.  If you keep that muscle on the stim machine, let alone the treadmill, for too long, the muscle will be damaged beyond the point of renewal-to-increased-strength and to the point of failure, of infusion with scar tissue and permanent disability.  This is true for us in all ways, in all areas.  This breaking point is different for everyone, and hinges on many different things in your life.  But take vacations, take weekends, engage in activities on all four levels that nurture and renew you.  And be wary of those things that seem renewing - for me, sitting on the couch and watching DVDs - that can play into other issues and actually tire you while trying to convince you they are renewing you!

Avoid the pitfalls.  Some key ptifalls are:
1. A conflicting way of life - if your path of mastery is not career-related, you must find and make time outside work to follow the path.  When things aren't going well on the path of Mastery, check the rest of your life.
2. Obsessive goal orientation - be aware that the peak is ahead, but don't keep looking at it.
3. Poor instruction - surrender to your teacher, but only as a teacher, not as a guru - if its not working for you, find another.
4. Lack of competitiveness - failing to play wholeheartedly with a will to win degrades the game and insults the opponent.
5. Overcompetitiveness.
6. Laziness - it will knock you off the path.  The good news is that the path is the cure for laziness.
7. Injuries - the best way to achieve a goal is to be fully present.  Surpassing limits involves negotiating with yourself on all levels to eclipse your past achievements, not ignoring your body's communications.
8. Drugs - street and 'legitimate.'
9. Prizes and medals - excessive use of external motivation can slow and even kill your journey to mastery.
10. Vanity - if you're always thinking about appearances, you can't attain the level of concentration required to achieve your goals.
11. Dead seriousness - it's tunnel vision; to be able to laugh at yourself clears your vision.
12. Inconsistency - it not only loses you practice time, it makes everything harder when you get around to it.
13. Perfectionism - even without comparing ourselves to the world's greatest, we can set such unreasonably high standards for ourselves that no one could ever meet them, and nothing is more destructive to creativity.

Mastering the commonplace.  A Zen student's mastery is measured just as much by how they sweep the floor as how they meditate.  Ironically, focusing on process rather than product produces better and more products in less time.  The way we walk, spend time with our kids or make love bears an unmistakable resemblance to the way we do 'important' things like work.  Intimacy is the greatest art and adventure of all.

Energy is our most precious resource.  The number of hours in a day is fixed; what we do with them and how much energy we have is not, yet discipline is a far more limited practice than most of us think.

Balancing stress and recovery.  The most successful players develop routines between energy peaks, and recuperation is both undervalued and essential.  Work with your natural rhythms, don't fight them.

Building strength works the same on all four levels; gradually re-expose yourself to the stressors that broke you down in the fist place.

Physical energy - fueling the fire; eat strategically, get good rest, 12 minute naps, learn your rhythm, pace yourself and push yourself.

Emotional energy - transforming threat into challenge.  Emotional intelligence is the ability to manage emotions skillfully in service to high positive energy and full engagement.  Regaining physiological balance ASAP after an upset.  It's important to engage in activities simply because they are enjoyable and emotionally nourishing - the depth and quality of the nourishment and the frequency of engagement is something else again.  Establishing a routine and recovery are as important here as in the physical, just trickier and less tangible.  Watch out for "upper limits" experiences, work with them and surpass them.  New age guilt, is just a tool for derailing ourselves.

Mental energy - good focus and healthy optimism.  Negative thoughts may be directing our attention to areas that need attention; do not try to abolish or negate them.  The importance of focusing on the positive.  Where are you when you get your best ideas?  You should know this!  Often 'at rest.'  Evidence confirms the brain also operates like a muscle - balance and exercise both increase cognitive capacity.

Spiritual energy - He Who Has a Why.  Balancing commitment to others with adequate self-care - take care of yourself so you can take care of others.  All traditions talk about spiritual 'work' versus spiritual 'practice,' most focus on service.  Expanding spiritual capacity requires subordinating our needs to something beyond our own self-interest.  This is the muscle to stretch - it may feel threatening at first, but is immensely rewarding.  "The truth is that if you asked me to choose between winning the Tour de France and cancer, I'd choose cancer." - Lance Armstrong

Face the truth - how are you managing your energy now?  You will only benefit by answering this honestly, not by answering defensively.  Own and honor your shadow - some part of you is trying to protect you in some way, so respect and work with that part.  What are you overlooking?  Do an inventory or a patterning journal to increase your awareness.  Separate who you are from your actions (as well as your wallet, your car, etc).

The power of positive rituals; this continuity allows us to master times of change.  Doing vs. not doing - a simple way to build stamina, self-trust, or to reinforce your negative self-image.  The power of three-foot tosses; incremental changes build momentum, good habits and self-trust.

Be Impeccable With Your Word.  Impeccable means "without sin."  Power of the Word; unique to man and an indisputably creative force.  We constantly misuse the word as black magic, keeping each other in fear and pulling each other down without realizing its magic at all.  The power of the Truth - the Bible is incorrectly quoted "The truth will set you free."  It is actually "The truth will make you free."  The destructive, addictive power of gossip.  Be aware not only of what others have done to us with the word - gossip, socialization, fearmongering - but what we've done to ourselves.

Don’t Take Anything Personally.  You only take something personally because you agree with what was said.  It is not what we say to each other - it is the old wounds inside that we poke with the words.  Most of your own opinions about yourself are untrue, so you don't even need to take yourself personally.  Do not expect others to tell you the truth, because they lie to themselves, too.  If you can make this a habit and choose out of fear, you will not return to Hell.

Don’t Make Assumptions.  The primary problem with assumptions is that we think they are truth and so usually don't even recognize them.  We often make assumptions, then we take them personally and then we start gossiping about them!  We make assumptions in all our major relationships - that someone knows or should know how to treat us the way we want to be, so we choose not to ask for what we need then feel resentment.  When others tell us something, we make assumptions about what we were told; and if they don't, we make assumptions to fulfill our need to know and to avoid having to communicate.  With clear communication, all relationships clear and work.

Always Do Your Best.  Bear in mind your best will vary - so no matter how sick and tired you are, just do your best and then there's no ground for judging yourself.  Doing your best is taking an action because you love it, not because there's a reward.  Action is about living fully; an action is how we a) deny life or b) react to life not being exactly the way we want it, or c) try to avoid hurt or disappointment, in which case we aren't even alive.  You don't need to know or prove anything; living fully and taking risks and enjoying them is all that matters.  If you fall, do not judge.  Do not give your Judge the satisfaction of turning you into a victim!

Blessings.
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