
HIGH PERFORMANCE COACHING 

PART ONE: How to survive lockdown series  

“Small things matter” 

By JP van Zittert 

 

During this lockdown there have been many 

times that dark and deep emotions have 

overcome our logical thoughts. Looking at the 

news and the headlines, everything looks 

gloom and doom. Hospitals are over run and 

with coronavirus cases and countries are 

struggling to cope with the overload of 

patients that that need help.  

 

Economies are tanking and people are losing 

their jobs. News outlets are driving the worst-

case scenarios and each one is trying to 

outperform the other for views. Grocery stories 

are being attacked and looted and riots and 

protest are happening daily. The world seems to 

be in complete chaos.  

 

It’s easy to just cut off the outside world to distance yourself from the terrors that are happing. 

It becomes a daily battle of getting out of bed and setting yourself up for the day. You start 

questioning everything and in doing so you spiral down a road of cynicism and negativity. On the 

road down, in your attempt to shut out the outside world, you start switching off and shutting 

out loved ones. This ultimately escalates from being alone to loneliness. This loneliness refeeds 

the cynicism and the vicious cycle starts again.  

Figure 1: The Guardian  https://images.app.goo.: Coronavirus: 
cruise ship passengers at Réunion Island threatened by violent 

protests l/RaijtqhPSKy5J51Q7 

Figure 2: First Denial, Then Fear: Covid-19 Patients in Their Own 
Words https://www.wired.com/story/first-denial-then-fear-covid-

19-patients-in-their-own-words/ 

https://images.app.goo/


How do I get myself out of this negative space and back into a 

space where I can be myself and see the light at the end of the 

tunnel?  

How can I protect my mental health during this time? 

 

Here are a couple of things you can do during this lockdown to protect your 

mental health:  

1. If you want to change your world, make your bed.  

There is a famous 2017 commencement address from retired Admiral 

William McRaven, a decorated navy SEAL in which he distils his years of 

knowledge to a couple of students. He starts his address focusing on making 

your bed, he says “if your make your bed every morning, you would have 

accomplished the first task of the day. It will give you a small sense of pride, 

and it will encourage you to do another task and another and another.” (1)  

He goes on to say “It was a simple task — mundane at best. But every morning we were required 

to make our bed to perfection. It seemed a little ridiculous at the time, particularly in light of the 

fact that were aspiring to be real warriors, tough battle-hardened SEALs, but the wisdom of this 

simple act has been proven to me many times over” (1). By the end of the day, that one task 

completed will have turned into many tasks completed Adm McRaven explains.  

 

“Making your bed will also reinforce the fact that little things in life matter. If 

you can’t do the little things right, you will never do the big things right.” (1) 

 

If you want to change your world, start by making your bed because if you have a miserable day, 

“you will come home to a bed that is made — that you made — and a made bed gives you 

encouragement that tomorrow will be better” (1). Once you have your bed made this will lead to 

cleaning up further and getting your home in order. Creating an environment that support mental 

health during this time. This is supported by leading psychological research that has correlated 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=1&v=3sK3wJAxGfs&feature=emb_logo


clutter with stress and anxiety and discovered that housekeeping has a positive benefit on mental 

and physical health. (2) 

 

2. If you want to change your world, find someone to help you paddle. 

Adm McRaven continues “Over a few weeks of difficult 

training my SEAL class, which started with 150 men, was 

down to just 35. There were now six boat crews of seven 

men each. I was in the boat with the tall guys, but the best 

boat crew we had was made up of the little guys — the 

munchkin crew we called them — no one was over about 

five-foot-five.”  

No matter where you are or what your circumstance, you 

need to surround yourselves with your loved ones. If you 

can’t do it in person you will need to do it virtually. Once 

your environment is setup, build your support structure 

from loved ones to help you when your mood gets low. This 

is supported by a broad field of research. One study looked 

at the factors that explain why some people seem to be so severely affected by life's adversities 

and others are not (3).  

The study found that support from one's social network is a significant factor that can account 

for some of the vulnerability differences between groups of stressed individuals.  

 

3. If you want to change your world, measure a person by the size of their heart, 

not the size of their flippers. 

Adm Mc Raven explains that “SEAL training was a great equalizer. Nothing mattered but your will 

to succeed. Not your color, not your ethnic background, not your education and not your social 

status.” (1).   

He indicates that “The munchkin boat crew had one American Indian, one African American, one 

Polish American, one Greek American, one Italian American, and two tough kids from the 

Midwest. They out-paddled, out-ran and out-swam all the other boat crews” (1).  

“The big men in the other boat crews would always make good-natured fun of the tiny little 

flippers the munchkins put on their tiny little feet prior to every swim. But somehow these little 

guys, from every corner of the nation and the world, always had the last laugh — swimming faster 

than everyone and reaching the shore long before the rest of us.” (1) 

Figure 3: Cameron Bellamy: The Impossible 
Row. Crossing the Drake Passage: 

https://sailing.co.za/cameron-bellamy-the-
impossible-row-crossing-the-drake-passage/ 



It’s in times like these that we can expand our network and sometime the greatest level of 

support you could receive, could come from an unlikely source. Expand your horizons and join 

virtual meet ups, online education classes, online fitness classes, etc. You never know who you 

meet there could be the person who pulls you through this time. So, don’t judge someone by the 

size of their flippers but by the size of their hearts.  

 

4. If you want to change your world get over being a sugar cookie and keep 

moving forward. 

“Several times a week, the instructors would 

line up the class and do a uniform inspection. It 

was exceptionally thorough. Your hat had to be 

perfectly starched, your uniform immaculately 

pressed and your belt buckle shiny and void of 

any smudges. But it seemed that no matter 

how much effort you put into starching your 

hat, or pressing your uniform or polishing your 

belt buckle — it just wasn’t good enough. The 

instructors would find “something” wrong.” (1)      

Adm McRaven recounts.  

“For failing the uniform inspection, the student had to run, fully clothed into the surf zone and 

then, wet from head to toe, roll around on the beach until every part of your body was covered 

with sand. The effect was known as a “sugar cookie.” You stayed in that uniform the rest of the 

day — cold, wet and sandy.” (1)  

Adm McRaven explained that there were many students who just couldn’t understand the fact 

that all their effort was in vain. They got frustrated that no matter how hard they tried to get the 

uniform right; it was unacknowledged. The students who could not let go of trying to control the 

uncontrollable, the instructor’s perception of perfect, and that you were never going to succeed, 

those students didn’t make it through training. 

In times like these it’s easy to go down a rabbit whole of trying to plan your life and all the factors 

that could affect it, but now there are many factors that you can’t control. The lockdown might 

be extended, people who don’t abide by the lockdown regulations, the current state of 

healthcare, etc. All these things, you have no control over. What you do have control over is your 

health, eating healthy, sleeping enough, getting in some sort of exercise and looking after your 

mental health.  

Focusing on these things will ensure that you don’t run down the rabbit whole of t he 

uncontrollable things and focus on the controllable.  



 

5. If you want to change your world, don’t be afraid of the circuses. 

“Every day during training you were challenged with 

multiple physical events — long runs, long swims, 

obstacle courses, hours of calisthenics — something 

designed to test your mettle.  

Every event had standards — times you had to meet. 

If you failed to meet those standards your name was 

posted on a list, and at the end of the day those on 

the list were invited to a “circus.” A circus was two 

hours of additional calisthenics designed to wear 

you down, to break your spirit, to force you to quit.” (1) Adm Raven explains.  

No one wanted a circus admin McRaven warns, as a circus meant that you did not measure up to 

the standard that was expected. These additional sessions meant more fatigue — and more 

fatigue meant that the following day would be more difficult — and more circuses were likely. 

Every soldier during their time would at some point be on the circus list.  

“But an interesting thing happened to those who were constantly on the list. Over time those 

students — who did two hours of extra calisthenics — got stronger and stronger. The pain of the 

circuses built inner strength, built physical resiliency.” (1) 

During this lockdown and post the lockdown there will be many circuses. Each of us  will fail at 

some point. You may fail often. It will be painful. It will be discouraging. At times it will test you 

to your very core, but at the end we will all be better for it. These trying times develop strong 

people and if you focus on the opportunities these times provide to develop as a human being, 

you will be better because of it.  

In the next article we will show another five things we can work on. 

Keep your boat afloat. 
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