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I don’t watch a lot of telly these days, but one show that did draw me in during COVID was Billions. Yeah, there’s the sex, the politics and the power

games of big business. All of which is entertaining even before you consider some of the uncanny parallels to the real corporate world.

One unexpected appeal is that Billions has made my job as a performance coach easier to explain. How’s that you ask? Well, it has brought performance

psychology into the mainstream and showing that performance psychology is very distinct from clinical psychology.

You might say a clinical psychologist helps equip us with the skills to be mentally healthy while a performance psychologist helps us with the skills to

mentally thrive. It’s the mental equivalent of eating well and meeting the exercise guidelines versus going to the Olympics.

The techniques of an Olympic athlete are not going to be useful if you haven’t got the basics right. In fact, they could be harmful if you haven’t got the

basics right and try to skip several (hundred) steps.

I want to be very clear that the techniques of performance psychology are not for everyone. For those suffering depression, anxiety or any other very

common mental illness (and about half of the population experience mental ill health in their lifetime), the �rst step is to get mentally healthy. When our

mental ducks are in a row however, performance psychology can take you to the next level.

The character Wendy Rhoades, in Billions, is a psychiatrist but she is also the in-house high-performance coach at Axe Capital, the hedge fund central to

the show’s plot. Wendy is the wing-woman of Bobby “Axe” Axelrod, and has helped him rise up to become the king of hedge funds in New York. How?

Just as we do in the real-world, by applying principles of human behaviour to help Axe (and his employees) manage their stress, improve self-talk and

teach the resilience and apply mental skills to successfully navigate high stakes, high pressure environments to achieve their potential. In short, Wendy

has used performance psychology to facilitate peak performance in the workplace.

I was at a media appearance and received a text message from a CEO I had previously coached: ‘Andrew, would like to talk. Do you have capacity to work

with one of my team on his presentation skills?’ I called him on my walk back to the hotel and learned his CFO had received terrible feedback from

analysts and investors about his presentation style during company brie�ngs. I agreed to meet with the CFO the following week and see whether he was

open to my support. I asked the CEO to brief him on our conversation and be explicit about why I would be meeting with him.
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My �rst discussion with the CFO didn’t begin well. I received a frosty reception, arms folded, mono-syllabic answers and a general attitude that said:

Why do I need to work on my presentation skills? I’m a smart guy, and it’s all about the �nance. I tried a conciliatory, coaching-based approach for 15

minutes and was getting nowhere, so I reverted to a more in-your-face methodology.

‘Okay,’ I said, ‘I can see you really don’t want to do this, and if I was in your shoes, I’d probably feel the same way. But let’s strip out the emotion and focus

purely on the facts.

‘Fact: your boss, the CEO, reached out and spoke to me because you’ve had poor feedback, from numerous sources, about your presentation style, and

this is causing noise the company doesn’t need. And I know you have been told about this.

‘Fact: as a CFO, market updates are a very important part of your job; and from where I sit, if you don’t improve, that’s going to put considerable strain

on your job.

‘Now, I can support you with the skills you need, and I can train you to manage your presentation style, but if you’re not open to it, I don’t want to take

you on as a client.’

When I put on my ‘executive coach’ hat, I sometimes throw what I’ve been trained in coaching psychology out the window and take a much more direct

approach. The risk is that it can go wrong. The CFO sat silent for what felt like �ve long minutes, then he looked at me and said, ‘Alright. I appreciate you

being so transparent. I hadn’t pieced it together like that. When do we start?’

‘Now,’ I said. ‘Tell me about your routine before you present a market update.’

‘What do you mean, routine? I wake up, have a shower and get ready, grab a coffee and drive into the city. I might grab another coffee and a piece of

toast if I have time, and then I take another look at the PowerPoint slides and make sure I have a �rm grasp of the numbers. Then I just stand up and go

through the slide deck.’

I had a few more questions for him.

‘Are you a morning person?’

‘Nope, not at all.’

‘What do you listen to when you’re in the car?’

‘Normally classical music – I don’t like all of the commercial talkback rubbish.’

‘Do you do anything of a morning, apart from coffee, to wake yourself up?’

To this I just got a blank stare.

I wanted to jump right in to �x-mode, but our time was up. ‘I’m going to put together what I call a pre-performance routine to get your body and brain in

the best possible state before your next update. I’ll take you through that the next time we meet.’

‘But what about the speaking skills?’ he asked.

‘Oh, we’ll spend some time on that. But I think your main problem is that your body clock is out of sync and you are not preparing yourself in the right

way for what is arguably the most important Performance Moment of your job. This will be the focus of our next session.’

The following week I was greeted by a much more enthusiastic and agreeable client.

‘Andrew,’ he began, ‘I’ve been thinking about what you said, and I do agree. I really don’t like presenting of a morning – I’m in a bad mood the moment I

wake up on the day of an early presentation.’

‘Good to see you’ve been thinking about this. Let’s start by looking at the routine I’ve drafted for you. It’s based on you presenting at 8.30 am.’

Draft routine
Night before

Limit alcohol to only one drink (or none at all).

Get to bed by 10:30 to 11 pm (prepare to go to bed from 10.30 pm; no technology after that time).

Morning

Wake up at 6.30 am.

Glass of water and lemon, then a brisk 10–15-minute walk (listening to upbeat music, NOT classical), ideally outside.

Shower (introduce cold water), change, protein smoothie (takes �ve minutes to make).

7.30 am: In the car driving to city. Again, upbeat music. No classical (that’s for the drive home).
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8 am: Arrive at venue and grab a coffee and review slides; think about adding key messages to the �nancial data. Spend �ve mins doing deep-breathing

exercises and reviewing cue words (we’ll do a separate session on that next week).

8.30 am: Presentation time!

‘Do you have any questions,’ I asked.

‘Not really,’ he said. ‘I’d prefer to not have to get up 30 minutes earlier than normal, but the process makes sense. I’ve never thought about it like this.

Actually, I do have a question. What should I listen to on the radio?’

‘Triple M,’ I replied straightaway.

‘I don’t like Triple M,’ he retorted.

‘I don’t care. Your audience doesn’t like your update when you listen to classical music.’

We shared a laugh before ending the session. A few months later I received a follow-up text from the CEO: ‘Andrew, today was market update. I don’t

know what you’ve done, but the CFO was a different person. He had presence from the moment he stood up. And he spoke to the audience, not the

slides.’

What I did was map out a structured pre-performance routine that would ensure his body and brain were ready to perform. So, while I’m not employed

in-house by one of the country’s leading hedge fund managers or VC’s, the exposure Wendy has received and the understanding of what she does and

the impact performance psychology has on business performance, has made it much easier to explain part of the response when someone asks me that

ever-common question, ‘so, what do you do?’

Written by Andrew May.
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Andrew May is the founder and CEO of StriveStronger and is recognised as one of the world’s leading human performance strategists. He’s

the creator of the 30 Day Boost, an evidence-based digital program supporting employees to stay productive, boost physical wellbeing,

enhance their psychological resilience and improve team cohesion. 

Andrew May is an opinion columnist for the CEOWORLD Magazine. You can follow him on LinkedIn. Protect your team against burnout and

sign them up at Website.
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