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Denise Lewis DBE is a retired Team GB track and field athlete who specialised in the heptathlon. She won the gold medal in the heptathlon at the 2000 Sydney Olympics and bronze at the 1996 Atlanta Olympics. Lewis is considered to be one of the ‘golden girls’ of British athletics, having been inducted into the UK Athletics Hall of Fame in 2011, and has twice been runner-up in BBC’s Sports Personality of the Year Awards, in 1998 and 2000. Since retiring from athletics, she has become one of the nation’s most popular broadcasters and sports pundits, as well as lighting up our screens on Strictly Come Dancing and, most recently, The Masked Dancer.
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To my mum

Like a snowdrop in mid-winter, you pushed through cold environments to flourish and grow and I am immensely proud of you. I know you haven’t heard those words enough in your lifetime but I hope this book acknowledges your steadfastness to raising your bar.

To my only daughter

Because we fail, we learn and grow. Love conquers all.

To my boys

Ryan and Kane: Be good men because you have been wonderful boys 90 per cent of the time.

Troy: You have given me wings to fly and see life with a new perspective.
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Introduction

I can’t remember a time when I didn’t have an inner determination to succeed. As a child, in the playground, I would set up races and a scoring system so that the fastest girl in the school (me) would have to compete with the fastest boy. I loved the playfulness of it, the camaraderie in my team of girls but, if I’m totally honest, I also loved the thrill of the competition. I wanted to prove myself. I wanted to be challenged. And, since childhood, in that area of my life – athletics – I knew I could win. I worked hard in my other school subjects too until, in my early teens, while writing an essay in my English class, I got a clear vision of what I wanted to do with my life: to compete in the Olympics. From that moment on, getting a medal became my only goal, and soon I was utterly focused on making it come true. Every other aspect of my life was honed down or pushed to one side to make my dream a reality. Much like the portrait mode on an iPhone, the Olympics were the main part of the image, and everything else blurred away around the edges.

Now, in my fifties, success looks different. I look different. I’m a mother of four children, a wife, I’ve continued to commit to a career as a sports pundit, I’m a former president of Commonwealth Games England and an author. As women get older, there is sometimes a sense that they should retire from public life and stand to one side, or that it might be more appropriate for them to be less visible in some way. You may have felt that way at work or in social situations: pushed aside, or told you were past your prime. Well, I’m here to say: no way – you are not! You are just at a point of pivot, of change, of adapting to new circumstances and commitments. Indeed, women need to do this at every age and stage of their life: when they marry, become a mother, become the boss, or take on the role of mothering their mother. If anything, a woman’s ability to adapt makes us more valuable, not less. Often, we just need society and those around us to adapt to change as well as we do.

I’m fighting the stereotype by continuing to step out – and to step up – in both my personal and work life. From the outside, it might have looked as if I had reached my highest power when I was competing around the world and winning gold at the Olympics, and in some ways I did feel incredibly powerful back then. But, in reality, it’s only in the past decade that I’ve truly stepped into my power – and I’ve done it by being adaptable.

What people know about my career is only one small part of my life; it is not the full picture. I’ve been told that from the outside it looks as if I have a charmed life, and in some ways I do: I have my family, my friends, my good health – and I am appreciative of those things – but many of the external things for which I am considered lucky haven’t come about through luck at all. I have them because I’ve worked hard to create what I have for myself and my family by being resilient, conscientious and adaptable when I’ve run into hurdles and setbacks. Alongside my successful sporting and presenting careers, I’ve had to overcome obstacles linked to my roots, from my childhood and from the decisions I’ve made.

My own evolution has shown that you really can achieve great things even when the odds are stacked against you. As a child, I had a huge amount of independence – too much, some might think – and very little money, because my mum was raising me on her own, working day and night to support us both. As a shy teenager, I felt quite lost at times, trying to work out my place alongside peers and trying to fit in while harbouring a dream to become an athletics champion. As a woman of colour, I have often been the minority in the room in terms of ethnicity and gender, but instead of cowering away, I strode out into any room and did what I had to do, masking my fears and doubts as best as I could.

From conversations I’ve had with many women over the years, I know that every time I use my inner strength to put myself forward, I’m showing others that they can do this, too. And now, finally, as a woman who truly knows herself, I feel able to share my lessons and beliefs with others. In this book, I’m going to walk you through the thought processes and good habits I have found and adapted to be able to not just feel welcome in any room but to own it, to stand on stage and present to an audience with confidence. In the following chapters, I hope to prove to all of you that whatever life throws at you, and wherever you have come from, if you set your intention on something, you can absolutely achieve it. Yes, you will face barriers, we all do, but rather than seeing a difficulty as the end of the track, see it as a hurdle to leap over, a challenge to grow from, a chance to grow.

Stories from my journey as an athlete are woven throughout the book, because they demonstrate how mental agility can be rehearsed, practised and, most importantly, taught. Through repetition and regular reflection, the athlete improves their performance. Likewise, people can improve – in terms of both their home lives and work. It requires daily mental engagement and looking at the granular details of what needs to be done to move forward in a positive way. During those ‘make or break’ moments in athletics, which have the potential to feel incredibly stressful, you must control the fight-or-flight reaction of your nervous system by staying in a ventral vagal (calm, collected) state. How do you do this? Just like a heptathlon, by using mindset tools, which I’ll be teaching you here. I will be sharing with you the seven skills I have lived by to become my best self, all the tools, processes and ideas I have uncovered across the decades that can help us to face whatever life throws at us with self-belief, strength and the ability to stand our ground. You can handle the ups and downs of life, I promise. Life will not always be perfect, life will not always be easy, but you can adapt to the lows and cherish the highs when you accept that you need to put some work in – and you learn to accept yourself.

My journey through world-class sport, from playground to gold medal for the heptathlon, has taught me a great deal about my personal character but also about what we all need to embrace to get the best out of ourselves. Hurdler. Jumper. Thrower. Sprinter. Woman. Mother. Athlete. Friend. Colleague. Daughter. The mastery of multiple disciplines is a gold thread that has dictated my success both on and off the track field. Since retiring from athletics, the importance of adaptability, and the lessons that derive from it, drive the coping strategies that I implement not only as a working mum of four children, but also in all the other roles I play. The tools I developed in my career are still those I reach for. They underpin my ability to juggle multiple competing demands, to recognise how to draw from different sources of strength, and they allow me to become different versions of myself depending on who needs me, or – most importantly sometimes – what I need.

Being adaptable is important, because without it you can remain stuck – physically or mentally – in a situation that doesn’t serve you; you can revolve in a cycle of old thinking that doesn’t push you forward. For me, adaptability has been the key to stepping up into my power, and I believe it will help you to step into yours, too. In the following chapters, I will encourage you to:


1. Maintain your identity Be prepared to adjust. Learn from your early years and know that life is full of unforeseeable events, both good and bad. This book will show you how to handle change without falling apart.

2. Build resilience In this chapter I explain how winning takes work, whether in sports, our career or in our marriage and family, and we can also guide our children towards independence by building resilience in them. Difficult experiences from our past give us an opportunity to learn and aim to improve our approach for future progress. In a challenging situation happening right now, when we focus on the present, rather than the past or future, we can boost our pathway towards achieving our goal.

3. Plan for success Visualise your success and believe in yourself and your plan for success. This chapter encourages you to visualise your trajectory and know that when others believe in you, your belief in yourself strengthens and spurs you forward to achieve more. Plan and work out how family and career life can work together and at which point it is best for you to combine both. Be adaptable but with a defined plan in mind. Remember your core values; they will help you to stay on course for your ultimate goal.

4. Follow your instincts Our natural instincts are very strong, and we ignore them at our peril as we go through life. This chapter explains how to use your instincts to make big and small life decisions, whether in your career or as a mother. When you believe in yourself, your self-empowerment will grow as you nurture the skills of adaptability that are the core of this book. Visualisation or meditation can help you to follow and benefit from your instincts.

5. Own your space When embracing adaptability, you might find that your friendships or acquaintances change in pace with your new interests, priorities and passions. Approach your life positively and avoid comparing yourself to the people around you, because everyone (and every family) is different. Stay focused on your own path and benefit from the validation of others who truly appreciate what you have achieved.

6. Let go and seek support You need some downtime, but in our busy lives today we can become overwhelmed with the demands of career/work, family needs and maintaining a (reasonably) organised home. This chapter asks that you find different ways to ensure that your relationship with your spouse or partner can thrive with understanding and that everyone in the family recognises why their help in running the home is also essential.

7. Find inner strength and peace You can become tense and irritable when fatigued, and bad reactions to these stresses can then creep in. These are signs that you are not making time for yourself, but you can, and should, change this. This chapter isolates the possible stressors and, more importantly, suggests methods for finding composure and calm to help change your reactions during those moments that annoy you. The emphasis here is on you being able to be peaceful in your own space and to deal with the stresses of life in a considered way.



To stay sane throughout our busy lives, we will need to compartmentalise and move on. I recognised a long time ago this need to be able to flick a mental switch to regain focus and to transition from one challenge to the next. The ability to stay on task without the mind drifting to the things you should have done or didn’t do well enough is difficult. I used to mentally struggle in the transitions between certain heptathlon disciplines – particularly between the first and second events, 100-metre hurdles and the high jump. It’s the shortest of all the breaks between the events, and therefore the shortest time to mentally get over any emotions you might be carrying.

When asked by my sports psychologist at the time how I could lose the emotional baggage so that it wouldn’t impact my next event, I didn’t have a clue. We talked about mental exercises and the use of visualisation, none of which worked for me initially. I would later learn to love and utilise these tools effectively, but right then I needed something else. A brilliant sports psychologist I was working with at the time around my first Olympics called Alma Thomas suggested that I try something physical to help me put my emotions into a black box and move on, and I remember telling her that I had seven different pairs of shoes for each event in the heptathlon – could that be something we could use? She thought that was a great idea, and so changing my shoes for each event became my trigger to dump the emotion, whether good or bad, and just to look forward. With time I got better and more practised at packaging up my emotions generally, but also by physically changing shoes and sending feelings off on a conveyor belt with a view to collecting the emotions again at a time when I could constructively evaluate them, allowed me to focus on what was needed in any particular moment. I’m not suggesting that you swap shoes every time you hit a mental roadblock, or you have to concentrate on one thing when another is stressing you out, but I can tell you about all the different mental and physical ways we have at our fingertips (or feet, perhaps) to help us adapt to a new situation quickly and successfully. (I describe this method in Chapter 2.)

Ultimately, what distinguishes high-level sport from the everyday is mindset. Unlocking the power of the mind, using it to push through pain and discomfort, taming the negative chatter and the repetition of good habits – that gets you to gold, on the track and in life. The life of an athlete has a clear purpose with a strategy, target-setting, self-motivation and adaptation, by applying a ‘How can I be better today?’ attitude. And this is a mindset that we can all work towards, whether in sports or in other parts of our lives.

In fact, since retiring from athletics, I’ve found myself using the same tools that helped me to succeed in my sporting career within motherhood. In the seven events of a heptathlon, you must be able to razor-focus on the event that you’re about to compete in and then, as soon as it’s done, transition to the next. There’s no time to reflect or regret; you must keep moving forward. Raising four children, two of whom are neurodivergent, while continuing to grow my career has meant that in the same way that I needed to shift my focus from the 100-metre hurdles to the high jump, from the shot-put to the 200-metre race, I now have to adjust my mindset to adapt to work–life demands. As an athlete, I needed to stay calm and focused, even if I felt I had messed up an event, and as a mother I do, too. I don’t always manage this, sometimes I lose my patience, but now when I’m on the edge of burnout, I find the support I need to ground myself. In this book, I will hand you the tools to be able to do the same. In each chapter, you will find prompt questions that will help you journal your own thoughts, feelings and successes. Base your answers to these on the examples in your own life and how you can make the tools in this book work for you so that you can become more adaptable.

It doesn’t matter whether you’re competing in the Olympic stadium, giving a keynote presentation, deciding whether or not to have children and then deciding if you should go back to work after becoming a mother, or you’re having a job interview or negotiating bedtime with your toddler, there will be moments when your heart rate increases and you will feel out of control. The ability to zoom out and anchor yourself again so that you can meet the challenge in front of you straight on is a lifeline that can be taught and practised.

This book will also serve as a reminder to you that sometimes it’s not you who needs to adapt, but your surroundings and the people in your orbit. I understand the competing demands that are placed upon women, the impossible expectations where we are presumed to be strong and capable enough to care for everyone, while being malleable and reticent to put ourselves first or to ask for what we deserve. In reading my seven lessons for success, you will be able to unlock your most adaptable self, while demanding the respect and courtesy from others to do the same. The world is changing; we all need to adapt to it – not just women. I will encourage you to embrace every part of your multifaceted identity as it changes, brave enough to stand out and stand up for yourself as it does.

I want to teach you that you can be your own world-class coach. I want to teach you the tools I have used in my career to build adaptability and resilience. And I want to teach you how to claim your space in this world proudly. I will share the seven lessons with you so that you can see how I’ve learned to be adaptable, and how much better your life will be with that ability.

Denise
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