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7.  You can’t Try too Hard 

 

 “I do not try to dance better than anyone else. I only try to dance better than myself.” 

         Mikhail Baryshnikov  
 

Hit harder. 

  Andre Agassi   

 

 

 

 

 

We’ve all experienced times where our seemingly best efforts lead to suboptimal or even disastrous 

results. You are cooking dinner for your in-laws for the first time and despite sticking to tried and true 

recipes, the pie crust falls apart, the sauce doesn’t thicken, and the kale comes out of the oven burnt. Or 

consider the business executive on his way to clinch that all-important deal. Why, on this morning alone, 

does he appear with a shred of toilet paper on his chin sopping up the blood? What went wrong in these 

situations?  Chance plays a role; occasionally ovens malfunction and a chin might just develop a bump 

overnight. And, as I highlighted in chapter 4, anxiety is also relevant: the tremors it causes could make 

could make your hands shake while holding the razor or it could impeded working memory which might 

lead you to forget to turn off the oven. Beyond these factors, however, one explanation you might hear 

from your spouse after your in-laws have left is that you were trying too hard. Trying too hard, it is often 

thought, is detrimental to performance. “Ease up,” the advice goes, “and you’ll be fine.” But can one 

really try too hard? 

 I do not doubt, as Somerset Maugham once said, that “in each shave, lies a philosophy.” 

Accordingly, I presume that the question of whether trying interferes with the executive’s shave could be 

help up to deep philosophical scrutiny. However, as I’ve emphasized, my concern is not with the 

everyday shave, but with shaves at the expert level. How does trying affect not the executive’s quotidian 

shave, but rather the shave done by an expert barber?  Part of the motivation for the idea that expert 

performance is intuitive, unreflective, automatic and effortless, what I’ve been calling the “just-do-it 

principle,” comes from examples in which trying too hard seems to hinder performance. And it is not just 

trying too hard that is proscribed. Rather, according to some, the best performances do not involve trying 

or effort at all. “Relax, don’t even try, and the words will flow from your fingertips,” or “your arms will 

take over your swing and the ball will go straight in” or “you’ll end those thirty-two fouettés in the coda 

of Swan Lake with a triple.”  Clearly, expert musicians, dancers and athletes need to work hard to attain 

their prowess, however, once attained, it is thought that trying interferes with the smooth, automatic flow 

of their best performances. Indeed, skill, according to the classic definition in psychology, “consists in the 

ability to bring about some end results with maximum certainty and minimum outlay of energy, or of time 

and energy” (Guthrie 1952, p.136). 

 Trying is related to the type of conscious control over movements that Beilock and others warn 

experts to avoid.  As such, I have already addressed, and ultimately found wanting, some of the relevant 

research that purports to support the principle of interference with respect to trying. Trying is also a 

component of improvement, and so, in discussing the expert’s drive to improve, I have also suggested that 

experts try in action. If experts are striving to improve, they are trying. However, let me make use of this 

chapter to delve explicitly into the relation between trying and doing and present my reasons for thinking 

that expert performance is entirely compatible with trying.      
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Don’t try as hard as you can…don’t even try 

 The sports psychologist Robert Rotella (2012, 65)
1
 tells us that a career making or breaking golf 

putt requires a relaxed, almost lackadaisical state of mind. This, he thinks, is true not only of golf, but of a 

wide variety of skilled performances. Indeed, in a somewhat frightening analogy, he tells of a surgeon he 

observed performing a life-or-death cardiac bypass who, according to Rotella, was able to perform well in 

part because she was not trying as hard as she could. As Rotella explains,  

 

While performing the very fine, precise motor skills involved in surgery, [the surgeon had] to 

avoid getting too careful and trying too hard….[T]he truth is that being very careful and trying as 

hard as you can are not the best ways to perform surgery.  [Rather,] when it comes to performing 

complex physical tasks, human beings do best when they learn the task, practice it diligently, then 

go unconscious and rely on subconscious memory to perform the movements under pressure.  If 

the conscious mind becomes involved in the process, the body proceeds less gracefully and 

efficiently…We have to get out of our own way.  

  

 Though the philosophers Hubert Dreyfus and Sean Kelly take their inspiration more from 

Merleau-Ponty and Heidegger than from clinical observations, the conclusions they arrive at resonate 

with Rotella’s. For Dreyfus and Kelly, true excellence occurs not when we are trying, but rather it is 

something that just happens to an individual. Trying, as they see it, is inimical to achievement at the 

highest level.  Should the chess player try as hard as she can to win the game?  Should the tennis player, 

in the last match of a Grand Slam, try harder than ever? Not according to Dreyfus and Kelly, since they 

also think that experts need to get out of their own way and just let it happen. Indeed, so far removed from 

trying is the expert that the closest analogy Dreyfus and Kelly come up with to performing a great move 

in chess, pushing off a 10 meter high diving platform, or coming up with a profound and unbelievably 

beautiful line of poetry, is falling asleep. In a discussion of excellence as exemplified by the ancient 

Greeks described by Homer, they explain: 

 

 going to sleep is …not something achieved by the force of one’s individual will, as if one could 

 go to sleep simply by deciding to do so. Indeed, going to sleep is neither something one is caused 

 to do by an outside force, nor something one achieves by dint of effort and control…and so it is 

 in general for human beings at their best in Homer’s world.  Just as one cannot go to sleep by 

 trying harder, so too one cannot act at one’s best—in war, love, marriage, or adventure—by 

 taking direct and complete responsibility for oneself.  

 

But what is it about trying that is supposed to hinder performance?  Why, according to these very 

different thinkers, must experts get out of their own way?  

 

 

 Trying in basic actions 

 

Wittgenstein observed, “[w]hen I raise my arm, I do not usually try to raise it” (1953, p. 622 ). As 

Wittgenstein sees it, trying occurs when, for example, you want to raise your arm, yet someone is holding 

it down, or it’s numb, or you want to be called on to speak but are enormously nervous at the prospect and 

thus need to exert your will to get over your reluctance, but not when we reach for the shampoo, use a 

razor to shave, hail a taxi, or catch a ball. And more recently, Robert Audi (1993, pg. 92) has argued that 

although agents may try when they encounter resistance, agents need not exert themselves or try to act in 

ordinary situations. (Action, Intention, and Reason p. 99. check paraphrase).   

                                                           
1
 Rotella, The Unstoppable Golfer: Trusting your mind and your short game to achieve greatness. 
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 Other philosophers, however, such as Brian O’Shaughnessy (1981), Jennifer Hornsby (1980), and 

Robert Hanna and Michelle Maiese (2009) argue that trying is an essential element of our all our 

intentional actions. If this is correct, it would seem to follow directly that expert actions involve trying as 

well, not necessarily trying your best, as Rotella in the above quote warns against, but in contrast to 

falling asleep, they would seem to involve at least some measure of trying. And if they do, this would 

seem to tell against the strongest versions of just-do-it, such as those proposed by Dreyfus and Kelly. So 

then, do all of our intentional actions involve trying?   

 Clearly, we normally do not say of someone who is, say, toasting a bagel for her typical breakfast 

carb-overload that she is trying to toast a bagel. Perhaps cutting the rolly-polly thing, we might say, 

involves trying. But it would be odd to say that trying was involved, in the typical situation, when placing 

it in the toaster and turning it on. Yet what can we conclude about trying from the mere fact that it 

sounds odd to attribute trying to our quotidian tasks? Some think that the move from what 

sounds odd to us to how things are is invalid (Grice 1989, Hafling 2000). How we ordinarily 

speak, on this view, is one thing, while how things are is another. I also think that these two are 

distinct, however, I also think that we should not entirely disregard our ordinary manners of speech since 

manners of speech sometimes embody common sense, and while common sense shouldn’t be the last 

word on a matter, it is often reasonable to take it as the first; in other words, I see it as reasonable to ask of 

any theorist whose views are contrary to common sense for an explanation of why common sense or 

ordinary language is wrong on this account.   

 O’Shaughnessy seems to take a similar stance, since his first line of business in arguing for the 

view that all of our actions involve trying is an explanation of how true claims can sound odd.  He 

reminds us that the statement that the president is sober this morning sounds odd, yet is presumably 

nonetheless true. And he thinks that the oddity of imparting trying to everyday actions can be discounted 

for the same reason that we discount the oddity of the president’s break-of-day sobriety.  If so, he will 

have taken care of what he sees as his first line of business. Yet, does this particular analogy help us to 

understand why it sounds odd to impart trying to everyday actions?  

  Although the statement “the president is sober this morning” provides an example of where a 

true sentence can sound odd, it is not clear how relevant it is to the case in question, since it seems that the 

reason why “the president is sober this morning” sounds odd is because it suggests that on other mornings 

he is not, which would, of course, be shocking.
2
  But the same analysis does not account for the oddity of 

“he tried to toast his bagel,” since it would not be shocking to hear that on other mornings he does not try 

to do this, but just does it; or to go back to O’Shaughnessy’s example, “he tried to walk across the road” 

does not sound odd for the reason that “the president is sober this morning” sounds odd, since it would 

not at all be shocking to hear that sometimes, or even often, O’Shaughnessy’s rural-dwelling bloke 

doesn’t try to walk across the road, but rather, much like the proverbial chicken, just crosses it. Instead, 

the oddity in O’Shaughnessy’s example seems to arise precisely because we simply do not think that such 

an activity involves trying at all. That is, common sense tells us that although we need to try to cross, say, 

East 57
th
 street in NYC, and in fact may sometimes fail at our attempts, we don’t need to try when we 

want to cross a familiar road in a rural setting.   

 O’Shaughnessy, however, is thinking of the analogy rather differently. As he sees it, we 

understand that “the president is sober” is true because it makes sense to say it in certain situations, such 

as in response to someone who insists, as O’Shaughnessy puts it, that the president was “blind-drunk at 

his breakfast.”  How is this supposed to explain away the oddity of the phrase “the president is sober”?  I 

think that, as O’Shaughnessy sees it, it explains it away inasmuch as it shows us why, despite its oddity, it 

can be true.  That’s his first line of business. His second line f business is to argue that it is true.       

 The view that trying is part of all of our actions—which is the idea that is in tension with the 

strongest forms of the just-do-it principle—goes beyond the claim that there are situations in which it 

                                                           
2
 One might even question the truth of “the president is sober,” if one understands “sober” to 

mean not just not drunk, but not currently drunk, yet having a tendency to drink. 



4 
 

makes sense to impart trying to any action. However, as O’Shaughnessy sees it, he is already on his way 

to supporting this view since, for O’Shaughnessy, not only does the fact that there are situations in which 

it would make sense to say that you tried to perform such actions help to explain away the oddity of 

imparting trying to everyday actions, but such situations are also the basis for an argument that our 

everyday actions embody trying.  Hornsby (1980) agrees with this: “by way of seeing that we can often 

envisage a person [who sees the action as involving trying], we should be persuaded (defeasibly perhaps) 

that ‘He tried to φ’ is not merely compatible with a man’s success in φ -ing, but integral to his having φ ‘d 

intentionally.”  

 

O’Shaughnessy (1980) elaborates with another example:        

 

 Suppose a man sets out to start a car …and suppose [another] person witnesses the spectacle; and 

 suppose he knows the putative car-starter to be a fantastic pathological liar and this car to be a 

 grossly unreliable instrument; and, to complete the picture, let us suppose him to know that the 

 car starter has a truly urgent reason for making a quick getaway. The pathological liar gives vent 

 in an absurdly complacent voice—as it happens on a sound factual basis, having just had the car 

 completely overhauled and tuned—to the announcement that he is "now about to drive off." The 

 skeptical onlooker has excellent reasons for doubting the truth of this evident boast. But, because 

 he knows of the urgent reason for making a quick getaway, he does, I suggest, know one thing: 

 namely, that the pathological liar is at least going to try and start the car. It follows that it is true 

 that he is.  

 

The skeptical onlooker, according to O’Shaughnessy, reveals that even though the agent does not 

conceive of himself as trying to start the car, he is nonetheless trying; “such onlookers,” as 

O’Shaughnessy puts it, “act unwittingly as separator agencies, rather like magnets that one draws through 

a fine mixture of iron and copper filing.  They draw to themselves an item normally concealed from 

view” (1973). And this item, as he sees it, is an event of trying. Moreover, the skeptical onlooker, for 

O’Shaughnessy, need not even be present, since all action brings with it the possibility of failure. “Of no 

situation,” he tells us, can it be said:  

 

This situation bears a charmed life… Therefore the totally aberrant can never be guaranteed not 

to happen. Now it is precisely this refusal of empirical reality ideally to match our mental 

representations, it is this special brand of uncertainty hanging like a question mark over 

everything, that gives trying a permanent foothold in intentional action” (1973, p. 366). 

 

 Here is a simpler variation of this argument that maintains the question mark, yet does away with 

the skeptical onlooker. Imagine Jane ready to set off to her office and, as she always does, she goes to her 

car, puts the key in the ignition, yet today, unlike other days, the car does not start, for, unbeknownst to 

her, the battery is dead. It seems, then, that she tried to start the car, but failed. Yet every other day she 

has done the same thing, so if she tried in the former case, she tried in the latter one as well. And, since all 

our actions bring with them possibility of failure, since there is that special question mark hanging over 

all of them, all action, whether successful or not, involves trying. If so, then, Bubba Watson’s apparently 

effortless swing when he won the 2012 Masters golfing tournament (supposedly arrived at without ever 

having the assistance of a swing coach), for example, involved trying and thus Dreyfus and Kelly, along 

with Rotella, are mistaken about true excellence.  

 What are we to think of this line of argument?  The argument, I take it, is supposed to show that 

because an onlooker could know that the agent would try to start the car, the agent did try to start the car. 

That knowledge that p implies p is a truth universally acknowledged (among philosophers at least), and 

here we have knowledge of trying. There may, however, be reason to doubt this “universal truth.” Think, 

for example, about scientific knowledge. We know so much; but, alas, some of what we know, as future 

generations will discover, is false. So if you think that science is the best example of knowledge that we 
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have, perhaps it makes sense to say that we can have knowledge of falsehoods. Moreover, it seems that 

even if the implication from knowledge to truth holds—that is, even if it is the case that if the onlooker 

knows that the agent tries, then the agent does try—I think it is at least an open question whether the 

onlooker does know this, as it seems reasonable for the onlooker, after seeing the pathological liar drive 

off, to retract his knowledge claim, saying something like, “well, look at that; I guess I was wrong, he just 

did it.” Furthermore, it is not clear that when her car’s battery is dead that Jane should be described as 

trying to start the car when she does exactly what she would do if the car were to start, which would be 

turning the key once. Genuinely trying in such a case would seem to involve at least a few more attempts.  

 A similar point applies to an example of Arthur Danto’s, which Hornsby (1973) cites favorably. 

 

 I dial Jones’s number…If I fail to reach Jones, I say I will try again, meaning that I will again 

 dial that number, and if I reach Jones, I will have succeeded, even though I did nothing 

 differently on that occasion than on the one before.   

 

Must we say, though, along with Danto and Hornsby that you are trying to reach Jones every time you 

dial Jones, whether you succeed or fail?  It is not clear that we must.  Let us say that Jones is your son’s 

teacher and that your husband has asked you to try to reach Jones today to explain why your child was 

late to school. If you just call once and don’t get through, you are going to be in deep water: you didn’t 

try, your husband will complain. In other words, inasmuch as O’Shaughnessy’s considerations are 

supposed to show that trying does occur, these considerations would seem to show just as well that it does 

not. The refutation of the extreme just-do-it, based on the idea that trying occurs in all of our actions, is 

looking rather precarious. But before we abandon this approach to arguing against the just-do-it principle 

and consider a different tact, let us probe a bit deeper.  

 Leaving aside the question of whether there actually is knowledge of trying in the imagined 

scenarios, there is the question of how trying can be involved in an effortless action. Hanna and Maiese 

have an answer to this question: trying, they hold, is involved in all of our actions, yet such trying is 

effortless. For Hanna and Maiese, Wittgenstein’s point highlights the fact that normally when I raise my 

arm, I do not need to make an effort. However, they argue, this does not show that simple actions do not 

involve effortless trying. As they see it, “effortless trying” is present in all of our actions and “manifests 

itself as the subjective experience of flowing forward right into intentional body movement, as in Yeats’ 

dancer becoming her dance” (p. 179, 2009).  So on their view, it is a special kind of trying, an effortless 

trying, that pervades all of our actions. And if this is correct, contrary to the strong form of the just-do-it 

principle, expert action must involve it as well.  

 To try to do something, it would seem, is to make an effort to do it. Yet, Hanna and Maiese claim 

that even effortless actions involve trying.  Does this mean that they hold that an action can be, at the 

same time, both effortful and effortless? And if so, is this a problem for their view?  If what they are 

saying is that one aspect of an action may be effortful and one aspect effortless, it would seem 

unproblematic to say that such an action would be both effortful and effortless. And some of what Hanna 

and Maiese say does seem consistent with this way of understanding how an action can be both effortful 

and effortless. For example, they tell us that “as you effortfully try to raise your sore arm, you also 

effortlessly try to balance and orient the rest of your body” (179). This seems correct and unproblematic. 

But their position also seems to imply that even the raising of the sore arm itself (that is, the action as 

understood under that description) is both effortful and effortless, for on their view every intentional 

action involves effortless trying, and the raising of your sore arm is intentional; yet it is also effortful and 

I am not sure how to understand this position.   

 It is looking less and less likely, then, that we are going to be able to defeat just-do-it (in its strong 

form) by arguing that all action involves trying: neither the example of the skeptical onlooker nor the idea 

that the very same actions occur in situations in which we would ascribe trying and in situations in which 

we would not seems to lead to the desired conclusion, and even if they did, we would still be left in the 

uncomfortable situation of trying (as it were) to make sense of an action being both effortful and 

effortless. Of course, those who hold that all of our actions embody trying have more to say in defense of 
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their view. However—and this is the final and I think conclusive reason to reject this approach—it seems 

that no matter how much is said, proponents of the extreme form of the just-do-it-principle, such as 

Dreyfus and Kelly, will be unmoved. True enough, Dreyfus and Kelly think that expert action is 

unminded, and thus does not involve trying; yet they will be unmoved because O’Shaughnessy Hornsby 

and Hanna and Maiese take their arguments to apply only to intentional actions, while Dreyfus and Kelly 

think that the actions of the expert when she is doing her best are not intentional.   

 According to O’Shaughnessy, actions such as occasionally moving your toes while reading a 

book are idle bodily movements, which he counts as actions—“one can hardly telescope them into mere 

spasms on the part of the toes”—yet nonintentional ones that occur without trying. Such nonintentional 

actions, according to O’Shaughnessy, are merely “afterthought[s] in the scheme of things”; they relate, he 

tells us, “to standard examples of action somewhat as do objects that are mere lumps of stuff, say rough 

diamonds, to objects that are both lumps of stuff and more, e.g., artifacts.”  In contrast, Dreyfus and Kelly 

see nonintentional actions, which for them include typical cases of shaving, reaching for doorknobs, and 

starting of cars, as well truly great actions, such as those of Homer’s heroes as well as today’s heroes, of 

whom Dreyfus and Kelly include great athletes such as Lou Gehrig and Roger Federer, as the mainstay if 

not the meaning of our existence.  

 

Trying in professional level expert actions 

 

I’m inclined to say, along with Dreyfus, Kelly, Audi, Wittgenstein and others, that everyday actions such 

as starting a functioning car on a temperate day proceed without trying, or at least effortful trying, for 

effortful trying would seem to be at least at times phenomenologically salient and there is no experience 

of effort in such action. Moreover, I leave open the possibility that effortful trying tends to interfere with 

routine activities.  It may very well be that routine activities are routine precisely because they are 

performed without effort. However, expert actions, I claim, often involve trying, and sometimes effortful 

trying. When I raise my arm to reach for the doorknob, I do not usually try to do this; however, when I 

raise my arm in the black swan pas de deux, in order to push away yet tantalize Prince Siegfried, I give it 

my all and try my hardest. Of course, this might not be a case of trying to raise my arm; and it certainly 

doesn’t involve trying to exert as much muscular force as possible.  However, it does seem to be a case to 

trying one’s hardest to create just that feeling in just that moment of the music.   

 The argument I have for this is simple: when you are out there on stage you give one hundred 

percent; anything less is an inferior performance. This is something any performer knows and as a dancer 

I heard it numerous times from directors. “Dancers, I want to see you give it your all tonight!”  “It was 

OK, last night, but tonight I want to see more, more, more!” “The remarkable thing about her 

performance was that she put her heart and soul into it.”  None of these comments would make sense if 

true excellence is achieved without trying.  

 I’ve mentioned before that one way in which everyday expertise contrasts with the sort of 

professional-level expertise with which I am concerned is that once we learn how to perform everyday 

actions, such as tying shoes, driving, and telling the time, we do not actively try to improve them; we just 

do them. Yet, as I have argued, part of what makes experts excel is that they are never or at least rarely 

satisfied. As such, expert actions are going to involve trying and sometimes effortful trying.  

 The idea, though, that expert action involves effortful trying is apparently in conflict with Bob 

Rotella’s coaching, which by any measure is quite successful, helping seventy-four golfers win major 

professional titles.  Moreover, it would seem to be in conflict with much of the psychological research on 

expert action, which, as Gabriele Wulf and Rebecca Lewthwaite sum it up, leads to the conclusion that 

“as a result of practice, movements are produced with less muscular energy—or physical effort (Lay, et al 

2002, Sparrow et al 19999, review Sparrrow and Newell 1998),” and “the mental effort associated with 

movement production lessens with practice and the movement is thought to become automated—that is, 

able to be generated without the conscious control of the mover” (Abernethy, Leavitt, Smith and 

Chamerlin).   
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 Well, then, what are we to make of this conflict?  Does the expert athlete, musician, or dancer try 

when she performs at her best?  Or does it all flow out of her like water moving downstream? Does she 

use maximum effort, either physical or psychological?  And does the task of coordinating her movements 

with others require work or does it happen naturally? I think by now you know that I believe the expert 

exerts effort, but just what type of effort is this? And is it nonetheless true that trying “too hard” is 

nonetheless detrimental?  

 

 

Effort 

 

To begin to answer these questions we need, among other things, a better understanding of the notion of 

effort, for much of the empirical literature that is relevant to the question of how trying affects expert 

performance talks explicitly about effort, or effortful trying.  What is effort? 

 I’ll have more to say about the concept of effort in the next chapter (though to answer this 

question fully would require a book itself), however, in order to understand the relation between 

performance and effortful trying, a few distinctions should, if not suffice, then at least help us to see the 

ways in which expert action may encompass effort in one sense, but not in another.   

 The first distinction I want to bring up is between mental effort, which itself can be divided into 

the effort of thinking or concentrating hard on a task and the effort of exerting our willpower to do 

something, and physical effort, which is exemplified by, for example, increased muscle contraction and 

heart rate.   

 Within the categories of mental and physical effort, we can also talk about effort as observed: 

objectively, subjectively and what I refer to as third-person subjectively.  For example, pupil dilation is an 

objective indicator of increased mental effort; your experience of effort is a subjective indicator of effort; 

and when others who know you observe your performance and judge that you were exerting yourself 

mentally, this is a third-person subjective indicator of effort. Similarly, we can measure physical effort 

with objective indicators such as heart rate monitors, subjectively by whether we feel we are exerting 

ourselves, and from a third-person point of view, such as when an audience member comments on how 

the movements of the ballet dancer looked effortless.  

 Do professional-level experts perform with less physical effort than novices?  This depends on 

the activity at issue, the context of the activity, as well as what indicator we are using.  For example, no 

matter how it is measured, a novice swimmer will require quite a bit of physical exertion to make it across 

the pool, while an expert swimmer can do it easily. Yet during a race, an expert swimmer is highly 

motivated and, measured objectively, may exert more energy than the novice.  One of the things an expert 

swimmer has learned to do is maximize energy expenditure to the point at which any further expenditure 

would be detrimental to performance. As a Division I swimmer put it, rather alliteratively, “During a race 

I am constantly cognizant of every ounce of energy expenditure” (personal correspondence). (Of course, 

sometimes the novice is highly motivated as well, if what they are trying to do is not drown.)   

 For an activity such as playing the cello, however, an expert, even in a performance, may move 

the bow with less objective physical exertion than someone who is just picking it up for the first time and 

is (without much success) trying to correctly position it. After years of practice the movement becomes 

easier.  

  The less extreme proponents of the just-do-it principle accept that experts may have an 

experience of physical exertion, for it is hard to deny that the marathon runner experienced the race as 

physically easy.  On the extreme view, however, which is captured by the sportscaster’s acclamation, 

“He’s playing unconscious!” an athlete, for example, does not experience physical exertion. However, 

even most of the ultra-just-do-iters would say that in an objective sense, an athlete might be pushing 

herself physically. She might not experience this, but her heart monitor, as it were, does.   

 On my view, the subjective experience of physical effort is sometimes present in expert action, 

even the best expert action, though I also think that there are times when experts might have a sense of 

physical effortlessness. But what about mental effort? I have already argued that thinking is often present 
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in expert action. Thinking in action can help one avoid the dreaded choke, it allows for a consistency 

between practice and performance, it is important for occurrent improving during performance, for 

avoiding stereotypical responses (such as those that might occur in poor improvisational theater), and it 

makes performing interesting for the performer and perhaps for the audience, by revealing of thought in 

action, which, I speculated, might be an essential element of artistry. These are all examples of mental 

effort or trying. And I maintain that they are often examples of when trying subjectively apparent.  Yet, as 

we have seen, proponents are just-do-it believe that trying to think in action proponents interferes with 

performance.   

I said that when you are out there on stage you give one hundred percent, and this shows that 

performance involves trying.  But does it involve effortful trying, or effort?  And, in particular does it 

involve mental effort?  Wendy Slater, a pianist and composer and lyricist, told me that the best 

performances feel effortless, yet when I asked if she would be read, to do it all again, she said, “of course 

not, I’m exhausted.”  How are we to understand these claims?  Are her best performances effortless or, 

because they leave her exhausted, do they involve effort?    

 I think that the answer to this question depends on whether we are talking about mental effort in 

the sense of willpower or mental effort in the sense of intellectual exertion. A simple boring activity 

might require mental effort in the sense that it requires willpower to keep you doing it.  You need to exert 

your will to keep putting away the dishes, though the task itself is not mentally taxing; my ten-year-old 

son could do it (if I could only get him to).  As I see it, certain expert-level activities require this sort of 

mental exertion; not because they are boring but, as with, perhaps, racing in a marathon, they are so 

painfully difficult that you need to use willpower to keep going.  Other expert-level activities, however, 

may be so intrinsically enjoyable that one does not need to exert one’s will to continue doing them. 

 When Slater says that she finds good performances effortless, yet that she is mentally exhausted 

afterwards, it seems likely that what is occurring is that she does not need to exert her will to perform, yet 

such performances are mentally taxing.  If so, it would seem that proponents of the just-do-it principle are 

wrong that performing at one’s best does not require effort. If my analysis of Slater’s experience is 

correct, it requires intellectual effort, though not willpower. Are proponents of the just-do-it principle 

correct then at least in their claim that expert performance does not require willpower?  It seems 

reasonable to that truly great actions do not occur when someone is so bored by an activity that it requires 

willpower to do it. Yet, I think that willpower might be needed in expert-level performance in another 

sense and that is to force oneself to do actions that require enormous amounts of physical effort or actions 

that are physically painful (as such actions sometimes are), which one has a natural desire to avoid.  The 

drive to win, to excel, to achieve something beautiful or profound might overcome all of this so as to 

avoid the need to exert the will. Yet, it seems that at times such drives might not carry action along 

without willpower; sometimes one wants to succeed but at the same time stop (perhaps because of 

exhaustion); and in such cases, having an iron will is a great attribute.       

     Tim Bayne and Neil Levy (2006, pg. 17) identify subjective effort as feeling, “as though one is 

exerting a power of one’s own against a force.”  And this might be a good way to understand the 

subjective experience of the mental effort required to overcome mental obstacles. To come up with the 

solution to a difficult problem, to see the right move in chess, to focus on the right aspect of your swing, 

to balance on the toes of one foot without a wobble, your mind needs to push against a force. Even for 

something that would seem as spontaneous as improve theater, you need to exert mental power.  I had the 

opportunity to talk about this with the multitalented actress, producer, writer and comedian Tina Fey.  I 

asked her about the experience of comedy improve. What is it like for her, I wanted to know, when a 

performance is really going well. “One thing you learn,” she told me,“is that you need to be open to what 

others are giving you”. She explained that you need to avoid the experience of feeling as if you have been 

removed from your body and are watching your own performance from afar.  But how, I wanted to know, 

do you do it. Do you just let yourself be open to what others are giving you and then react, or do you need 

to monitor it in some way?  She thought that monitoring was key in order to avoid falling into 

stereotypes, and this is something you can do only after years of experience.  As she described it, “you 

need to push past it.”  This sounds very much like what Bayne and Levy identify as the experience of 
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effort and, indeed, when I asked her whether it was difficult to do this, the response was a resounding 

“Hell, yes!”  

 

 Can the coach of 74 winners be wrong? 

I have argued that effort is part of an expert’s mental landscape. And I have argued for this based on 

examples from the performing arts. But could athletic excellence demand a different set of mental 

attributes?  Certainly, small mistakes seem to matter more in sporting events. Save for the rare dance 

competition, there are no tournaments in ballet, and if things don’t go well one night there is always the 

next performance. More might turn on performance in an athletic event, however; making a mistake in a 

world series that causes your team to lose can be heart-wrenching and in some cases there is also 

enormous prize money at stake. And clearly, the observations of Bob Rotella, who has coached numerous 

professional title-winning players, count for something.  However, even for Rotella, it is not clear that that 

effortful trying, per se, is detrimental to performance.  Rather, it’s that effortful trying that leads to 

insecurity and nerves and that is detrimental to performance. 

 As he explains it (2012, pg. 71): 

I have worked with players who can play without conscious thought, but when they do so, they 

forget to react to their target. They tend to get loose and sloppy. They’re much better if they can 

keep the target as part of their mental equation. It seems almost contradictory, I know.  How can I 

not have conscious thoughts but at the same time remember to react to my target:  All I can say is 

that good players do it when they’re at their best.   

Well, what’s going on? Should players try to hit the ball in a certain way or not? It seems that what really 

needs to happen, according to Rotella, is that a player needs to think but only in a focused way: 

  A player can have just one swing thought such as, Release the putter blade toward the target or 

 Take the club straight back along the target line, or Turn the button of my shirt toward the 

 target.  The problem with this is most can’t keep to just one (2012). 

And after one, he finds, the mind tends to go haywire:  

Golfers, to play their best, have to have the mental discipline to turn off their conscious brains 

just when the analytical portion of their minds….starts silently screaming…: You’re on the last 

hold of a match you’d dearly love to win and very much hate to lose. You’ve got a delicate pitch 

from a lie in the rough to a front-hole location. Everything is riding on it—the match, the long 

hours of preparation you’ve put in, the trophy.  Don’t mess it up.  (2012). 

So it seems that for Rotella, it is not trying, per se, that ought to be avoided, but the barrage of anxious 

thoughts that might enter the mind in high pressure situations.  This barrage of thoughts may lead to a loss 

of confidence and excess nervousness and it is this, not thinking itself, that interferes with performance. 

 

The former tennis-pro David Breitkopf explained the role of thought in his best performances like this: 

 

 The expression playing in the “zone” is often used when players reach their optimum abilities. 

 When I was growing up as a tennis player, we used to call it “treeing,” that is, you’re playing 

 above your head. When I was “treeing” I would certainly be thinking. I would be very aware of 

 my surroundings, the score, the strategic situations I’d find myself in, but I would be extremely 

 calm. Nothing could disturb or distract my focus. At these moments, I felt I had total confidence, 
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 total belief in all my strokes. I knew wherever I was I could return the ball and return it to a spot 

 on the court that would be difficult for my opponent. 

  How I got to this unperturbed state of mind is through thinking, but a repetitive thinking 

 very close to repeating a mantra. This mantra isn’t just a phrase that calms you, but also is 

 intricate to the stroke itself, and allows every other part of the stroke to work properly. Just as an 

 example—get the racket below the ball. This implies much more than the phrase itself. It means 

 I’m watching the ball, it also means that I will likely sweep the racket head up to the ball and lift 

 the ball above the next. But it also implies because of the way I grip the racket that I will put 

 topspin on the ball to keep it in play. I can get all this in because I said this one phrase, and the 

 rest follows. So in point of fact, I’m thinking, but I’m thinking efficiently (personal 

 communication). 

Thinking is important, but it has to be the right kind of thinking. 

Difficulty 

Performing a difficult action—difficult for the performer—requires effort. And the just-do-it principle, 

according, holds that expert actions are performed with ease. As we have just seen, there appear to be 

examples of how trying is involved in expert action. Moreover, when we examined Rotella’s view, we 

found that it is consistent with the idea that expert action involves effort. Beyond this, as we’ve already 

seen in previous chapters, many experts do recount how difficult their work can be. The international 

best-selling author Haruki Murakami, for examples, explains, “To put it in the simplest possible terms, I 

find writing novels a challenge.”  Dreyfus and Kelly ponder whether David Foster Wallace’s inability to 

get washed up in the flow of inspiration—to experience the “woosh”—was not an element in his 

depression.  However, whether or not this was relevant to his psychological instability, Wallace, as 

Dreyfus and Kelly also recound, clearly found writing torturous; yet he produced great work.  These 

experts are supremely skilled at what they do yet, as they describe it, their actions involve a subjective 

experience of mental effort.  

 Nonetheless, one sometimes also hears experts say things that make it seem as if their work were 

not difficult: “From about 1937 on through the rest of my career, I didn’t think about much while making 

a shot…  [and [i]t became pretty automatic and effortless.” (Golfer Byron Nelson.  Quoted in The 

Unstoppable Golfer, 2012 p. 57) Was it really effortless and automatic?   I imagine that Nelson is telling 

the truth, however, sometimes in viciously competitive activities, and ballet is an example of this, 

comments to the effect that “it’s all easy” might occasionally be deliberate attempts to lead others onto 

the wrong path.  But I don’t think it is always like that. Perhaps with Nelson, he was merely commenting 

that he did not need to exert his will, but his playing was effortful in other sense.  However, it must may 

be that there are some experts for whom the process is easy and for whom it is not. If so, I still maintiain 

that no reason to see those that find it easy as the only true experts. Finally, there is another possible 

explanation, and that is that Byron may have lost the drive to improve. One still can perform amazingly 

well, but one no longer has the drive to improve.  Yet the group of highly-skilled individuals who fall 

under my stipulated definition of “expert” comprises only those who are driven to improve.   

 The great ballerina Violette Verdy told me that she had one performance—only one—where she 

“wasn’t even there,” where, as she described it was absolutely effortless.  And after that performance, she 

told me, she knew that her career was over.  Hoping that she would tell me that this was a dull, lifeless 

performance, I asked her, “Did the audience notice this?”  “Oh, yes; a close friend came backstage 

afterward and was overwhelmed and wanted to know what happened.” Rather disappointed, I was not 

sure what else to ask her, but then she added, “I had, of course, been reading Eastern philosophy by that 

point.” The Eastern philosophy may have taught her how to leave the mind behind, or it may have 

influenced how she interpreted her own mindful performance. Interestingly enough, she also told me that 

after that performance she knew it was time to retire.   
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The impossibility of trying too hard 

Let me conclude this chapter with an attempt to make good on the promissory note offered by the title.  I 

have argued that expert performance, when thought of as involving a desire to improve—often if not 

always—involves an element of effortful trying, not only physical effort, but mental effort as well. But I 

have yet to say anything about why I think you can’t try too hard. Hence, let me do so since it seems that, 

clearly, you shouldn’t try too hard!  

 It is of course hard to deny, and I do not deny that there is a sense in which trying too hard 

interferes with performance.  For example, as a ballet dancer, I was never any good at tap dancing. In 

ballet, you control your ankles, but some tap steps required a loose angle which I could not achieve. 

When I tried tap dancing, I wanted to always control the movements of my ankles, so in a sense I was 

trying too hard. But in another sense, I was not trying hard enough: I was not trying hard enough to relax 

my ankles. Another example that comes to mind is ballroom dancing: in ballet, the women often initiate 

the movement during partnering but in ballroom dancing, it is the man who leads. When I took some 

ballroom dancing lessons, I had trouble letting the man lead. Indeed, it drove me crazy. In one sense I was 

trying too hard; I should have just let the man lead. But in another sense, I wasn’t trying hard enough to 

wait for the cue and not initiate the movement. Moreover, there is a clear sense in which one’s effort may 

be greater than what is optimal for the action. For example, if you would throw yourself off-balance in a 

pirouette by pushing off with your maximal energy, as you certainly would, then this sort of “trying too 

hard” is detrimental to performance. However, when we understand trying to pirouette, for example, as 

trying to do the movements that lead to successful pirouetting, experts ought to and do try their hardest.  

If there is a certain dance step that ought to be performed with utmost delicacy, more physical effort 

would ruin the effect. But when you exert more physical effort, you are not trying harder to make the 

move delicate. Similarly, there might be a sense in which you are trying too hard to write a paper if you 

look up all the nuances of every word you use in the OED, as this, it would seem, would impede your 

ability to think about the ideas. But were you really trying too hard to make the best possible piece of 

writing?  In another sense, “no,” for it seems that if you were, you wouldn’t waste so much time looking 

up every word. In the sense of trying to do well, one can never try too hard. 

 Expert action, I conclude, involves trying, and often effortful trying.  Nonetheless, as I shall go 

into in the next chapter to discuss, it often appears effortless.  

 


