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Rethinking coaching for peak performance:
What does “peak” really mean?

Dr Gordon Spence
Senior Lecturer, Coaching Psychologist, Exercise Scientist
Coaching Psychology Unit 
School of Psychology
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Goddag from the University of Sydney!
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We recognise and pay respect to the Elders and 
communities – past, present, and emerging – of the 
lands that the University of Sydney's campuses stand 
on. For thousands of years they have shared and 
exchanged knowledges across innumerable 
generations for the benefit of all.
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Coaching Psychology Unit @ USYD
Master of Science in Coaching Psychology
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What does it mean to live successfully?

Thinking about peak performance can trigger some big questions, like…
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PSYC4731: Psychology of Peak Performance
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What constitutes a performance?

• Temporal urgency key to defining “performance”
• The need to activate one's skills & talents at a given point 

of time (Hayes & Brown, 2004)

• For it to be “peak”, it must in some way be more 
efficient, creative, productive, or better than typical 
performance

• According to Privette (1982), peak performance is the 
“full use of human power” (p. 1362)
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Peak performance can be tricky to detect!

They see it, 
I don’t

I see it,  
they don’t

We both   
see it
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Sport & performance psychology

• PP often observed in sport & performing arts contexts & referred to as 
being “in the zone” 

• Performance situations present a range of stressors

SOURCE: Hayes & Brown (2004)

• In general, performers…
- Are judged for their proficiency, against certain standards
- Face consequences when things do not go well
- Need good coping skills
- Are more likely to succeed when they possess certain attributes (such as 

confidence, sense of purpose, commitment… 
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…like mental toughness and focus!
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A quick story…

July 1970
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“I was thinking about what section of the crowd I was 
going to bow to first”
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A popular idea…
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• “Performance” tends to be thought of in one-dimensional terms
• Based on gains made by individuals at the level of behaviour

In general…

- How much? 
- How quick? 
- How often?
- How accurately?
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Seeks to facilitate demonstrations of excellence & the 
accomplishment of remarkable things

Coaching for “peak” performance

However, is that all we need to be concerned about?
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What is the effect of performance on performers?

• Spence & Deci (2013) argue that focusing on “what people can do and 
how well they can do it will yield an incomplete picture of their overall 
status” (p.87)

• As such, it is important to keep a performer’s overall status in mind 
because they cannot be reasonably separated from their 
accomplishments
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Some questions

• How does performance effect the performer?
• Does it leave them feeling…

- enlivened or dispirited? 
- enhanced or diminished? 
- flourishing or languishing?
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Occupational burden of disease & “karoshi”

SOURCE: Joint estimates of work-related burden of disease and injury, 2000-2016: Global monitoring report: Geneva: WHO & ILO (2021)

Deaths due to long working hours 
per 100,000 people (age 15+)
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• Can performance be considered peak if its 
beneficial real-world effects are not matched by 
pleasant subjective effects?

• If not, shouldn’t coaching help performers to 
seek both?

More questions
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Personal perceptions of peak performance: Mental toughness
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Mental toughness as a rigid personal 
construct…

“Take a spoonful of cement & harden up!”
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How you define things matters

A collection of values, attitudes, behaviours and emotions that enable an 
individual to persevere and overcome any obstacle, adversity or pressure 
experienced…

but also, to maintain concentration and motivation when things are going 
well…

to consistently produce high levels of performance

Gucciardi & Gordon (2008)
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…and psychological flexibility & autonomy support 
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Energy management

• “The enemy of high performance is the 
absence of intermittent recovery”

• Need to balance energy expenditure with 
energy renewal

• Rituals & routines create oscillations that 
restore energy at 4 levels

SOURCE: Loehr & Schwartz (2001)
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A balanced “performance mix”
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What does “peak” really mean?

• High performance associated with beneficial effects for others (e.g., 
team, school, organisation) AND the performer

• A form of optimal functioning…doing well & feeling good
• Supported by purposeful effort to balance energy expenditure & energy 

renewal across multiple dimensions (i.e., physical, emotional, cognitive 
& spiritual)

• Coaches are uniquely placed to facilitate the development of a 
“performance mix” that can support such outcomes 
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Thanks for listening

Questions?
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