
climb with you but I have an injured shoulder.” “Whew, that 
was close,” I thought. “He almost destroyed my excuse.” Then he 
did destroy it by saying, “But I could belay you from the ground 
while you finish the first pitch.”

It had been 15 years since I started teaching mental fitness. I recog-
nized my internal dialogue and didn’t allow it to carry my attention 
away for very long. I had learned how to notice when it happened, 
redirect attention back to my chosen task, and deal with the self-
limiting chatter. This is the essence of awareness development.

Mental Fitness Illness Number  1

Stress Avoidance
Your mind will always look for ways to avoid discomfort or 
circumvent stress. It will seek to eliminate fear or climb the 
next grade without doing the required work. Your mind will do 
anything it can to keep from being fully present for the stress 
that is inherent in a climbing challenge. Even some common, 
well-accepted calming tactics are examples of this tendency to 
escape. For example, many people listen to music when exercis-
ing, stretching, warming up, or practicing. Some climbers even 
listen to music when redpointing a route. Doing this may calm 
and focus your mind, but it’s a short-term solution. If you want 
to realize your full potential, you will need to come face-to-
face with the stress generated in the climbing experience. The 
only way to do this is to be present for it. By distracting your 
mind with calming “tricks,” you allow your mind to evade the 
growth process. If you use a trick to skirt the growth process, you 
don’t really grow; you just find a way to ignore the stress. Tricks 
can produce short-term ends, but they won’t help you learn. 
Learning is the means that allows you to reach your full potential.

Mental Fitness Illness Number  2 

Labelling
Labelling outcomes is another limiting tendency of the mind. 
Your mind tends to label completing a route as good and suc-
cessful. When you fall off a route, however, your mind tends to 
label it bad or failure. Doing this takes attention off the learning 
process and allows your mind to wallow in the trappings that 
come along with the label. You’re either lost in the label of success 
and therefore lose sight of what you actually did to create that 
outcome, or you’re lost in the label of failure instead of explor-
ing what actually happened to cause the fall. When you operate 
from awareness, you are curious about what happened right at 
the moment you let go. Yes, not when you fell but when you let 
go. What thought was in your mind when you separated from 
the rock? Did your body or your mind let go? You don’t know 
exactly, and labelling it as failure won’t help you find out. If you 
keep your attention on how much your mind contributed to 
separating you from the rock, then you’ll stay excited about the 

Arno Ilgner on Vol Wall, 
Whitesides Mountain, 
North Carolina

P
ho

to
 S

co
tt

 P
er

ki
ns
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