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Lose fatigue, build precision, gain the edge. Tennis and F1 stars are
doing it by training their brains to use less energy. Steal their
secrets to crush your day, in the gym and out.

BY NICK PACHELLI
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vi MIND

GET AN EDGE

EARLIER THIS YEAR, at the Australian Open, tennis

superstar Jannik Sinner smashed ball after ball pastan
opponent on Margaret Court Arena. It looked so easy, like
he was playing a poor schmuck from the rec courts. The
other guywas ranked No. 22 in the world.

I satinthe stands. Everyone looked a bit bored. Sinner
looked bored, too, but he always carries a kind of focused-
bored demeanor. Commentators like to talk about the
violence of Sinner’s ball striking, as if that were the main
key to his world No. 2 ranking. They miss one of the real
secrets of his performance: the way he’s achieved his

near-constant state of chill.

He’s partofagrowing cohortofelite
athletes, including F1 master Charles
Leclerc and skiing GOAT Mikaela
Shiffrin, who are usingbrain training
routines to achieve a state of engineered
calm. They’re spending time at mental
gyms that feature complex gadgets and
dataanalysis, learning practices that
build what’s known as mental economy.
Theyteach their minds to spendless
energyunder stress sothey can stay
focused longer, maintain greater pre-
cision, tolerate painbetter, and endure
longer contests. These gains we all want
flowbeyond the stadium, too.

Talsoplay competitive tennis, and I
wanted a closerlook at amental gymnas-
ticslabto seeifcould pull some tools for
my matches, my workouts, my lifts, and
my life. Could I dial up my performance
and somehow keep greater reservesinthe
process?

WORKING
YOUR WAVES

TOENGINEERHIS winning chill, Sinner
hasspenthours strapping electrodes on
hisbodyinalabunder the guidance of
Riccardo Ceccarelli, MD, an Italy-based
sports physician with steel gray, swept-
back hairand a facelined by years of

sun and studying numbers. For over 30
years, he has obsessed over how the brain
impactsathleticachievement. Dr. Cecca-
relli founded acompany called Formula
Medicine towork with prominent race
cardrivers and nowworks with acadre of
tennis players as well. They include a few
top 10s, he says, but outside of Sinner, he
won’tdisclose their names.

42 SPRING 2026 | MEN’S HEALTH

Dr. Ceccarelli’s mental gym sits inside
the stucco structures at the Piatti Tennis
Centerin Bordighera, in northern Italy. It
looks asifan F1 paddock had ababywitha
gamer’s dorm room—datasets on an array
of screens, Xbox controllers, padded
chairs. Athletes strap biometric track-
ingdeviceson their headsand fingers,
includinga “brain belt” that monitors
their mind’s electrical activity, and
the training/fun begins: video games,
number drills, focus tests, visualizations,
distraction modules, and more.

“Ifyourbrainisanengine, we want
more horsepower and want to reduce fuel
consumption.” Dr. Ceccarelli tells me.
His psychologists watch the athletes and
theirlive data as the challenges rampup:
Inone carracing game, the vehicle goes
faster only if you switch your brain waves
tomore calming patterns. Another game
putsyouinadistraction chamber full of
thekind of noise and movement thata
stadium contains, designed to pull your
focus away from what you’re doing. All
this helps the athlete and psychologist
seewhere anxiety inflates exertion and
stiffens muscles, fragments attention,
and burns energy matches for no perfor-

mance gain. That’s where your neural
efficiency work needs tobe done, and the
lab helps you master the exercises that
helpyou fine-tune it.

Butwhat, exactly, are they training?

Our brains have roughly five frequency
bands of electrical activity, or types of
brain waves, happening at all times. How
we perform in any environment—awake,
asleep, training, competing, wherever—
candepend on which brain wave type is
firing most.

Mental gymnastics exercises help
people automate the ability to move out
of stress states (high-betabrain wave-
lengths) and into waves associated with
precision, reduced muscle tension, and
fluid execution (mid-alphafrequencies).
Athletestraininginthislablearnto
recognize which moments and emotions
spikebrain strain for them, then work
with their psychologist and run custom-
ized drills to return quickly to the neutral
frequenciesideal for athletic perfor-
mance. Sometimesall ittakesisthe
pedestrian techniques all of us are tired
of hearingabout, like paced diaphrag-
matic breathing and self-talk mantras.

Human performance experts outside
theselabs say that the techniques have
real credibility. “I'm generally a cautious
scientist, but I'm pretty excited about
the potential of both brain training and
neurofeedback approaches,” says Greg
Appelbaum, MD, a psychiatry profes-
sor atthe University of California San
Diegowho studies the brain and human
performance. Studies have shown that
consistently doing thiskind of work can
actually change yourbiology: the brain
expends less glucose and oxygen for the
same motor output.

There’snotyetempirical dataon how
much the benefits of this training wane if
you stop or taper off, and Dr. Ceccarelli’s
athletes travel with brain belts that allow

“If your brain is an engine,
we want more horsepower
and want toreduce
fuel consumption.”
Dr. Ceccarelli told me.
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them tobe consistent with their brain
training on the road. When I caughtup
with Sinner at a press conference at the
Australian Open earlier thisyearand
asked ifhe was doing his mental economy
training, he nodded and said, “Ya, I have
my at-home kit with me” and looked at me
asifitwere odd tothinkhewasn’t.

ENGINEERING
CALM

DR.CECCARELLIPREFERS not to go into
granular details of the data or the scales
of gains by individual athletes with
reporters. Soafter Italked with him, I
checked inwith a number of mental per-
formance experts who have done similar
work with athletesin soccer, sailing,
skiing, and other sports. Then I setabout
experimenting with these mental econo-
my techniques myself.

The first real step toachieving mental
economy, the experts say, is noticingand

naming your moments of physical and
mental tension. Maybe it’s the moment
your arms or legs feel tingly when you
make amistake or whenyoustart getting
tired; maybe it’s in the weight room when
youstepuptoabarwith anintimidating
number of plates on it.

We can all identify the moments when
emotion, stress, and overthinking show
up. Togetback to neutral and encourage
more alphawave activity, there are doz-
ens of tactics you canuse. Sports psychol-
ogists and pro tennis players name more
thanI've ever heard of—breathwork,
mantras, touching hot or warm objects,
closingyour eyes and moving them from
side to side while counting, humming
nostalgic tunes. The processrequiresa
lot of situational experimentation.

It made me abit obsessive, but Iworked
one by one through alonglist of these
options over about amonth. Some worked
well on one day and flopped the next. I
leaned on tactile grounding most—in

moments of overthinking, Id focus on
the texture of the felt on atennis ball—
and would proceed into the next point on
amore even keel. Ialso felt my heartrate
and afrenziness of mind subside whenI
shut my eyes and shifted them horizon-
tally while mentally counting backward
from 95to 9o before serving. Iused the
same modalities in mylifting, like when
Iapproached atrap bar deadlift one-rep
maxwith acoach, which Itendtoview
with heightened, stressed anticipation.

Ifound it easier and easier to identify
the moment when my brain got busy. I
flipped the switch to the mental exer-
cises as opposed to following the spiral of
overthinking.

Eventually, though, I couldn’t help
myselfand got itchy for some dataon
justhowwell Iwas doing. SoIgot myself
two popular (and not cheap) at-home
brain monitoring devices—aMuse S
Athena($520) and aSens. AT headset
($1,250). These track your brain waves
and offer real-time biofeedback, teaching
youwhere you can become more mentally
efficient. AsTused them, Iwent through
guided meditations and simplified
versions of games that elite athletes play.
Iintentionally stressed myselfand then
tried different techniques to calm down. I
even putthe band on during quiet breaks
intennis practice sessions. Over about
three hours of play, I saw, viamy brain
waves, how amped I was and what worked
to find more consistent neutrality.

The dataisenticing. I'll even sayit’s
awesome. ButIfound it helpful toalso
begin ananalog practice (brain belt or
not) of writing down the moments when
stress or overthinkingbegan tocreepin,
evenifgymbuddiesorhitting partners
call you names for running over to your
phone or notebook to make anote at
random. It’s too easy to discount these
moments otherwise.

My real triumph was in my steadied
composure—call it newly engineered
calm. Workout sessions came and went
quietly with less internal static. Even
theusual aches and strain on the tennis
court felt much less urgent thanusual. I
left feeling more at ease and accepting of
myself, too. The data was motivating, but
itwasreally the iterative process of notic-
ingthathad me approaching Sinner-level
boringness—which maybe the most
optimized state thereis.m
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