The Consequences of (9 o’clock) Competitive Thinking

The following excerpt is from a “work-in-progress” book on unhealthy competition by Allan Stewart. It might help people understand this very difficult style a little better:

Most people like to win. We like to win at sports, we like to win at games, and we like to win at life. This desire to win becomes a part of who we are – our personality, because it is part of our values beliefs and thinking. Wanting to win a game – to do better than the other team is a part of our culture. We reward winners. While we may recognize the best athletes, we save our greatest adulation for the athlete that wins. And the greatest rewards for the athletes who win at our favourite sports. 

It is the same in business. We reward and promote employees and managers who win – who beat the competition. So focused are we in rewarding winners that we have created a breed of athletes and business people who are no longer content with a healthy desire to win; but have a need to win. So strong is that need to win, that their whole sense of self worth is wrapped up in winning – or more specifically, in beating others. These people call themselves, Competitors.

Competitors need to win. They need to beat all those with whom they come into contact. This need manifests itself on the sports field, on the shop floor, in the corporate boardrooms of our nation, in the political arena and in family game rooms. Competitors need to win all the time, in everything they do.  

The problem with this way of thinking is twofold. First, Competitors are forced into transforming the value of a lifetime of effort into a few “moments of truth”. Second, the outcome of any competition for an individual is dependent on many factors outside of their realm of control. The biggest factor outside a competitor’s control is the talent of the other people in the competition. Competitors have fallen into a trap where their self-worth is dependent on what they do, in comparison to others, in a very narrow time frame. 

Whenever we hand over the control of our own sense of self-worth to others, we set ourselves up for a life of disappointment and stress. This affects our health and our performance. And to make matters worse, Competitors alienate themselves from everyone who gets close to them. Competitors only feel good if they are winning or beating those around them. Few healthy people want to form relationships with someone who is constantly comparing themselves to others in order to be happy at their own superiority. 

This forms two “Catch-22’s” for Competitors. One of the best ways to relieve stress, ease disappointment and receive support is to form healthy relationships with other people. And this is very difficult when we alienate those closest to us by constantly creating win-lose situations. Another way to relieve stress is to be involved in physical activities. Of course, Competitors choose sports that put them right back into competitive situations. 

Competitors cope with this reality by seeking out easier competition, entering into unhealthy relationships, accepting safe assignments, making excuses, blaming others and sometimes, fixing the outcome. These strategies don’t work in athletics, in business or in life - at least, not in the long term.  

