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Growing up in an athletic family 
in Alabama, where football is 
more a religion than a game, 
sports played a big role in my 
life. Through countless hours of 

training on tracks, basketball courts, 
and football fields, I developed an 
athlete’s mentality, which has been 
incredibly useful when applied to 
training in ophthalmology. Although 
athletes and ophthalmologists serve 
vastly different purposes, there are 
many aspects of professional sports 
training to achieve peak performance 
that can be adapted to help maximize 
an ophthalmologist’s training.

Surgery is a key aspect of 
ophthalmology training to which 
programs and mentors devote 
tremendous resources and attention. 
Not surprisingly, studies have 
shown that trainees raise the risk 
of complications in the OR.1,2 Our 
mission as trainees should be to 
decrease this risk by all means 
possible. This article covers a few 
game-day tools to benefit young 
ophthalmologists in their surgical 
training and to help reduce the risks 
associated with that training. 

 FILM 
Most collegiate and professional 

athletes and teams record their games 
and practices, and they review the 
films to improve their strategy and 
optimize performance. Not only do 
athletes watch films of their own 
performance, they also watch those 
of other athletes or teams to emulate 
a skill or become familiar with their 
habits and tendencies. Some of the 
greatest athletes—including Tom 
Brady, one of my favorites—have 

been known to diligently study and 
devour film, which they credit as a 
key factor in their elite performance. 

Reviewing surgical videos can be an 
invaluable tool to study strengths, inef-
ficiencies, and complications. Even Atul 
Gawande, MD, MPH, a talented writer 
and public health researcher whom 
most would consider to be a veteran 
endocrine surgeon, highlights the 
value of having a “coach” review his 
surgical performance in the OR.3 Each 
week, after watching recordings of all 
of our surgeries, we can choose a few 
to review with faculty or colleagues to 
critically scrutinize performance and 
find areas for improvement.  

We can learn something from 
reviewing every case, and taking 
the time to evaluate our surgical 
performance both alone and 
with a coach is key to improving. 
Additionally, watching videos by 
experienced surgeons or of unfamiliar 

techniques can be extremely ben-
eficial as we develop our confidence 
and personal styles in the OR. 
(Thank you, Tom Oetting, MD, at 
www.facebook.com/cataract.surgery, 
and Uday Devgan, MD, at 
www.cataractcoach.com, for making 
all of those videos available!)

 SLEEP 
The night before a game—regardless 

of the sport, level, or coaching 
style—I could always count on being 
reminded to get a good night’s 
sleep. Although extensive training 
and practice set an athlete up for 
success, adequate sleep is crucial 
for peak performance on game day. 
As might be expected, studies have 
noted decreased performance in 
sleep-deprived individuals among 
both athletes and surgeons.4-6 Sleep 
deprivation has been equated to 
alcohol intoxication in its effects on 
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cognitive performance, hand-eye 
coordination, and reaction times, 
among other measures.7 Whether 
for the MVP in a playoff game or 
the surgeon maneuvering sharp 
instruments within and around a 
patient’s eye, it is easy to see how lack 
of sleep can lead to undesirable and 
potentially devastating outcomes. 

 VISUALIZATION AND IMAGERY 
Often referred to as a secret weapon 

by Olympic athletes, visualization 
is a technique that athletes can use 
immediately before and even during a 
game to boost their performance. In 
the context of athletic training, visu-
alization is the process of mentally 
rehearsing a performance through 
mental images. Sports psychologists 
prefer the term imagery, which 
can incorporate as many senses as 
possible.7 This technique has been 
shown to help athletes sharpen their 
focus and restore their confidence, 
enabling them to perform at their 
maximum potential.8 

Before beginning a case, trainees 

may find it helpful to take a minute 
to envision themselves successfully 
performing each step of the surgery 
while practicing the movements with 
an instrument in hand. One study on 
visualization even demonstrated that 
individuals visualizing muscle contrac-
tions experienced a change in muscle 
mass.9 (Although this finding may 
make visualization seem like an easy 
alternative to exercise, no one has 
enough brainpower to skip the gym.)

 WELLNESS 
Film review, sleep, and visualiza-

tion are useful techniques to improve 
performance of both athletes and 
ophthalmology trainees; however, 
it is wellness that makes it possible 
for trainees to be fully present, both 
mentally and physically, for their 
training and future practice. At one 
extreme, it has been estimated that 
NBA star LeBron James spends a 
whopping $1.5 million per offseason 
to take care of his body and mind.10 
Despite enduring incredible physi-
cal, mental, and emotional pressure 

throughout 16 seasons in the NBA, 
James continues to perform at his 
highest level. Trainees may not have 
as much time or as many resources 
as James, but adopting simple hab-
its such as using ergonomics in the 
clinic or the OR can help us maintain 
health and prevent injury for sustain-
able practice. (Sitting at the slit lamp 
or microscope with poor form for 
16 seasons could certainly cut a career 
short.) 

One’s approach to wellness 
(exercise, mindfulness, healthy eating, 
quality time with friends and family, 
etc.) may differ from trainee to 
trainee, but learning to value our own 
well-being as much as we value other 
aspects of our training is essential to 
reach our full potential and minimize 
the risk to our patients in the OR.  n
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“Trainees may not have 
as much time or as many 
resources as [Lebron] 
James, but adopting 
simple habits such as 
using ergonomics in 
the clinic or the OR can 
help us maintain health 
and prevent injury for 
sustainable practice.”


