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PRAISE FOR THE BURNOUT FIX

The Burnout Fix offers a powerful evidence-backed framework for living and working with resilience and well-being in our rapidly changing world of work. Jacinta skillfully challenges outdated cultural definitions of “success” with a wealth of research-grounded insight. This book is a much-needed breath of fresh air.

—Susan David, PhD, Wall Street Journal bestselling author of Emotional Agility

The Burnout Fix is a perfect resource for challenging times! Jacinta shares science-backed research and practical tips to help us all thrive in work and life. Her framework is elegant and accessible but not simplistic—and, unlike many books on work-life balance, she explores wellness and resilience on multiple levels: personal, team, and organization-wide.

—Jeffrey Hull, PhD, bestselling author of FLEX

While we have witnessed a novel coronavirus threaten our physical health, age-old mental viruses have also been destroying our productivity and zest. Jacinta’s book is the perfect prescription to cope with the stress of our now forever abnormal world. Reading it is a joy; practicing it is a life-saver.

—Fred Kofman, PhD, CEO advisor on leadership and culture, and author of Conscious Business and The Meaning Revolution

The Burnout Fix is not only well-researched, it is also heartfelt and accessible. Jacinta’s book is the wake-up call we need to show us that it is time to redefine what it takes to be and stay successful in our complex new world of work.

—Selena Rezvani, author of Pushback and president, NextGenWomen, LLC

With an entertaining blend of cutting-edge research and clinical insights, The Burnout Fix uncovers the deep, unspoken psychology of work. Drawing from her rich experience as a psychologist, entrepreneur, and executive coach, Dr. Jiménez provides a fascinating perspective on today’s business environment, as well as the practical tools to thrive within it. While fully availed of scientific rigor, the book remains touching, personal, and deeply empathetic. The end result is an engrossing, powerful read for anyone looking to rise to the challenges of modern work.

—Matt Johnson, PhD, Professor of Marketing at Hult International Business School, author of Blindsight, and Founder of Pop Neuro

The Burnout Fix is more than just a book about workplace resilience. Jacinta illuminates the importance of preserving your health and well-being, whilst trying to reach your goals. She looks at the responsibility of organizations and employees, in practical steps via her PULSE framework aiming to avoid burnout. It is a great accessible guide, that will not only benefit individuals but businesses too!

—Donna Butler, Consultant Psychotherapist (UKCP) and Director of Donna Butler Associates, and coauthor with Gill Hasson of Mental Health and Wellbeing in the Workplace

Using science and story, The Burnout Fix dispels commonly held beliefs about what it takes to be and remain successful in the new fast paced world of work, while also giving readers realistic and practical tools to foster sustainable success in work and life.

—Claire Hatton, Entrepreneur, Board Director, Executive Coach and Podcaster
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Introduction

The rhythm of life is a powerful beat.

—Sammy Davis Jr.

MY STORY

His Physical Pulse

“You need to book a flight down to Newport Beach immediately.” My mom’s voice was breathless and quick with intensity.

“What? I don’t understand,” I said.

“As soon as the plane landed, the ambulance took him. He’s at Hoag Hospital. Hurry. Book you and your dad a flight. There may not be much time left. He’s very sick. His heart is failing.”

The conversation was brief, direct, and focused. I remember how my heart beat frantically in my chest as I hung up the phone. Before I could mentally or emotionally process what was happening, shock kicked in, and the next few hours became a set of disjointed memories. I vaguely remember going online, booking the next flight out, calling my father, and coordinating with him to meet me at the airport. “Don’t forget. Meet me at Southwest Airlines, Terminal 1,” I’d explained. Before we knew it, we had arrived.

The next clear memory I have of that day was standing shoulder to shoulder between my mother and father. The three of us looked up intently as the tall doctor in a white coat with kind blue eyes spoke. As he uttered the words, “There is a 45 percent chance he will make it through the night,” my ears began to ring, and again, I could distinctly remember feeling my heart racing in my chest.

I don’t remember much else from that day. The nurse finally allowed us to go into his quarantined room in the restricted patient area. On the one hand, I desperately wanted to see him; on the other, I was terrified about what I’d see behind the door marked “Caution” and “Cardiovascular Intensive Care Unit.” As I washed my hands and put on the required gloves and mask, I tried my hardest to channel courage by saying to myself under my breath, “Please God, keep his pulse steady for me.” When I walked through the doors, I saw my brother surrounded by countless medical devices, screens, IV poles, and machines. Cords and tubes that looked like jungle vines covering an ancient relic lined the walls and filled the room. There he was, my older brother, an independent and free-thinking soul, now barely holding onto life. He was only in his late twenties, yet he had lost his vitality and energy and was no longer fully himself—his physical pulse was so weak.

It’s funny how out of nowhere life can just turn your world upside down. Not even twenty-four hours earlier, I was sitting in a bookstore café typing away on my computer. I was beginning to write my doctoral dissertation proposal and was feeling the pressure of getting it right. I had the Chief of the Division of Adult Psychiatry at Stanford University School of Medicine as my dissertation chair and, as a result, was having major imposter syndrome (and then some). And now I found myself sitting in a hospital waiting room watching my parents fall apart with worry while we waited on my brother’s fate. It was the longest night of my life.

My Personal Pulse

By a miracle, my brother held on. And the next night he did the same. And the night after that as well. We had no choice but to live one day at a time for a while. Over the course of a few days, the “code blue” alarm would go off from time to time, and the nurses would frantically usher us out of the room. Still, he hung on. I will be forever grateful to those doctors and nurses who treated us with such care while working tirelessly to keep my brother alive. My brother stayed many days in the Cardiovascular Intensive Care Unit until, eventually, the team was able to stabilize him enough to operate. And after that, he still had a very long recovery to get his heart and body strong enough to travel back home. This is where things became even more complicated for my family.

Life had collided with work. My parents were self-employed, running an after-school enrichment program where many children depended on them for their care. If they stopped working, they would have no income, and the medical bills were accumulating quickly. We all needed to pitch in to look after my brother, and because I was the “almost” doctor in the family, albeit not pursuing a medical degree, I took charge. I stepped up to coordinate my brother’s care.

I’d always been a straight-A, high-achieving student and wanted to be a hero for my family. I wanted so badly to help my parents, who were barely coping with the stress of their ailing son. Always ambitious, there was no way I was going to slow down completing my dissertation. I come from very humble beginnings, to say the least. My maternal grandparents only achieved an eighth-grade education, and my father’s family grew up in poverty as migrant farm laborers from Mexico. Here I was, about to achieve something I’d only dreamed of: I was about to be part of the incredibly small percentage of Hispanic students in the United States who would earn a doctorate in psychology! I wanted to make my family proud and show myself that anything is possible if you just work hard enough.

I mean, no pain, no gain, right?

My plan seemed simple enough: I would continue to move forward on my dissertation while continuing with my behavioral medicine practicum rotations. I’d simultaneously help manage my brother’s care, including flying down on weekends when I could. All I had to do was hustle harder and work more. I shortened my sleep time, downshifted my social time, cut down on exercise, and ramped up my work hours. I justified these tradeoffs by thinking about them as temporary. As soon as my brother’s health improved, I would go back to my typical method of operating.

At first, save for events such as eating Thanksgiving dinner in a hospital cafeteria, things seemed to go pretty well. I finished my dissertation and set a final defense date. However, as time wore on, I started feeling overwhelmed, eventually finding myself in an exhausted daze. Where I’d felt enthusiastic and energetic before, now I was mostly just going through the motions. I no longer cracked jokes or stopped in the hallway to join in on watercooler chat with my colleagues. My typical pop-up-out-of-bed refreshed and ready to start the day feeling had become more like an inner battle of will. Worried that my struggle to keep up meant I couldn’t hack it in graduate school, I kept my challenges mostly to myself. I chalked up my malaise to the fact that I working harder, not smarter—so I just needed to work smarter. I optimized my calendar to maximize my output through productivity hacks, I kept my ever-growing to-do list up to date, and I engaged in some serious multitasking, such as listening to books on tape while cleaning the house. I eliminated all things I deemed nonessential for achieving my goals, such as study group time and social commitments, and I also set up a repeatable work and study routine.

Try as I might, however, things just seemed to get worse. I started noticing that I was becoming much more easily irritated with close friends and family members. I also found myself watching the clock in my clinical rotation, when in the past I’d been extremely engaged in my work. Soon I dropped out of world-renowned psychiatrist David Burns’s lab, an experience I had greatly anticipated. I wasn’t sleeping well and often felt as if I could cry at the drop of a hat. I just couldn’t keep up with my work demands anymore. I felt that I was failing on so many levels. No matter how hard I tried to work, both harder and smarter, I couldn’t get above water. It was insidious, and although I didn’t see it at the time, burnout was slowly but surely chipping away at me. I was losing my vitality and energy, and I no longer felt fully myself—although my heart health was fine, my personal pulse was very weak.

Part of being human is that at some point in life you are bound to face hardship, and my brother’s tragedy was definitely a major one for me. As a strong believer in having adversity be your teacher, I learned a crucial life lesson: to live a truly successful life, you need more than just grit. It doesn’t matter if you work harder or smarter; if you neglect to also nurture a steady personal pulse, your success will be short-lived.

It’s one thing to be successful, but if your definition of success means achieving at a cost to your personal vitality, I’d challenge you to question your definition. I’m not here to say working harder and working smarter aren’t good strategies at certain times; what I’m saying is that in today’s always-on-and-connected world, if you aren’t regularly working to engage in a systematic approach to fostering your resilience (aka steady-pulse practices), your efforts to work harder and/or smarter will be fleeting.

Having a steady personal pulse is not just a “nice to have” or “afterthought” that only gets tended to when you’re feeling run down. In today’s world of work, it is an imperative practice to ensure that you can perform at your best. Not only this, personal pulse practices are what will enable you to remain engaged, gritty, and productive over the long haul—in both work and life, as the following figure shows.
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Fast-forward two decades. It took time and help from a therapist to dig myself out of my burnout, but I finally did defend my dissertation. I’ve since enjoyed a successful career that also gives me a great sense of meaning and purpose. I founded an award-winning positive psychology coaching practice in Silicon Valley, helped build a mobile app for the National Center for PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder), and provided consulting to some of the most influential technology companies in the world. I’ve been featured as a behavior expert on CNN/HLN, and am frequently quoted in Forbes, Fast Company, Business Insider, and other national publications. I was a founding team member of a $142 million venture-funded leadership development company where I was a key leader in the design of a science-backed coaching methodology that integrates rigorous peak-performance approaches with leading-edge technology. Additionally, at this company, I led a global network of more than 1,500 coaches spanning over fifty-eight countries worldwide. Most important, this coaching network has gone on to improve the lives of thousands upon thousands of workers across a variety of industries all over the world.

I can say, without a doubt, that I did not achieve all of this from solely working harder and smarter—I don’t believe that those two solutions are enough for modern-day workers. Rather, what has allowed me to achieve success over time and help many other top leaders achieve success as well is my dedication to sustainable success. This is not to say that since graduate school I have never become stressed or been worn down. Believe me, I’m human—I’ve had setbacks, which I’ll share in the pages to follow, but what I’ve come to notice is that every time I have found myself seriously worn down, overwhelmed, tired, or just running near empty, it was because I neglected to consistently check in with and take care of my personal pulse.

THE CHANGING WORLD OF WORK

As a psychologist and leadership coach, my life’s work has been dedicated to helping people use psychological science to create a fulfilling work and personal life. Over the course of more than fifteen years, I’ve been blessed to have worked with hundreds of people across a multitude of industries. Over the past few years, however, I started noticing that an alarming number of my coaching clients were struggling with busyness and were overwhelmed, exhausted, burned out, and stressed. Increasingly, I began to see cases such as the following:1

•   John, a twenty-six-year-old customer success manager who was deemed a “high potential” early in his career because of his ability to seamlessly and flawlessly respond to customer needs while maintaining a cool and kind demeanor. At first, John was able to effortlessly run from one achievement to the next without pause while also making time to authentically connect with his team. When John was given the responsibility to cover his division’s key global accounts, he began taking calls at all hours of the day. Over time, his performance reviews began to indicate that his customer relationships were struggling and that his team was experiencing increased levels of stress. Additionally, his colleagues were finding John to be increasingly sharp and disagreeable in their interactions with him. When I started working with John, the first thing he said to me was, “Dr. J, I’m not the same person I was. I used to be known as ‘Joyful John.’ Now I frequently find myself irritated with my coworkers. I used to love my job, but now I feel indifferent about it and my clients.”

•   Keisha, a thirty-five-year-old marketing wiz who had just been promoted to vice president. Eager to show others on the leadership team that she could be a great collaborator and hold her own, she started to make small changes in her work habits. For example, Keisha found herself shooting off a few emails from her cell phone after she’d put her children to bed, canceling plans with friends in order to stay late to accommodate other leaders on the team who lived in different time zones, and immediately saying “yes” to many of her fellow leaders’ requests. Despite being an incredibly gifted leader who was more than deserving of this promotion, Keisha’s performance started to drop, and she found herself not only feeling discouraged but also even questioning herself and whether she belonged in her new role. “Dr. J, I don’t understand. I was always able to do it all. I don’t get how it happened, but I can’t stay on top of my work. I’m utterly exhausted. Each project is becoming overwhelming. I used to be so competent; now I can’t seem to make progress. Maybe I wasn’t ready for this promotion after all.”

•   Angelo, a forty-five-year-old account executive who had always prided himself on hitting challenging sales quotas by “powering through” and holding tightly to the belief that living in overdrive was just a part of being successful in modern-day life. Angelo was known for responding to clients’ calls, messages, and texts quickly and thoughtfully at all times of the day. Unfortunately, when Angelo’s father was diagnosed with early-onset Alzheimer’s disease, Angelo found that he was unable to change his work habits to incorporate this additional responsibility in his life. By the time Angelo started working with me, he was struggling to maintain his sales superstar status and was also failing to build in the time to sharpen his skills and continue to nurture his abilities. One of the first things Angelo said to me was, “Dr. J, I’m so stressed. I’m at my breaking point. I’m so busy keeping my clients engaged and getting deals that I don’t have time to learn and keep up with all of our new product offerings and sales pitch strategies. I’m no longer the fun person I used to be, and it’s affecting my sales quotas.”

The people and stories are different, but they all share a common concerning trend: beyond a certain threshold, each of these hardworking, high-achieving individuals had actually found themselves less effective and efficient, eventually resulting in a wavering sense of vitality, energy, and productivity. These stories represent the biggest thing that keeps me up at night out of concern for today’s workforce: while the world of work is changing rapidly, we humans are not productively adapting alongside it. Changes such as hyperconnectivity and globalization have created an always-on-and-always-connected culture that has fundamentally altered how we live and work, but unfortunately, most of us (and the organizations in which we work) are still clinging to outdated formulas and ideas of what it takes to be and remain successful in work and life.

There are many of us, just like John, Keisha, and Angelo, who—whether consciously or unconsciously—still buy into antiquated ideas of work that hype the message that you have to work harder and hustle more to succeed. Often, out of passion and commitment to our jobs, we end up putting in huge amounts of hard work and unsustainable effort to become top performers. Over time, however, our success fades as work begins to take an unsustainable toll, leaving us burned out, unhappy, and sick. Yet, still, many of us push on, attempting to employ “work smarter” strategies while rationalizing that success in work and life comes at an inevitable price—our personal pulse, which over time, literally and figuratively becomes weaker.

Unsustainable effort, whether generated from individual work habits, poor management practices, organizational cultures, or all three, has led to an alarming epidemic of work-related stress and burnout. This is so much so that in May 2019, the World Health Organization2 even went so far as to officially classify burnout as “a syndrome conceptualized as resulting from chronic workplace stress that has not been successfully managed.” This social problem has huge repercussions for businesses and individuals, but don’t just take my word for it—the numbers speak for themselves:

•   Sixty percent of employees report being stressed all or most of the time at work.3

•   A recent Deloitte workplace burnout survey found that 77 percent of respondents have experienced burnout in their current job.4

•   A recent Gallup study of nearly 7,500 full-time employees found that 23 percent reported feeling burned out at work very often or always.5

•   Another survey shows that 65 percent of professionals are more stressed out at work than they were five years ago.6

•   Excessive workplace stress has been estimated to account for a staggering 120,000 deaths each year.7

•   It has been estimated that job stress costs the United States economy up to $300 billion every year due to related absenteeism, turnover, diminished productivity, and medical, legal, and insurance costs.8

As you can see from these numbers, stress and burnout are widespread—you’re definitely not alone. Modern-day work life presents us with increasingly complex challenges and demands at an unrelenting pace. When you add in personal, family, and health considerations on top of the challenges of work, it is easy to feel perpetually overwhelmed. Unfortunately, although you’ve likely seen a lot of books, media, and articles that highlight the problem of overwork or how to recover from burnout, much less has been written on what people, teams, and organizations can systematically do to avoid it in the first place. We need action, not reaction. Our new world of work necessitates new ways to approach work.

GETTING TO THE HEART OF THE MATTER

Perhaps the silver lining that may be found in this epidemic is that people are finally demanding more from their work. More and more of us are unwilling to idly accept high levels workplace stress as part of being a working adult. In fact, the 2018 Global Talent Trends Survey found that one of every two employees wants to see a greater focus on well-being at their company.9 People often say, “It’s business, it’s not personal,” but work is personal. People are at the heart and soul of every organization. We are human beings first. Whether we like it or not, we are increasingly spending more time working, and as Annie Dillard famously stated, “How we spend our days is, of course, how we spend our lives.”10 If you are going to invest one of your most valuable and finite resources—your time—by spending the bulk of your waking hours and life at work, you need to be able to feel energized, vibrant, and engaged while doing it. You deserve to have a steady personal pulse.

Think about this: the average human heart beats around 100,000 times per day in order to sustain your mind and body. It’s pretty wild to consider how this vital organ, hidden in our bodies, is working behind the scenes every moment of every day to provide us with life, oxygen, and vitality. Those little pulses add up to a whole lot! Without a steady heartbeat, our bodies soon lose verve and energy and ultimately cannot operate at full capacity. In the same way our bodies thrive when our hearts are healthy, our personal and professional lives are improved when our personal pulse is steady.

So what exactly do I mean by having a steady personal pulse? A steady pulse all comes down to cultivating and leveraging a holistic set of enduring human capabilities, things that have stood the test of time and allowed us to survive and thrive as a species for centuries—how we behave, think, nurture our physical reserves, relate to others, and manage our emotions. By intentionally focusing on building a solid set of personal resilience practices, you can operate from the “inside out” versus the “outside in.” A work life in which you are constantly reacting to whatever outside stressor is currently knocking at your door will undoubtedly leave you worn down and exhausted. Alternatively, a work-life approach that leverages a central set of personal pulse practices to guide you forward will leave you centered, engaged, and energized.

With the advent of increasing innovation and technological advances, the world of work will continue to evolve around us. Ironically, the very thing we need to develop for enduring success and vitality in the face of this constant change is a fixed set of unchanging core capabilities. It is about the fundamentals of being a thriving person—lasting practices you can rely on for years to come. Building a steady personal pulse means putting effort into attending to all aspects of you as a human being—the behavioral, cognitive, physical, social, and emotional parts of you. Steady-pulse people make it a priority to keep their core capabilities sharp and intact; they choose action, not reaction.

When explaining why it is a necessity to build and maintain a set of steady personal pulse practices to my clients, I often use the analogy of riding a rollercoaster. While we often think that the journey to success looks like a bumpy upward climb, in reality, it is more like a rollercoaster—there are setbacks, detours, learning loops, highs, lows, wins, and losses, as you can see the following figure.
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Now consider getting on a rollercoaster without a well-secured and reinforced seatbelt—that would be quite risky! The same thing goes for approaching our modern-day world of work: maintaining a steady set of personal pulse practices acts not only as a burnout buffer but also as a mechanism for sustainable success. These practices become your seatbelt that protects you from harm.

THE REALITY OF BURNOUT

Although job burnout was first identified in the 1970s, many misconceptions about work stress, overwhelm, and burnout continue to persist despite a considerable body of knowledge on the subject. There are four major myths that are important to address on this topic:

Myth 1: Burnout is increasing because we’re just not as tough as we used to be. Not true. Extensive research on the topic of burnout has found that when the demands of our work and our capacities as humans become mismatched, they can lead to burnout. Considering the many disruptive changes that are happening to the nature of work, it’s no surprise that this gap has been growing. Renowned burnout researcher and University of California, Berkeley, Professor Christina Maslach and coauthor Michael P. Leiter from Deakin University have identified six mismatches between a person and a job that can lead to burnout:11

•   Workload—the presence of high job demands and inadequate resources to complete the job

•   Low levels of job control—not being given the appropriate level of responsibility or not having access to the tools needed to do our jobs well

•   Insufficient reward—the lack of regular acknowledgment and/or financial, social, or intrinsic rewards

•   Low social support—high levels of workplace conflict and low levels of interpersonal trust

•   Absence of fairness—unfairness in areas such as inequities in workload or pay, inappropriate handling of promotions or evaluations, and poor dispute-resolution practices

•   A conflict in values—personal values and goals that aren’t in line with those of the organization

Myth 2: Burnout is easy to detect. The difficult thing about burnout is that it can’t simply be reduced to burnout or not burned out—it’s not an “on and off” switch. Burnout is far more insidious; it sneaks up on you, gradually gnawing away at you over time. Maslach and Lieiter’s research has found that burnout consists of three components:12

•   Exhaustion—immense emotional, physical, and/or cognitive fatigue (You don’t feel replenished after a good night’s sleep and time off.)

•   Cynicism—low levels of job engagement (You may begin to feel detached, negative, or annoyed by work and coworkers.)

•   Inefficacy—a lack of productivity and feelings of incompetence (You feel that you can’t keep up or won’t be successful.)

Interestingly, their research also shows that individuals have distinct burnout profiles. In other words, not everyone’s experience of burnout is the same—it varies from person to person. You might find that you experience exhaustion more than cynicism or that the feeling of inefficacy takes over more than anything else.

Myth 3: Burnout isn’t that big of a deal. Burnout is very serious. There is a reason why the World Health Organization has officially included burnout in its Eleventh Revision of the International Classification of Diseases (ICD-11) as an occupational phenomenon.13 Not only can burnout wreak havoc on your job, but it can also be harmful for your health, relationships, and happiness. Burnout can destroy your personal pulse, as Maslach and Leiter describe: “It represents an erosion in values, dignity, spirit, and will—an erosion of the human soul.”14 Furthermore, the more you become entrenched in burnout, the harder it is to escape it. As you become more stressed, it becomes harder to deal with problems on the job, which leads to more stress, which, in turn, leads to more difficulty with coping. Overall, burnout is an extremely painful experience that results in many people having to walk away from a job that was once a source of pride, passion, and personal identity. Burnout is not something to take lightly. Just like anything insidious or dangerous, it is important to proactively build buffers against it.

Myth 4: Burnout is solely due to poor self-care and coping strategies. Conventional wisdom promotes the idea that burnout is primarily a problem of the individual. That is, people burn out because of flaws in their character, behavior, or productivity. Harmful misconceptions such as this can even imply that burnout is a result of an individual weakness. The reality is that burnout at work is not solely a personal problem—it is also a workplace problem. Toxic workplaces exist. As W. Edwards Deming has said, “a bad system will beat a good person every time.”15 Sometimes we find ourselves in work environments that no longer bring out the best in us. To truly find a “fix” for burnout, we need to address it at the individual level, team level, and organizational level. You can’t look at the individual without also looking at the context in which the person is working. Similarly, you can’t look at an organization without understanding the unique experiences of its people.

WHY I WANTED TO WRITE THIS BOOK

In essence, the core capabilities outlined in this book are everything I strive for in my own work and life. The Burnout Fix is the expression of countless hours of reviewing academic research articles, testing new tactics and approaches based on those articles with clients, and best of all, witnessing how these strategies significantly improve their lives. Specifically, I wrote this book for four reasons:

First, I emphatically believe that you, the modern-day worker, deserve to have a way of working that fuels, not drains, your success and vitality. There is a growing body of research that shows us that outdated formulas and ideas of how to be successful at work (such as work harder, work longer, and hustle more) can actually backfire in a big way: they can harm your ability to focus, reduce your creativity, drain your energy, negatively impact effective cooperation with others, compromise your overall work performance, and ultimately make you less resilient. In fact, recent research suggests that not only does excessive work effort predict adverse well-being and career-related outcomes but that this holds true even after accounting for a wide range of differences across workers (including gender, age, occupation, education, and even level of authority). I’m here to tell you that there is another way, a better way. What is powerful about focusing on cultivating a holistic set of enduring personal pulse practices is that you already have these capacities within your reach—they just need to be refined, strengthened, and nurtured.

Second, while there is a lot of amazing research out there that speaks to how to sustain yourself and your success, most of it has not been translated into practical application. Many of these books and articles offer important theoretical information but are often devoid of practical approaches and how they may be applied to your daily life. Too often researchers in ivory towers are simply too far removed from the very people their research could help. It is my intention to help you connect the dots between research and application. I want to make science-backed psychology practices accessible to the global workplace by translating complex research into effective strategies that will leave you with a steady personal pulse.

Most of you simply don’t have time to read countless books in order to amass cross-functional knowledge and complementary connections and then integrate all of this information into effective tools that are easy to apply, so I’ve done this for you. I’ve taken the best scientific findings from social, motivational, clinical, positive, and performance psychology and curated them into a concrete coaching-based collection of strategies. Furthermore, I’ve tested these practices with countless clients throughout the years, pulling from the best in science to make the research practical, realistic, and feasible for them. Simply put, if you’re going to take the time to read this book and try out the strategies and techniques I suggest, you can rest assured that they are based on science—not something that sounds cool or inspirational but in practice lacks the ability to actually make a true impact.

Third, I wanted to write a book that acknowledges that burnout is more than just an individual problem. We need to have steady-pulse people, steady-pulse teams, and steady-pulse organizational cultures in order to truly address the burnout epidemic. Because of this need, I’ve written this book to address each of these levels: the individual, the manager/team, and the organization. Although I’ve just pointed out that the work environment in which you find yourself can indeed can be a major contributing factor to burnout, I’ve chosen to focus the majority of the book on the individual level because it is where the most benefit can happen for you in the quickest way possible. Thankfully, there are many outstanding organizations out there that understand that if their people aren’t thriving, their success as an organization will be compromised. But, as we all know, organizational change can be much slower moving than individual change.

This book can give you a set of tools to build a steady personal pulse as much as possible while the organizational and team changes necessary to cultivate steady-pulse cultures begin to unfold. Vibrant workplaces require leaders to develop cultures that apply the most insightful lessons of psychological science to design an employee experience that inspires everyone to tap into their core capabilities. My hope is that my Chapter 7, “Steady-Pulse Teams and Organizations,” offers helpful solutions for this.

Finally, I am beyond excited to reveal to you my unique model for maintaining a steady personal pulse both in work and in life. This five-part model takes into account all parts of you as a human. Just as you cannot resolve stress and being overwhelmed by simply doing the same things you’ve been doing but doing them harder, more, and better, you cannot guard against a complex issue such as burnout with one-off coping mechanisms. What is needed is not just another relaxation technique to manage your stress, but a holistic integrative approach to prevent it from overwhelming you in the first place. This book doesn’t just talk about one personal pulse practice, such as how to focus in an increasingly connected and distracting world. Instead, I’ve set out to provide you with a comprehensive and integrative model that provides information, strategies, and techniques to address your behavior, thoughts, physical reserves, relationship with others, and emotions—in other words, your core capabilities. The model outlined in this book is much more than a way to buffer against burnout; it is a systematic way to achieve sustained success in the face of overwhelm, overextension, and busyness as a modern-day way of life.

HOW THIS BOOK WILL BENEFIT YOU

I stand behind the ideas provided here not only because they are science backed or because I’ve seen them work for countless clients I’ve coached throughout the years; I also stand by these practices because I’ve experienced the benefit of them in my own personal and professional life. To this day, I rely on these practices to ensure my personal pulse stays steady. These practices have helped me leverage my strengths, remain stable the face of unexpected life stressors such as coping with a chronic illness, be a steady-pulse leader at a hypergrowth startup in Silicon Valley, and achieve some big dreams, such as writing this book. I’m hopeful that these practices will help you to do the same.

In the first five chapters, I will share the five core practices for attaining a steady personal pulse that will create enduring vitality in work and life. Along the way, I’ll also share research reinforcing the notion that success in modern-day work and life does not come down to solely working harder or smarter but, in addition, also means having a steady personal pulse. While you will hear me talk about science connected to each pulse principle, I want to emphasize that this book is more about the practical application of this scientific research. In the pages of this book, you will find stories, strategies, and guidance as I explain the science of how to cultivate a steady personal pulse in a way that is practical, realistic, and feasible.

You’ll also find interactive content including worksheets for each exercise I present. How you choose to complete these is entirely up to you, however, I do recommend using a notebook to try out the exercises as you go.

Of course, the foundation of this book is focused on helping you to avoid flatlining your performance and well-being through my five core PULSE practices:

•   Pace for performance (behavioral). Boost your personal and professional development in a way that doesn’t drain you.

•   Undo untidy thinking (cognitive). Train your mind to stave off unhelpful thinking patterns.

•   Leverage leisure (physical). Discover optimal strategies to protect and replenish your energy.

•   Secure support (social). Build a robust support system that promotes diversity of thought and adaptability.

•   Evaluate effort (emotional). Regain control of your time and priorities.
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I want to emphasize to you that simply reading through this book won’t be enough if you want to experience real, lasting change. Although the title of this book is The Burnout Fix, this isn’t about a quick fix. In fact, if you look up the word fix in the Merriam-Webster dictionary, you’ll find the definition to be “to make firm, stable, or stationary.” My goal is to give you a fixed set of enduring core capabilities that keep you grounded and stable while the world spins around you. This will take work, effort, and practice. It takes investing in yourself daily, on a consistent basis. As someone who has spent a significant portion of her career thinking and learning about behavior change, I can adamantly say that real improvement requires you to actually try out and experiment with putting these strategies into practice. I recommend finding another colleague, friend, or family member to read this alongside you so that you can act as each other’s accountability partner. The good news is that the first pulse practice covers how to optimally learn and experiment with new skills without wearing yourself out in the process. Only with true application will you experience the benefits, but believe me, as I’ve seen in countless people I’ve coached, the impact can be profound. So let’s get started!
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Pace for Performance

THE IMPOSSIBLE CLIMB

Imagine yourself hanging onto a vertical granite wall by only your fingertips and the toes of your rubber climbing shoes thousands upon thousands of feet off the ground with the wind and endless open space at your back.

On June 3, 2017, Alex Honnold accomplished something that many thought was impossible—he climbed Yosemite’s infamous El Capitan, one of the most impressive climbing walls on earth (spanning twice as high as the Empire State Building and three times the height of the Eiffel Tower), without any safety gear. This means that he did not have a rope, helmet, climbing partner, or harness. The only thing holding him to that wall of granite was himself. One incorrect move could have cost him his life. It is no wonder the New York Times referred to this as “one of the greatest athletic feats of any kind, ever.”1

If you Google “How long did it take for Alex Honnold to climb El Capitan,” you’ll get the answer: three hours and fifty-six minutes. I find this answer to be terribly inaccurate. Yes, it technically took him that much time on the wall, but in reality, Alex Honnold’s journey toward his rope-free climb was much longer than simply three hours and fifty-six minutes.

If you step back to reflect on “how long” it took Honnold to be able to take on this superhuman accomplishment, it becomes clear that you would need to look much deeper. The Emmy Award–winning documentary Free Solo demonstrates a much more complex journey to the top. The documentary covers over a year of Honnold’s mental and physical preparation, training, rehearsal, and practice.

During this span, you see Honnold deeply focused and persistent in the face of countless challenges. One of those challenges was “pitch 23,” a point in the climb where Alex would find himself 2,000 feet off the ground. Pitch 23 consists of a ten-foot section of rock ominously named “The Boulder Problem” that required Honnold to pick from one of two ultrachallenging movement options. Option one was to karate kick his left leg to a slab of rock, which could significantly offset his balance. Option two was to “double dino,” which consists of letting go of the wall completely and attempting a huge jump over to the other slab of rock. Given that he’d ultimately be doing this climb, and one of these two moves, without a rope made it essential that he master the sequence through repeated attempts. This incredibly technical and challenging section of the climb took him months of practice—he likely fell hundreds of times while practicing, yet he continued to persist and endure despite countless failed attempts.

While you likely aren’t going to try your hand at something even close to as daring as Alex’s climb (I hope so, anyway), by examining his process, you can learn a tremendous amount about sustaining your success as you take on your metaphorical mountain climbs. Specifically, by understanding the science behind Alex Honnold’s immense tenacity, you can apply his concepts to your own personal and professional development. How did he not burn out or exhaust himself while maintaining a steady personal pulse as he worked to achieve what many thought was impossible? There is a clue in this quote from him: “Years ago, when I first mentally mapped out what it would mean to free solo Freerider [a section of El Capitan], there were half a dozen of pitches where I was like, ‘Oh that’s a scary move and that’s a really scary sequence, and that little slab, and that traverse.’” Honnold continued: “There were so many little sections where I thought ‘Ughh—cringe.’ But in the years since, I’ve pushed my comfort zone and made it bigger and bigger until these objectives that seemed totally crazy eventually fell within the realm of the possible.”2 He pushed his comfort zone little by little.

And, as a Tanzanian proverb states, “Little by little, a little becomes a lot.”

THE MYTH OF THE MAVERICK

We like to think of our champions and idols as superheroes who were born different from us. We don’t like to think of them as relatively ordinary people who made themselves extraordinary.

—Carol Dweck

Society loves a visionary outsider willing to follow a wild dream—while breaking rules, finding shortcuts, and taking some crazy risks along the way. We love the idea of a “natural-born talent” who defies normal human capabilities. But does our love affair with mavericks make sense? Is this really a sustainable way to approach meaningful goals either in work or in life? My answer is a resounding no.

Why are some people more skilled and successful in complex domains than others? When we think of the accomplishments of people like J. K. Rowling, Beyoncé Knowles, Henry Ford, and Walt Disney, it is easy to consider these people to be mutant mavericks who possess superhuman talents and abilities. However, if we look at their origin stories, not a single one of them achieved overnight success.

Did you know that J. K. Rowling’s original Harry Potter book took seven years to write and was rejected by twelve publishers? How about the fact that Beyoncé’s first group, Girl’s Tyme, appeared on Star Search and lost? Did you know that Henry Ford’s first company went bankrupt? What about the reality that Walt Disney’s first company, Laugh-O-Gram, failed? Not one of these incredibly accomplished people just stumbled upon overnight fast-track success. Instead, they experienced failure and worked diligently for what they accomplished over a long period of time.

The same goes for Alex Hannold. He is not a maverick. Instead, as codirector of Free Solo Chai Vasarhelyi so accurately explains, “Alex is not a maverick; he’s incredibly methodical.”3 Methodical may not be as sexy a label as maverick, but it is exactly what allowed Alex Honnold to accomplish what he has while sustaining himself along the way. Not only is he meticulous in his approach, but he is also someone who deeply understands that great achievements are attained by becoming proficient at many small things over time. As journalist Bret Stephens so eloquent stated, “It wasn’t an act of recklessness but of the kind of planning worthy of a moon landing.”4 If you study Alex’s approach, it is incredibly systematic. As a National Geographic article goes on to describe: “He also spends hours perfecting, rehearsing, and memorizing exact sequences of hand and foot placements for every key pitch. He is an inveterate note-taker, logging his workouts and evaluating his performance on every climb in a detailed journal.”5

As a psychologist and leadership coach who has worked closely with highly successful people in business and technology, it is evident to me that a significant number of the most successful people—regardless of whether they are entrepreneurs, artists, or athletes—employ something called deliberate practice. Research examining the process of deliberate practice was pioneered by Anders Ericsson, a psychologist who specializes in peak performance. In essence, Ericsson is an expert on studying experts.

Through years of detailed examination of athletes, chess players, musicians, and more, Ericsson and his research team have discovered that there are essentially two types of practice. The first, naive practice, refers to putting in many hours of practicing but without much reflection or systemization. The second, deliberate practice, has a much more methodical, stepwise approach that results in far greater gains than simple practice. In other words, while simply repeating the practice of a skill you’ve already mastered might be satisfying, it’s not enough to help you grow and flourish in that area. What is essential to making gains while sustaining oneself is the ability to step outside your comfort zone and try activities just slightly beyond your current abilities. Research has found that people who engage in specifically deliberate practice can significantly accelerate learning.6 As Ericsson and Pool explain, “In pretty much any area of human endeavor, people have a tremendous capacity to improve their performance, as long as they train in the right way.”7

PACE FOR PERFORMANCE

Great things are done by a series of small things brought together.

—Vincent Van Gogh

It was a particularly windy fall day when one of my coaching clients, Adesh, cofounder of a burgeoning startup, and I were walking together along the Bay Trail in Mountain View, California. Adesh began: “So now that the company is doing well and showing stable profitability for some time now, my CMO and PR teams want me to do more public-facing work. And, as the company brand is flourishing, I’m finding myself engaging more with other CEOs and big names in the valley. It’s a lot.” He said this with a large sigh, his eyes focused ahead and squinting into the sun.

I nodded knowingly, “You’re being asked to step out from behind the scenes. This is new for you.”

“Exactly. I was the technical cofounder. I have always been focused on building the company. I’m not exactly too keen on having to present in a certain way. You know me. I’m just a guy who is passionate about what we’re building and our mission. I’m knowledgeable, but I don’t naturally have social finesse or executive presence. I’m not sure how I’m going to learn how to do this part of the job.” As Adesh finished, a gust of wind swept up a clump of golden leaves and danced them around us. As he focused on the leaves, Adesh’s eyes brightened and the corners of his mouth began to arch into a smile.

“Adesh, I notice that you’re smiling as you look at these leaves in the wind. What does this bring up for you?”

“It brought back a flood of memories of being in business school in Boston. My cofounder and I came up with the idea for our company on a blustery fall day. I remember walking through a courtyard on campus filled with golden leaves like this while being unbelievably excited about the challenge ahead. We were crazy. Neither of us had ever built a company before, but we were so bought into it. We had no idea what we were in for. It’s even crazier to think about how far we’ve grown since that day.”

“You had no experience building a company, but here you are. How did you go about figuring it out?”

“I remember thinking to myself that I had to get out of my comfort zone. We couldn’t play it too safe, but we also couldn’t just make huge bets as we had limited resources. I’d focus intensely on one part of the business, like first confirming product-market fit. Then I would stretch myself just a bit more, and a bit more after that, until things that I had virtually no idea how I would actually accomplish them—and there were a lot of them—eventually became feasible for me. I think we still take that approach today. We want to keep growing and stretching ourselves and our abilities. That’s why I work with you.”

I responded: “Through this experience, you’ve come to understand that the achievement of large goals, like building out your company, depended on you accomplishing many small things that ratcheted up little by little. You had no idea how to build a company, but through this approach, you were successful.” I paused for a moment, stopping midstep to look Adesh in the eyes: “You know Adesh, you just told me you have no idea how you’re going to build out your executive presence skill set. Have you considered taking this same approach to developing yourself?”

Adesh, through the experience of building a successful company that impacts people around the world, had learned that he didn’t need to take big risks to accomplish something. He could stretch himself over time, in realistic and feasible ways. My job was to simply remind him that he had the formula for development in his skill set already and that in the same way he approached growing his company, he could grow himself as a leader.

Big risks can backfire in big ways. When my father was a young child in Mexico, he would frequent a large swimming hole at which all the local children played. Although he did not know how to swim, he would sit on the side, put his feet into the cold water, and watch the other children. On a particularly sweltering day, my father grew frustrated that he couldn’t swim and fully cool off. He decided that if he wanted to swim, he had to take some risks to learn, so he jumped into the deep end. My father describes the experience as terrifying. He flailed around gasping for breath while feeling very scared and embarrassed. Eventually, an older kid helped him get to the side and onto land again. My dad did not return to the swimming hole for months. As bloggers Brett and Kate McKay describe, “Big, giant goals can be awe-inspiring. But like many awe-inspiring things—a lion, a black hole, the Grand Canyon—they can also swallow you whole.”8 As in my father’s experience, when you attempt to accomplish a new skill or goal by jumping in full-on, the odds are that you will struggle and end up feeling discouraged about your ability to accomplish the goal, which can ultimately overwhelm you into inaction.

If we use the analogy of learning to swim through the method of pace for performance, the outcome would be totally different than my father’s experience. First, you would break down your goal into small, progressively challenging goals (in service toward your bigger goal of learning to swim). For example, you’d start off by wading in the water, reflecting on and getting feedback about what did and didn’t work. Once you felt comfortable and confident wading in the water, you’d practice getting your face wet and holding your breath. Then, once you were comfortable and confident with that, you’d practice learning how to doggie paddle. Then, once you got comfortable and confident with that, you’d practice the breaststroke, and once you were comfortable and confident with that . . . you get the idea. Soon enough, over time, through pace for performance, you could be spear fishing or free diving! In essence, instead of trying to make radical changes in a short amount of time, just make small improvements on a consistent and persistent basis, and this effort will gradually lead to the change you want.

THE WHEEL OF WEARINESS

Leadership is a series of behaviors rather than a role for heroes.

—Margaret Wheatley

Have you ever jumped into the metaphorical deep end of the pool only to find yourself more discouraged? Do you tend to set large, awe-inspiring goals? Have you searched for a “magic bullet” solution to fast-track your accomplishments? If so, I assume that you’d likely agree with me that massive maverick-type risk-taking is not sustainable or enjoyable. This approach may allow you to achieve in the short term, but you likely experienced burnout shortly thereafter or, alternatively, you felt worn down little by little over time and eventually stagnated on your way to achieving your goals.

In my many years of coaching, I’ve seen some of the most intelligent, hardworking, conscientious leaders stretch themselves beyond their limit to get to the top at a rigorous pace and then try to deal with the consequences after arriving. In fact, research has found that almost half of executives last fewer than eighteen months following an external promotion or job change.9 What I’ve come to witness in my work is that regardless of whether you’re a senior executive or an emerging leader, when you buy into the myth of the maverick, you find yourself on what I refer to as the wheel of weariness.

The wheel of weariness is one of the quickest ways I’ve seen incredibly capable and talented individuals go from having a steady personal pulse to burnout. It happens when we try to grow or accomplish things by rushing. When people feel pressure to make huge strides at rapid rates, they neglect to invest strategically into how to best set themselves up to grow in an efficient, mindful, and sustainable way. Because of this, they go on to set massive and poorly defined goals and make mindless attempts toward achieving those goals, which either results in them feeling as though they nailed it or failed at it. Regardless of the outcome of their attempt, however, they are in such a hurry to continue to move forward that they do not make the time to reflect or learn, which leads to another cycle of mindless attempts at growth. The irony is that mindless “move fast” approaches actually end up backfiring because they ultimately slow people down and can even take one completely off course.
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Take, for example, a coaching client of mine, Devin, who had sought my help to build firmer boundaries for herself because she was noticing some signs of burnout. Devin had tried to set boundaries in the past but had found that she could never uphold them for very long. When I asked her for an example, she stated: “I am so sick of responding to emails all hours of the day, including evenings and on weekends. I know that this method of operating has made me great at what I do, but I can’t keep it up. I feel like I’m drowning. I need space. So I decided to set a boundary. I gave myself the goal of only checking my email from 7 a.m. to 1 p.m. each day and not at all on weekends. It worked for the first few days, but then it backfired because I would miss important emails, and they would pile up. By the time I checked my email, I ran out of time to respond to many of them, so I gave up. It felt impossible to keep up the boundary. Quite frankly, it wasn’t helping my exhaustion at all. So now I’m just back to running at full speed. I need help to get this under control.”

With the wheel of weariness in mind, you can see that Devin’s goal was massive. She was attempting to overhaul her behavior change in a significant way: from checking her email around the clock to condensing it into a tiny window. Furthermore, her goal for setting this boundary, except for the time window, was not clearly defined. For example, it didn’t go into the details about what specific behaviors around email could produce the most relief for her. Finally, when she did attempt the goal, it ultimately overwhelmed her and led to more discouragement. Imagine if Devin had first started with a smaller, more realistic, and well-defined goal and slowly stretched that goal little by little; the outcome could have been much different. For example, she could have set a small goal to check her email only one time on evenings and weekends with clearly defined rules about what she would and wouldn’t respond to during those times. Then, once she had successfully implemented that behavior change, she could have stretched it a bit more by reducing the number of times she checked her email on work days while also creating categories (do it now, do it later, delete it) to sort the urgency of her response time.

Let’s review how the wheel of weariness works through another coaching case of mine. Ricardo was a vice president at a mid-sized startup. He had been doing very well at his job for the most part but was finding himself becoming less engaged, more worn down, and discouraged about his ability and even his career path. He explained that this was beginning to affect his performance at work and that he had become shorter with his wife and children as well.

Getting a promotion to senior vice president had been a long-term goal of his, but as he told me, “No matter how hard I try, I just can’t seem to improve in the area of public speaking.” I immediately noticed that Ricardo, who described himself to me as an “energetic and optimistic leader,” looked far from it—he held his head down and slumped his shoulders forward while describing his dilemma. He looked defeated, and it was clear that his personal pulse was fading. When I asked Ricardo about public speaking, he said, “Well, I either do really well or not well, and I can’t figure out why my performance is so inconsistent. It’s been like this for over two years, and I’m starting to really question things.”

When I asked for a specific example, Ricardo went on to share that two weeks prior he’d received feedback on his performance review that he still needed to work on his public speaking. That week, in the leadership team meeting, the CEO asked if one of the leaders in Ricardo’s department could give a ten-minute presentation on an exciting new product that was rolling out during the company’s next all-hands meeting. Ricardo, knowing that he needed to work on his public speaking skills, thought to himself, “You know what, I haven’t taken a risk in a while, and I know that great achievements involve great risk.” So he raised his hand and said that he would do it. Ricardo prepped for the presentation just as he had in the past, and when it came time to give his presentation, he found himself mumbling, repeatedly saying “um,” and rambling on. He shared with me that it felt like the final straw for him: “I try to be courageous; I try to take risks, put myself out there, practice as much as I can beforehand, but it doesn’t work.”

Unfortunately, Ricardo was buying into the myth of the maverick, which resulted in his taking big risks mindlessly only to later find himself on the wheel of weariness—no advancement in skill, lowered self-confidence around public speaking, and a significant amount of untapped learning. I explained the dangers of the wheel of weariness to Ricardo and challenged him to reconsider what it meant to take a risk. I shared with him one of my favorite quotes from Warren Buffett, “Risk comes from not knowing what you’re doing,” and a light seemed to go off in Ricardo’s mind. He lifted his head and excitedly said, “I see that I’ve been making mindless attempts—I just need to be more mindful about what I’m doing to approach this problem.” From there on, we immediately began to implement the practice of pace for performance, and sure enough, significant changes and progress began to occur. Ricardo, who now has that exact Warren Buffett quote framed and hanging in his office, eventually went on to get his promotion, but most important, his personal pulse strengthened, and his vitality both in his personal and professional lives returned.

• • •

Ricardo’s story is not uncommon. The myth of the maverick is everywhere we look—it has been woven into the narrative of success stories that demonstrate huge risks and leaps of faith that result in massive rewards. Although these stories are inspiring, in reality, the odds of “nailing it” on the first attempt are low, especially if you take a big risk. In fact, in an interview with Larry King,10 Anders Ericsson states, “So this idea that somebody more or less discovers suddenly that they’re extremely good at something: I’ve yet to find even a single example of that type of a phenomenon.”

If you are working to take on new skills to agilely adapt to an ever-changing new world of work without pace for performance, like Ricardo, you’ll most likely find yourself in a rinse-and-repeat cycle of increased discouragement and potentially lower levels of self-efficacy, which is a recipe for a weak personal pulse and burnout.

Self-efficacy, which was coined by Albert Bandura, one of the most cited psychologists of all time (who I was lucky enough to have small seminar classes with as a psychology student), is an individual’s belief in his or her ability to succeed.11 Decades of research12 have found that individuals with higher levels of self-efficacy are more likely to take on challenging goals and see them through. In this sense, belief about your self-efficacy is essential to how you perceive the context in which you work, especially when you have to cope with stressful job demands. In other words, if you have positive beliefs about your self-efficacy, you’re more likely to respond adaptively to job stressors. By contrast, if you consider yourself to be ineffective, you will begin to attribute failures to a deficit in your competence, increasing your feeling of inefficacy.13

A number of studies have found that self-efficacy can be a crucial personal resource that can buffer the impact of perceived stress on burnout symptoms.14 For example, research examining the effects of increased self-efficacy showed reduced emotional exhaustion and cognitive weariness.15 Research involving teachers (who tend to have high levels of burnout) also found that perceived sense of self-efficacy was inversely correlated with perceived burnout.16 In short, the lower the sense of self-efficacy, the higher the perceived burnout.

If you find yourself on the wheel of weariness, you will be weakening your personal pulse and setting yourself up to be more susceptible to lowered self-efficacy. The massive amount of unnecessary effort coupled with repeated discouragement (especially if you’re attempting to learn a new skill) or untapped learning is a formula for lowered belief in your ability to reach your goals—even if you do have the ability. As this quote from Albert Bandura illustrates, “If self-efficacy is lacking, people tend to behave ineffectually, even though they know what to do.”17

TAKING CONTROL OF THE WHEEL: THE THREE P’S OF PACE FOR PERFORMANCE

Wouldn’t it be great to be able to continue to develop personally and professionally without having to take a ride on the wheel of weariness? To avoid the frustration barrier that can come with learning a new skill? To spend less time toiling through setbacks and self-doubt? It is possible to grow and develop as a person and professional less painfully, in a way that requires far less time and inefficiency. So how does one take control of the wheel of weariness? Through the three P’s of pace for performance: plan, practice, and ponder.

Plan: Create the Right Amount of Tension

It takes just as much energy to make a plan as it does a wish.

—Eleanor Roosevelt

Having a solid plan is a key component of pace for performance. Alex Honnold’s approach to El Capitan exemplified the detail that must go into pace for performance. One of the ways he did this was by making a deliberate decision to consistently keep himself ever so slightly outside of his comfort zone. In an interview with Joe Rogan, Honnold wisely states, “If you’re trying to free-solo well, you definitely should never be giving anything remotely close to 150 percent effort, or else you will die for sure. . . . [O]n your personal barometer of effort, I sort of live between 4 and 7. . . . [Y]ou’re never too relaxed, but you’re never going to the absolute death. . . . I’m climbing, I’m having a good time, but I’m not trying too hard, and I’m not too relaxed.”18 Luckily, learning a new skill isn’t a life or death situation as in the case of Alex, but his statement demonstrates the important point that a solid plan consists of creating goals that give you just the right amount of challenge.

For example, let’s say that you’re trying to develop a new skill of mindful meditation, which is something you’ve never done before. Given that your skill set in this is fairly low, you wouldn’t want to set a goal of meditating an hour a day because that would likely be too much of a challenge, which can lead to discouragement. By contrast, you also do not want to set a goal of only meditating for two minutes every other week. Such an easy goal likely would be too little of a challenge, which can lead to disengagement. Similar to the tale of Goldilocks and the Three Bears, planning is all about creating goals that give you just the right amount of challenge: not too much, not too little.

The first P in the three P’s of pace for performance—plan—involves mindfully assessing your current knowledge and skill level and then developing a small, well-defined, and achievable goal that puts you just slightly outside your comfort zone. You need to plan a stretch goal that offers just the right amount of challenge. When explaining this concept to clients, I use the analogy of guitar strings: with too little tension, you cannot play music; too much tension makes the strings break; but with just the right amount of tension, you can create beautiful music. The same is true for personal and professional development—too high a level of stress and challenge can lead to anxiety, more mistakes, and eventual burnout, whereas too low of stress and challenge can lead to slow progress, disengagement, and boredom. Both extremes can lead to a weak personal pulse.

Just like working out and keeping your heart strong and healthy by raising your heart rate through exercise, it is important to experience small doses of stress in order to grow. According to research, stress—in small doses—actually stimulates growth.19 The key here is to find and set small, progressively challenging stretch goals in service toward your bigger goal. When working with clients, I have them set their stretch goal to be between four and seven (just like Alex) on the Stretch Goal Planning Barometer (see the following figure).
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Setting goals that are just ever so slightly out of your comfort zone has tremendous benefits. First, you are more likely to take on realistic and feasible goals because they do not seem intimidating. Second, if you don’t get it right, the downside is less risky and easier to bounce back from. Third, because it is a small stretch goal, you’re more likely to accomplish it after some time, which builds up self-efficacy and ultimately lends itself to sustained success. As Albert Bandura states, “People’s beliefs about their abilities have a profound effect on those abilities. Ability is not a fixed property; there is a huge variability in how you perform. People who have a sense of self-efficacy bounce back from failure; they approach things in terms of how to handle them rather than worrying about what can go wrong.”20 It is important to note that breaking out of your comfort zone isn’t just about trying harder; it can also be about trying a different approach that may be slightly uncomfortable or unfamiliar, as long as it puts you in your stretch zone.

What Makes up a Good Plan?

1.   Assess your current skill and knowledge to ensure that you know what a stretch goal would look like.

2.   Set a small, realistic, and feasible goal (which is in service to your larger goal) that puts you into your stretch zone.

3.   Get detailed with your plan: when, where, what, and how will you practice this skill?

If you’re Ricardo and you want to improve your public speaking, that’s fine for an overall purpose, but it is not a well-defined, specific goal that can be used effectively for your practice. Remember, massive and poorly defined goals put you back on the wheel of weariness. Instead, break it down, and make a plan: what exactly do you need to do to improve your public speaking right now? One small goal might be to decrease the number of “ums” you use when talking. This is a reasonably specific goal, but you need to make it more realistic and feasible. When will you practice this goal in the coming week? What is your plan to ensure you’ll be able to practice? Once you’ve made your goal and plan, you need to make sure to plan how you will monitor yourself. Will you ask someone to give you feedback? If so, did you tell them the criteria by which you will measure your progress?

Practice: Treat Your Approach as a Series of Experiments

My goal is not to fail fast. My goal is to succeed over the long run. They are not the same thing.

—Marc Andreessen

The smell of coffee combined with a hint of saltwater from the nearby surf fills the air as I listen to my childhood friend, Tyler Fox, who is sitting across from me, say: “It’s like my mind isn’t processing what is happening. I’ve practiced so much that my body goes into flow. It’s the best feeling in the world.” Tyler is a professional surfer who is known for riding some of the world’s biggest waves at a surf spot ironically named Mavericks. There, each winter, when the waves crest at more than twenty-five feet and top out at more than sixty feet, an invitation-only contest is held. Tyler has been an invitee to three straight Mavericks contests. Mystified by how someone approaches practicing for these events, I sat down with Tyler to ask him about his process.

When Tyler speaks about preparing for these contests, he says that he approaches his practice with deep focus and intent: “It’s all about focus. I can’t have distractions. Distraction equals more room for error.” Furthermore, he always makes sure to bring along other professional surfers to provide him with feedback and encouragement during his practice. “How can I improve if I’m the only one evaluating myself?” Ultimately, what I found out was that Tyler did not buy into the myth of the maverick when preparing for his competitions at Mavericks. He explained: “I didn’t wake up one day and decide that I would ride some of the biggest waves in the world. Ha! That would be insane. I had to work my way up to it, slowly but surely.” Rather, Tyler spent weeks, months, and years practice before attending his first Mavericks contest.

Like a scientist, Tyler studies the waves, how his various boards respond to specific conditions, experimenting with different postures and foot positions, reviewing and watching videos of past competitions, iterating on the approach, and modifying each attempt until it feels right and as comfortable as possible. Over time, through focused and intentional practice sessions, along with his friends’ feedback, he moved further and further outside his comfort zone, slowly but surely, until he was in the mouth of a forty-foot wave.

The second P in the three P’s of pace for performance—practice—involves treating practice as a series of learning experiments, just like Tyler did. Experiments always start with a hypothesis; there is no good or bad outcome—the goal of the experiment is to increase knowledge. Knowledge is power in the realm of practice because it takes mindlessness and moves you into mindfulness. Without learning while you practice, you get to remain cognitively ignorant (mindless) of things, and while this may allow you not to see things that don’t make you feel good, it also does not set you up for adaptability or growth. With the right focused approach to practicing, you will be forced to look at things in a more practical and useful way. In the case of Ricardo, it is clear that he was trying to improve from a “work hard and take big risks” mindset toward an experimental “what can I learn to improve?” mindset.

It is no surprise that steady-pulse people like Tyler Fox use practice as a learning process. For them, fail stands for “first attempt in learning.” Embracing practice toward one’s goals through an experimental mindset empowers you to step outside your comfort zone more frequently because even if you fail, you know that you’ll learn from your mistakes, which ultimately brings you closer to your desired outcome.

Maverick-style thinking, by contrast, is typically black and white—you either nail it or fail it. In reality, the main objective is to use practice time to understand the why behind either outcome so that regardless of whether you get it right or wrong, you’re learning toward future successful outcomes.

Successful people who are also able to maintain a steady personal pulse over time are not people who never fail. Instead, they are people who know how to approach practice though a learning lens. They have learned to leverage failure as valuable information to push themselves closer to their desired outcome. For example, Roberto Goizueta, former CEO of Coca-Cola, hired back the man who launched New Coke—a massive marketing failure. Goizueta recognized that tremendous amounts of valuable information would be lost if he did not work to understand the why behind the failure. “The moment you let avoiding failure become your motivator, you’re down the path of inactivity,”21 he stated.

People who practice with an experimental mindset are what I like to refer to as “learnatics” because they’re crazy about learning more than being tied to a specific outcome. “Learnatics” aren’t just sponges absorbing information; they use their knowledge in a resourceful way. This makes them hugely valuable to companies and teams because they are people who innovate faster with more efficiency and with more agility than the rest. Successful practice to increase learning involves two key behaviors: feedback and focus. Just as Tyler used his fellow surf buddies to gather feedback about his practice, “learnatics” embrace and seek out help to identify areas of growth, whether it be from mentors, coaches, or teachers. In addition, when practicing, “learnatics” focus with deep intention. If your mind is wandering and distracted, the odds of you being aware of and learning from what is happening in the moment are low, and you won’t see improvement.

The benefits of this approach are less discouragement and increased self-efficacy because, either way, you met your goal, you gathered new knowledge, and you have become more aware. When you take on this mindset, as Susan B. Anthony stated, “Failure is impossible.”22

What Makes for Solid Practice?

1.   Approach practice with a learning mindset.

2.   Focus intensely while practicing, and limit as many distractions as possible.

3.   Get feedback and self-monitor very closely during practice.

The key here is to treat your approach as a series of experiments. Just as an anthropologist thoroughly focuses on the social setting he or she is observing, you must give your full, undivided attention to whatever you are practicing. You cannot simply follow instructions or steps while letting your mind wander—by multitasking or by focusing on something other than your specific, small stretch plan.

Ponder: Reflect and Integrate

We don’t learn from experience, we learn from reflecting on experience.

—John Dewey

“You watched videos almost as much as you practiced actually dancing!”—Christine, my freshman college roommate and friend of more than twenty years now, often jokes when we reminisce about our time living together. Before I even considered becoming a psychologist, I wanted to be a dancer. Following high school, I was fortunate to study intensely under Marni Wood and Christopher Dolder, both former soloists who worked directly with the godmother of modern dance, Martha Graham. A big part of practice was reviewing tapes of myself dancing in various pieces. Through this practice, my instructors and I were able to break down and analyze the parts of the choreography where I was off a count or didn’t quite execute the move just right. The videos also allowed me to see what I’d done well and lean into repeating that effort.

Thankfully, Christine patiently tolerated me spending hours upon hours watching those videos every day, the classical music I was dancing to emanating from the TV and filling our tiny shared room. Reflecting on and reviewing performances in order to grow are anything but new concepts. Watching videos as part of a regular training regimen, particularly during competition season, is standard for many sports. The vast majority of professional athletes keep logs of performance metrics, key learning, insights, and movement sequences that they go back to and reflect on regularly.

The third P in the three P’s of pace for performance—ponder—involves thoughtful integration of key feedback and learning gathered during practice. The goal of ponder is to organize knowledge gathered during practice to leverage it in the most helpful manner possible in service of improving future planning and practice. While you may not be able to videotape yourself practicing like top athletes do, the simple act of reviewing your practice attempts can provide important information that can help you progress. Consistent reflection not only allows you to synthesize data but also allows you to build a mental model of expertise (i.e., knowing what ingredients are needed for you to move forward in your skill development). You can use the knowledge you gather to inform decisions on how to modify your efforts to continue to progressively build skills on top of each other over time.

Going back to the example of Ricardo, if he had taken time to ponder what did and did not work for him throughout the entire time he had been trying to improve his public speaking skill set before seeking me out, he would have had a much clearer idea of why he wasn’t developing in that area and what he could modify in future attempts to move forward.

Here are some questions that I encourage my clients to use when pondering: What worked? How well did it work? What could work better? What are other ways to approach this? Why didn’t it work? What exactly didn’t work?

Steady-pulse individuals understand that monitoring their progress by taking time to ponder is also key to staying motivated. When working toward a big goal over time, it is easy to succumb to hedonic adaptation, which is our tendency to quickly return to a stable state of happiness despite positive life changes or events.23 In other words, we can easily lose sight of the progress we’ve made. In order not to lose motivation along the way, it is important to take note of (and even briefly celebrate) small steps toward progress along the way. Recognizing your progress (as small as it may be, such as discovering that a certain approach doesn’t work) is a powerful practice for sustained success. However, if you don’t track or log your progress and key learning, especially when it comes to small continued growth, it is easy to miss out on witnessing the progress you’re making.

Harvard Business School’s Teresa Amabile has conducted research that demonstrates how efforts at tracking small achievements every day enhance workers’ motivation and engagement. Teresa Amabile and Steven Kramer’s book The Progress Principle24 highlights research that has discovered that even when progress happens in small doses, a sense of steady forward movement toward an important goal can make all the difference in terms of motivation and morale. This is because any accomplishment, no matter how small, activates the reward circuitry of our brains. When this pathway is opened, key chemicals are released that give you a feeling of achievement and pride. In essence, when you take time to ponder and reflect on your progress, you have more chances to celebrate it (no matter how small), whereby you are ensuring that your personal pulse stays steady over time.

How to Maximize Pondering?

1.   Keep a consistent log of your learning and progress.

2.   Organize, analyze, and consolidate key learning through focused reflection.

3.   Use key learning to make modifications to your plan for your next practice cycle. The key word here is modifications. This isn’t about trying harder; it’s about using your learning to approach things in a different way. Instead of trying harder, think iterate, update, evolve.

3.   Remember to celebrate small wins along the way.

PUTTING THE THREE P’S OF PACE FOR PERFORMANCE TOGETHER

Risk is relative. While you may not be taking on death-defying goals like Alex’s, trying to learn something new by repeatedly stepping outside your comfort zone can feel risky. Alex’s margin for error for his climb up El Capitan will always be significantly smaller than ours, but through his efforts to pace for performance, he was able to reduce his risk as much as possible (beyond using a climbing harness and a rope, anyway). The same thing is true for you; through this approach, you can learn to take risks without putting yourself or your personal pulse at risk.

If you revisit Ricardo’s coaching case example outlined earlier, you can see how using the three P’s of pace for performance together helped him to decrease his risk by mindfully setting up his progression to his larger goal through small, realistic, and feasible efforts.

Example Pace for Performance Worksheet for Ricardo’s First Stretch Spiral

[image: Images]

[image: Images]

[image: Images]

THE STRETCH SPIRAL

As discussed in the Introduction to this book, the new world of work demands that we learn to cope with ambiguity, that we understand what will keep us motivated in the face of challenges, and that we adopt strategies and behaviors that lead to order, not more uncertainty. Pace for performance is a behavioral approach to increase predictability and reduce risk. If you approach your larger goals by progressively stretching yourself through the three P’s of pace for performance, you can grow without losing motivation, experiencing burnout, or overwhelming yourself—you can maintain a steady personal pulse. Instead of putting yourself at risk for motion sickness on the merry-go-round of the wheel of weariness, you can instead continue to grow in a non-exhausting way by embracing what I refer to as the stretch spiral. If you zoom into a single stretch spiral sequence, you can see how the behaviors of plan, practice, and ponder ultimately result in an iterative cycle of new learning, which leads to improvements and modifications of your next plan.
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When you zoom out, you can see in the following figure that over time, a repeated stretch spiral empowers you to grow closer and closer to your goal while maintaining your personal pulse along the way.
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PACE FOR PERFORMANCE IN A NEW WORLD OF WORK

Although the concept of pace for performance comes from research that was originally done for thinking about how to become an expert at something, it can also be used to increase your ability to learn new skills most efficiently and, more important, sustainably. Because of continued innovation, work in the twenty-first century means that you must be prepared for changes such as technological advances that could completely transform the nature of your work. The digital revolution will require you not only to effectively adapt to inevitable changes in the work environment, but also to acquire new skills quickly and efficiently.

The reality of modern-day life is that our time is already so limited and we have so much to do—it’s hard to imagine making time to add and perfect a new skill. This is where pace for performance truly stands out—it allows you to master new skills more efficiently and with less frustration, confusion, and doubt. While we may not all have the makings of Alex Honnold’s elite athleticism or his extremely methodical mindset, we can follow in his footsteps in how to learn more effectively and stay motivated while working to improve on and learn new skills.

Furthermore, while top-level mastery such as Alex Honnold’s “impossible” climb may require thousands of hours of focused effort, the good news is that we aren’t training to climb one of the world’s most impressive climbing walls. Simply developing the ability to grow your skills solidly enough for your own purposes over the long haul can be a massive benefit in the new world of work. In other words, getting to the expert level doesn’t need to apply here; this is about becoming an expert at understanding the process of pace for performance in order to adapt and learn in the most efficient and sustainable way possible. Pace for performance is the core of skill acquisition; it enables you to pick up new skills quickly and efficiently while sustaining a steady personal pulse along the way.

Pace for performance is also beneficial in that it gives you a concrete foundational framework by which to learn new skills. When you have a solid foundation like this, you are more likely to embrace things that you don’t know anything about. Not only does this framework enable you to be more likely to continue to grow and stretch yourself when challenged to learn new skills to keep up with the evolving nature of your work, but it will also help you to build a more robust growth mindset.

Growth mindset is a concept discovered by Stanford University psychologist Carol Dweck.25 Her research found that when people have a growth mindset—a mindset that perceives a challenge as an opportunity to learn rather than an obstacle to overcome—they respond with constructive thoughts, and their behavior shows persistence in the face of challenge. Alternatively, in a fixed mindset, people believe that their basic qualities—like their intelligence or talent—are fixed traits and that talent alone creates success; this can lead to avoiding challenges and giving up when faced with adversity.

Through the practice of pace for performance, you’ll be more inclined to think like a “learnatic” and seek out new knowledge and skills to expand what you know. By being more mindful and intentional with planning your goals, taking on an experimental and learning-first mindset when practicing, and applying new knowledge toward more efficient development, you are integrating a growth mindset into your method of progressing. Dweck’s research in this area has found that individuals with a growth mindset are grittier, stay the course, and don’t give up—all things that lead to sustainable success.26

• • •

Perhaps the most important thing you should know—something that I tell all my clients—is that for most people, pace for performance is a very different learning processes than how you learned in school. It also contradicts many of the beliefs around what we’ve been conditioned to think about what it takes to be successful.
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PACE FOR PERFORMANCE TIPS

•   A steady heartbeat indicates health—the same goes for building out a steady personal pulse. Sustainable success requires consistent and persistent efforts. This said, I recommend setting up a weekly five-minute one-on-one with yourself. Block this time off in your calendar. During this time, open your progress log and set up your next plan, practice, ponder stretch spiral sequence.

•   Document, document, document. Get a notebook or create a log on your phone or computer. Just as you use your activity tracker to monitor your steps and exercise habits toward your fitness goals, the same thing is needed for your personal and professional development goals. It is critical to track what you’ve learned and your progress.

•   Find ways to get feedback on your practice efforts or have an accountability partner. Share your goals with one or two close friends or coworkers or work with a coach. Research finds that when you share goals with others, you’re more likely to see them through. Furthermore, getting feedback (preferably from someone who is skilled in the area in which you’re trying to grow) ensures that you’re getting an objective view of your efforts.

•   Embrace a methodical mindset. The great thing about pace for performance is that it is straightforward. You simply decide what to practice, figure out the best way to practice, make the time to practice, and then reflect on how you practiced. There’s nothing maverick-like to it—just strategic and methodical effort.

•   Don’t expect overnight results. Do expect that your total time invested will be much less than it would otherwise be if you jump into the process mindlessly and end up on the wheel of weariness.
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Undo Untidy Thinking

MINDFUL MEDICINE

The famous white coat ceremony in which a medical student steps into the healthcare profession by reciting the Hippocratic Oath is an extremely significant rite of passage. For most who enter into this occupation, the oath symbolizes their commitment to serving humanity and their patients for the rest of their career by vowing to “first, do no harm.” This important day brings so much hope, promise, and pride. And, as seen in the numerous stories we watched on the news during the COVID-19 crisis, these individuals follow through on this oath, swooping in like superheroes to risk their own well-being for the greater good.

Unfortunately, the white coat does not double as a superhero cape with the power to shield healthcare providers from the clutches of burnout. While these brave individuals work to do no harm to their patients, in the process, many of them find themselves harmed by mounting levels of mental, emotional, and physical exhaustion. On a day-to-day basis, they are faced with the distress, suffering, and the pain of others. Yet they are trained to soldier on to the next patient and the next, without a clear rulebook or protocol for how to cope or psychologically detach from their work. Slowly, over time, these occurrences add up, acting as corrosive drips, which in mass can take a mighty toll on a physician’s personal pulse. It is estimated that 30 to 40 percent of physicians in the United States experience burnout at any given time.1 As many as 60 percent of physicians report that they’ve experienced burnout during their careers.2 Perhaps most heartbreaking of all, physicians end their lives twice as often as the general population.3

The competing demands for a healthcare worker’s attention throughout the course of a single shift alone are quite literally mind bending. In addition to being expected to have a great bedside manner and nearly flawless diagnostic skills, healthcare workers must attend to insurance quotas, charting, referrals, lab orders, and more. Not only does this have repercussions for how they show up in their patient interactions (distracted doctors rarely make for placated patients), it also negatively impacts their own well-being and vitality. In a New York Times article titled, “Easing Doctor Burnout with Mindfulness,”4 Dr. Pauline Chen describes a revealing moment in her day:

I had walked into the exam room to listen to this patient; but my mind was a few steps behind as I struggled with thoughts about the colleague who’d just snapped at me . . . my mounting piles of unfinished paperwork and the young patient with widespread cancer whom I’d seen earlier in the day. Thoughts about my new patient jumbled in the mix, too, but they came into focus only after I had pushed away the fears that I might have neglected to order a key test on my last patient, that I’d forgotten to call another patient, and that I was already running behind schedule.

Fortunately, after noticing her own thought patterns, Dr. Chen made a concerted effort to look into this further. In doing so, she discovered studies on the benefits of mindfulness (paying attention to one’s own thoughts and experience in the present moment, without judgment) for healthcare providers in combating stress and promoting a more mindful presence with their patients.5

Chen is not alone in this discovery. Promising research on the benefits of mindfulness for physicians and healthcare providers is beginning to emerge, and practitioners are taking notice and experiencing the benefits. Research from the University of Rochester School of Medicine and Dentistry has found that a program teaching mindful communication was associated with a reduction in burnout as well as an increase in well-being and attitudes associated with patient-centered care.6 Another study which observed clinicians caring for people with HIV found that those who rated themselves as more mindful had higher levels of patient satisfaction and engaged in more patient-centered communication.7 An encouraging base of research examining mindfulness as a preventative mechanism for helping students in the medical field reduce psychological distress and improve well-being is also beginning to materialize.8 This could not be timelier given that nearly half of all third-year medical students report burnout.9 While larger system-wide changes still need to happen to ameliorate burnout in this profession, physicians and healthcare workers can begin to take preventative action through these practices as a way to buffer against the compounding stressors of their work to ensure that they do no harm not only to their patients but also to themselves.

While you may or may not be facing the same types of day-to-day stressors as healthcare workers, it is worthwhile to highlight the benefits of tending to one’s mind for this group of workers because clinical work is a prime example of working in a volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA) environment. The acronym was first coined by the United States Army to describe the post–cold war world. These four words have subsequently been adopted by leaders across a variety of sectors to describe the turbulent and unpredictable nature of today’s business environment: the accelerating speed of change (volatility), the increasing lack of predictability (uncertainty), the compound effects of interdependent variables and mitigating factors (complexity), and the high potential for misreads and mixed meanings (ambiguity). The fact that focusing on the core capability of keeping one’s headspace tidy can have tremendous positive benefits for those in a highly stressful occupation such as healthcare is powerful evidence for how this practice can benefit anyone who finds themselves wanting to maintain a steady personal pulse in our VUCA world of work.

THE MYTH OF MENTAL TOUGHNESS

A mind not to be chang’d by Place or Time. The mind is its own place, and in it self Can make a Heav’n of Hell, a Hell of Heav’n.

—John Milton

As seen in well-known TV shows such as General Hospital, popular culture paints a picture of a mentally unshakable doctor. Countless films and television shows recount stories of doctors who have naturally unwavering mindsets, even when hit with the toughest of circumstances. But does this depiction of mental toughness really match reality?

While doctors and healthcare providers may have superhero-type jobs, they are not born with superhero powers or minds; they are human, just like you and me. Just as Dr. Chen’s story demonstrated, clinicians, like anyone, can be impacted by the effects of chronic stress and overwhelming situations. Ironically, however, many people believe that mental toughness is something you either have or don’t have. The truth is that even if you were born with some aspects of mental toughness, mental fortitude comes with practice and discipline. It is a skill that can be learned, groomed, and developed. What enables the most successful people in high-pressure professions to keep a steady personal pulse and sustain their success over time isn’t that they were just born mentally tough but the fact that they intentionally make space to deliberately tend to their mind and train themselves to be more observant of their thoughts.

The mind is a useful tool. Our brains have an unprecedented capacity to process and analyze information. Like anything that is high performance, however, the mind also needs to have regular upkeep and maintenance. This is especially true given that we depend on our mind to be the control center for experiencing and operating in the world. Yet, as much as we know this, it is very easy to take for granted the benefits and quality of life enabled by a clear-thinking mind. This being said, when it comes to mental toughness, people also have the misconception that if you’re generally not feeling too stressed, you don’t need to focus on managing your mind. This could not be further from the truth when thinking about sustaining your success and maintaining a steady personal pulse. Most of us schedule dentist appointments every six months. We brush and floss our teeth daily to keep up with our oral hygiene. We have our cars serviced and the oil changed to ensure they stay in top shape. We get haircuts, wash our face, and clean our clothes in order to maintain our personal appearance. We use spreadsheets and files on our computers to keep important data organized. Given how much we spend on keeping many aspects of our lives orderly, why wouldn’t we also need to put proactive effort into keeping our mental hygiene in a good state?

Proactive practice to keep your headspace tidy (whether through mindfulness practices, examining and reassessing your thoughts, or using a breathing technique to calm your mind) on a consistent basis can shield you from being susceptible to mental overwhelm. If left unchecked, chronic stress can take a significant toll on your brain and thought patterns. It’s not uncommon to feel disorganized and forgetful when you’re under a lot of stress. Over the long term, though, stress may actually change your brain in ways that affect your memory.10 Neuroscientists have discovered that chronic stress triggers long-term changes in brain structure, which may leave you more prone to anxiety and mood disorders.11 This is why it is important to regularly train your mind to attend to unhelpful thought patterns and thereby prevent suboptimal neural pathways from forming. Rather than focusing on having a “tough” mind in order to sustain your success in the new world of work, you need to develop skills to be able to uncover unhelpful thinking patterns. The ultimate goal here is learning how to cultivate peace of mind.

THE LIFE-CHANGING MAGIC OF TIDYING UP YOUR MIND

Between stimulus and response there is a space. In that space is our power to choose our response. In our response lies our growth and our freedom.

—Viktor Frankl

Marie Kondo’s bestselling book, The Life-Changing Magic of Tidying Up,12 came out when I was in the midst of a move and struggling to comprehend how I could fill so many boxes with stuff. As I started to go through my things, I became very aware of how unaware I was about what I was holding onto. I had worn-down sheet sets that didn’t even match my mattress size, winter sweaters I hadn’t worn in years, and jeans that were two sizes too small that I was holding onto “just in case.” I also rediscovered forgotten books and items that sparked so much joy for me. The more I sorted through my things, the more I realized I was putting a lot of effort into trying to hold onto things that I wasn’t even fully aware of. It felt liberating and empowering to get a full grasp of all the “clutter” I had accumulated over time. And now that I was aware, I could do something about it. I could choose whether to discard, keep, store, or actively use these things. I was finally no longer at the mercy of my stuff—awareness gave me back control. In the same way Marie Kondo teaches us to take inventory of each item in our living space in order to create calm, research shows us that we can do this for our headspace in order to decrease stress, buffer against burnout, and boost resilience, too. Think of this as learning to be intentional with your attention.

• • •

When I refer to undoing untidy thinking, I’m not talking about clearing your mind completely, nor am I talking about turning you into a rigid robotic thinker. I’m talking about proactively training yourself to be able to focus your attention on what your mind is full of. Your perspective influences everything. If you do not focus on keeping your mind tidy, you will constantly see the world through your own filters, biases, and subjective interpretations. Being a healthy human being is about being conscious of ourselves and how we show up in the world. The more you are aware of your thoughts, the more you are conscious, alert, mindful, and informed about what you are actually experiencing. And the more you’re aware of what you’re thinking, the more you will be able to stop your mind from wandering down into an unnecessary haze of exhaustion, stress, and worry. As the Viktor Fankl quote at the start of this section so accurately describes, tidy thinking is the art and science of being aware of your thoughts so that you can select your response in order to make optimal choices.

At some point in your life, you have likely been asked, “Are you a glass-half-full or a glass-half-empty person?” Many people strive to be a glass-half-full person who is seen as a “positive” person, but the truth is, we actually gain much more when we can see the glass for exactly what it is: both half full and half empty. Focusing on one side while excluding the other distorts your reality and experience of the world. Being able to see the world accurately and in focus brings true certainty and calm. This doesn’t mean you can’t choose to focus your attention on the half-full side, it just means that if you do so, you’re also aware that the other side is half empty. Think of this as pragmatic optimism—you see and accept the realities of life, while intentionally choosing to view them in a way that is beneficial and actionable. Again, the key here is to have clear awareness, which then gives you the ability to choose.

Clear thinking is core to sustained success. In order to be and stay successful, we need to have a reasonably realistic view of our experiences. If your view of reality is wildly different from the actual world, you are going to have a very difficult time taking effective and productive actions each day. In other words, if you can’t see the situation for what it is, your efforts at navigating it are not going to be as effective and will likely take a lot more effort on your part. The gift of being aware of the thoughts your mind creates is that you are then empowered to respond outside your mind’s autopilot response.

THE DANGERS OF UNAWARENESS

When we wake up in bed on Monday morning and think of the various hurdles we’ve got to jump that day, immediately we feel sad. Bored and bothered. Whereas actually we’re just lying in bed.

—Alan Watts

How often do you find yourself outside your mind? As the Alan Watts quote so perfectly describes, while your body can be in a safe, secure place, like a warm bed, your mind can be somewhere else completely. I frequently ask my coaching clients the following question: Can you describe the room you were sitting in prior to our appointment? Most of them can describe the seating arrangement, but when I ask them to share details such as the art on the wall or the pattern of the carpet, they typically fall short. We all have had those moments where we are physically present, but our mind is somewhere else. We get home from work, but we are still thinking about work. At work, we find ourselves worrying about our children, parents, or family. Many of my clients speak of the infamous “Sunday scaries,” where they experience so many anticipatory thoughts about heading back to work after a weekend away that they end up feeling miserable most of the day, even though they are out with friends or doing something that typically brings them joy. Under stress, it is easy to let thoughts clutter our mind, causing it to wander to places far from our actual reality.

Take, for example, one of my clients, Rebecca, who had been putting in a tremendous amount of time and energy on a high-stakes project that she was hoping would boost her profile for a potential promotion. When she walked into my office, I could immediately see that while her body was sitting in the chair across from me, her mind was somewhere else. So I called her on it.

“Rebecca, are you here?”

“Huh, yeah, Dr. J, I’m looking right at you.”

“Yes, your eyes and body are here, but where is your mind right now?”

“I’m trying my best to pay attention, but I’m super overwhelmed and preoccupied. I’m so sorry about that. I keep telling myself to focus on our conversation, but it isn’t happening.”

“Can you tell me about where your mind is?”

“Well, as you know, I’m making amazing progress on my initiative, so much so that I sent my presentation out to one of my mentors last week. The problem is I haven’t heard back from him yet. It’s been five days. I didn’t get an out-of-office response. There wasn’t even a ‘I’ll check it out later this week’ response.”

“So you sent your project to your colleague and you haven’t heard back, and now you feel preoccupied by his nonresponse?”

“Yeah. I just can’t stop wondering why he’d ignore me. He knows. He knows how important this is. I’ve talked to him about this the last two times we went to lunch. I’m pretty certain that he just doesn’t want to tell me it sucks, so he’s just not responding. I know it. Now I can’t stop thinking about how I put in all this work for nothing. And on top of this, one of my closest confidants is avoiding me when I really need him. I haven’t been able to focus any of my meetings this entire week. I can’t stop thinking about this. I’m not sleeping.”

Unless she had the ability to mind read, Rebecca did not have any factual evidence that her mentor did not like her project, nor that he was actively ignoring her. Her mind had wandered far from reality, making up a detailed story about the nonresponse to her email. Rebecca was so entrenched in this made-up narrative that she hadn’t taken a moment to step back to observe her thoughts to make sure that they were actually accurate. Instead, she was experiencing distress and her body was reacting as well, leading to an inability to sleep, adding even more fuel to the fire. If left unchecked, Rebecca’s mind could become increasingly cluttered with these thoughts, putting her on the fast track to stress, overwhelm, and an unsteady personal pulse.

You may not be too surprised to learn that Rebecca is not an unusual case. It has been estimated that up to 70 percent of workers worry at one time or another about work issues.13 According to research conducted by Harvard psychologists Matthew Killingsworth and Daniel Gilbert, we spend only about half of our time (46.9 percent14) in the present moment. That’s correct—we are mentally checked out for half the time we’re spending working or engaging in daily life!

So yes, most people aren’t fully present at work all of the time, but does unawareness as a result of untidy thinking actually harm us? Studies have confirmed that, in general, a wandering mind is associated with a negative mood.15 Frequent thinking about work during leisure time has been associated with a range of negative health and well-being issues such as reduced cognitive flexibility.16 A wandering mind may also interfere with our ability to disconnect fully from work, leading to inadequate psychological recovery, which has been associated with a range of health problems, including cardiovascular disease,17 fatigue,18 and sleep disturbances.19

I want to make sure to note here that not all mind wandering is bad.20 Sometimes a wandering mind can actually help with creativity and innovation (which I’ll talk about more in Chapter 3). Whether it is helpful or not depends on your ability to stay aware of your thoughts through tidy thinking practices. What matters most is whether your wandering mind tends to be controllable or not. Unfortunately, living and working in an always-on-and-connected world of work is like fertilizer for untidy thinking—especially when we find ourselves faced with the ambiguity and uncertainty that rapid changes can bring.

We all know that both ambiguity and uncertainty are stressful, but what may not be so obvious is that research has found that uncertainty is more stressful than predictable negative consequences. In fact, research shows that people would rather definitely receive an electric shock now than deal with the possibility that they may be shocked later.21 Furthermore, individuals who end up waiting for an unpredictable shock (versus an expected one) show greater nervous system activation.22 The more you are faced with uncertainty and pressure, the more your mind wants to resolve this unknown by painting a story for you to give you the illusion of certainty. The problem with this is that the story our mind typically paints for us ends up being an inaccurate view of reality, just as Rebecca’s story I outlined earlier. If you let your mind run on default, you can easily end up looking at the world through the reflection of a carnival funhouse mirror: things are distorted, amplified, and not necessarily accurate or in focus. What I’ve come to witness in my work is that when you buy into the myth of mental toughness, your untidy thinking can easily take you on a journey that leaves you in a downward spiral and, ultimately, with an unsteady personal pulse.

Take, for example, a coaching client of mine named Li, who had recently been promoted to a senior product manager role because of her ability to keep her team moving forward and delivering key product improvements on time. On being promoted, however, Li inherited three new team members and found that integrating them into her team’s working rhythm and culture was taking more time than she’d anticipated. As a result, Li and her team were starting to fall behind on their deadlines. When her boss scheduled an unanticipated meeting with Li, her thoughts started to wander to make sense of the uncertainty, as the following figure shows.

From reading through this downward thought spiral, it becomes evident that Li was buying into the myth of mental toughness, falsely assuming that her thoughts were accurate and believing that she just needed to “be tough” and respond to her concerns by working harder. As you might imagine, this was resulting in high levels of stress, discouragement, and overwhelm for Li.

• • •
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The downward thinking spiral in the preceding figure is a common one. When you fail to pause to determine whether your thinking is accurate or not, your wandering mind can easily take you through the three C’s of untidy thinking:

•   Concern. You immediately interpret the event or situation as a sign that something is wrong.

•   Criticism. You judge yourself for not having anticipated the situation or not responding correctly to it.

•   Consumed. You obsess over what you could have done better or what you could do more of.

What typically happens is that you’re hit with a triggering event; you find yourself concerned, which then leads to self-criticism and judgment; and this then leads you to be consumed about what you did wrong or how you can fix it, which, ironically, just leads you to more concern. The spiral can be endless and often begins happening on autopilot, just out of your conscious awareness, until it gets louder and louder, eventually manifesting in insomnia, feelings of overwhelm, problems with concentration, and worse.

Does Li’s downward spiral resonate with you? Do you find that your thinking sometimes goes on serious overdrive? Do you grapple with an inner monologue that is self-critical and prevents you from maintaining a steady personal pulse? Do you find your mind constantly wandering someplace else, thinking about events that happened in the past, might happen in the future, or may never actually happen at all? If your answer is yes to any of these questions, this is important information for you. It means two things. First, your untidy thinking patterns are preventing you from being present, focused, and clear on your path, and second, your mind is signaling to you to tidy up your headspace.

UNDOING DOWNWARD SPIRAL THINKING: THE THREE C’S OF TIDY THINKING

The practice of being mindfully aware of one’s thoughts in order to identify inaccurate thinking and respond in a more effective way is the cornerstone of the powerful evidence-based practice of cognitive behavior therapy (CBT). There is a plethora of research demonstrating the beneficial effects that this practice can have on managing a range of mental health issues. If you’re interested in learning more about this approach, the book Feeling Great,23 by prominent psychiatrist, David Burns, offers a powerful overview of this revolutionary treatment for depression and anxiety.

By learning to let go of the myth of mental toughness and proactively practicing mindful awareness, you can become less prone to mind wandering, reduce your internal chatter, and hear your internal voice accurately. More clarity equals more certainty. In a world that is uncertain, complex, and ambiguous, one of the best gifts you can give your mind is an accurate picture of your experience. So how do you challenge the mental toughness myth and start tidying up your thinking? Through the three C’s of tidy thinking: curiosity, compassion, and calibration.

Curiosity: Replace Concern with Inquisitiveness

The important thing is to not stop questioning. Curiosity has its own reason for existing.

—Albert Einstein

The first and perhaps most important C in the three C’s of tidy thinking is responding to your thoughts with deep curiosity (versus concern). As you saw in Li’s downward spiral thinking, when we experience uncertainty or discomfort, it is very easy to get fooled into treating it like danger and responding with concern. This is because, thanks to evolution, your brain was built with a greater sensitivity to potential unpleasant stimuli in order to keep you out of harm’s way and promote survival. Psychologists refer to this as the negativity bias.24 Although our new world of work is not one where we are frequently faced with life-and-death situations (such as encountering a saber tooth tiger), when we let our mind run on default, this automatic bias kicks in, and we immediately react with concern, which quickly spirals into criticism.

Our negativity bias can be pervasive. In fact, in the 1960s, pioneering psychiatrist Aaron Beck was able to make groundbreaking advances to the fields of psychology and psychiatry through identifying how these specific thinking errors (known as “cognitive distortions”) can warp one’s outlook and mood. Check out the following list of common thinking errors (adapted from David Burns’s book, Feeling Good25), and put a check mark by the ones that resonate with you. Typically, most people have a set of two to three thinking errors that their untidy thinking defaults to the most.

Examples of Common Thinking Errors
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Responding to your thoughts with curiosity instead of concern has tremendous benefits. First, you can actually reduce your stress response to the thought. When, out of concern, you attempt to “tame” or quell your overthinking or worry, research shows that contrary to logic, you actually create even more stress-filled thinking.26 Biographer Walter Isaacson quotes Steve Jobs (who consistently practiced mindfulness to manage stress and gain clarity), describing this very phenomenon: “If you just sit and observe, you will see how restless your mind is. If you try to calm it, it only makes it worse.”27

Second, curiosity allows you to flex your mind and practice creativity in thinking through possible explanations of situations. This up-levels your ability to tolerate uncertainty and leads to a more flexible mindset overall. When you approach life and work with a curious mindset, you are opening yourself up to more new ideas and possibilities as well as increased opportunities to better understand others’ perspectives.

Third, practicing curiosity allows you to verify when your thinking is clear and also when your concern is warranted. Of course, not all your concerns and worries will be false. There will be times when your thoughts are an accurate interpretation of your experience. If, after using curiosity to examine a thought, you find evidence for it, this can assure you that you are perceiving things accurately. This can come in handy when you may be doubting your experiences. I’ve worked with clients who were in very toxic work environments where their thoughts about their unmanageable workload and time demands were anything but distorted. Some, because they were able to confirm their experience by verifying the evidence for their thoughts, came to determine that they indeed needed to talk to their managers about making significant changes or move on to a healthier work situation. In essence, curiosity is all about empowering you to have more clarity over your view and experience of the world.

How Do You Practice Curiosity?

The next time you catch yourself feeling concerned or worried about an event or situation at work, take one minute to pause, take a deep breath, and engage in some curiosity-driven self-inquiry by asking yourself some of the following questions:

•   What thoughts am I having?

•   Can I trust these thoughts to be true and/or accurate?

•   What is the evidence both for and against these thoughts?

•   Might I be engaging in some thinking errors?

By asking yourself these questions, you can rise above your wandering mind and see yourself and the world more accurately. Remember, power over your thoughts lies inside you—self-awareness is part of your unique core capability as a human being. Through curiosity, you can prevent your thoughts from dominating your reality and impacting your performance and choices.

Compassion: Replace Criticism with Care

Our culture does not emphasize self-compassion, quite the opposite. We’re told that no matter how hard we try, our best just isn’t good enough. It’s time for something different.

—Kristen Neff

As I mentioned in the Introduction of this book, since my burnout experience in graduate school, I’ve had occasions where I stopped tending to my personal pulse practices only to find myself run down and unwell. One of these times was when I attempted to summit Mount Kilimanjaro with an all-woman expedition on International Women’s Day. I did make it to the top, but my ascent and descent were anything but glorious. On summit day, I started to experience severe symptoms of altitude sickness, in particular a splitting headache, a heavy dose of nausea, and confusion. At one point, I called my friend by the wrong name and, in response, my inner voice called out to me, “Hey, I’m worried here. I think you need to turn around.” But my untidy thinking had already gotten the best of me, and my critical voice was in overdrive: “You can’t turn around, you’re almost at the top. You’re a psychologist who has deep knowledge about the science of peak performance; if you can’t use your knowledge to get up to the top, no one will respect you. You’re almost there. You’d be crazy to turn around now. You’re just overly anxious about your health—toughen up and tough it out.”

I ended up following the orders of my critical mind, willing my way to the top, and managed to snap a “success selfie” smiling with my hands raised in victory in front of the famous snow-covered sign. In truth, I was a blubbering mess and could barely stand straight—my critical mind was not painting an accurate picture of reality, to say the least. The way down was even worse. By then, I had used up all my physical reserves and had to sit down every mile or so. By the time I actually made it to the base camp, my lips were blue, I had barely any strength, and I was shaking uncontrollably. Four courageous porters had to carry me, running at full speed down the tallest mountain in Africa, in order to get me to a lower altitude as quickly as possible. I spent the evening of International Women’s Day alone in a ranger station without my backpack and very afraid for my well-being, all because I allowed my critical voice to take over. Although I have a picture of me smiling at the top, my summit was anything but a success. I had put myself in harm’s way and compromised my personal pulse. In the days that followed, I took time to reflect and speak with my friend Rebecca, who had also done the expedition. As we processed our experiences, she asked me what my biggest takeaway from the adventure was. I responded by saying that without a shadow of a doubt, I learned how dangerous our critical voices can be, especially when we are experiencing high levels of stress, and, alongside this, how crucial it is to proactively practice self-compassion.

The second C in the three C’s of tidy thinking involves responding to your thoughts with self-compassion over criticism. As humans, we are all intimately familiar with self-criticism. We tell ourselves things like “Everyone else is managing life much better than me. I’m not smart enough to do this. I’m a total fraud. I’m weak for feeling overwhelmed. No one else is struggling. I’m just not capable of doing this,” as if somehow everyone else in the world is living perfectly happy, unstressful, and unproblematic lives. As my Kilimanjaro experience and Li’s story demonstrate, self-criticism is concern’s best friend; when things don’t go well at work or when we find ourselves feeling nervous or inadequate, our critical voice rears its head, ready to wreak havoc on our confidence and personal pulse.

When we buy into the myth of mental toughness, it’s easy to think of self-criticism as a good thing. Given how often we’re exposed to messages such as “you must work harder and faster” throughout our lives, it’s easy to falsely assume that self-criticism can push us to perform better and achieve more. While it may seem like being tough on yourself can motivate you to raise your standards and up-level your game, this is far from the truth. Research suggests that self-criticism predicts increased stress,28 negative perfectionism,29 and even depression.30 In fact, instead of being a motivator, self-criticism, according to research, can actually decrease motivation because of fear of failure. Ultimately, self-criticism compromises your personal pulse by undermining your self-esteem, your goals, and your motivation.

Self-compassion, as defined by associate professor of human development at the University of Texas at Austin, Dr. Kristin Neff, comes down to treating yourself much the way you would treat a good friend. Just as when we treat others with care and kindness, the best in them typically shines through, the same happens when we treat ourselves with respect and compassion. Research has found that self-compassion31 is associated with greater resilience,32 stronger motivation,33 increased mental well-being,34 more positive emotions,35 and a reduced tendency to feel overwhelmed,36 all things that contribute to a steady personal pulse in a VUCA world of work. Unfortunately, many of us operate on a double standard, however—we tend to act as a better friend to others than to ourselves.

When I present the concept of self-compassion as a way to be more resilient and successful at work to audiences, I occasionally get some concerned looks, maybe an eye roll, and always a lot of questions. I get it. Treating yourself like a friend sounds like a really soft concept (even if we know its benefits have been backed by robust science). The most common question I get is, “How can treating myself like a friend really be a competitive advantage for me in the workplace?” While it is easy to mistake self-compassion with self-pity, it is anything but this. Practicing self-compassion isn’t about giving you a free pass to feel sorry for yourself or to be in denial about your weaknesses. If anything, research suggests that self-compassion allows you to be more likely to reach your goals and sustain your success by enhancing your willpower, including your ability to stick with behavior change goals.37

Successful individuals who are able to maintain a steady personal pulse over time and sustain their success aren’t people who never struggle with self-doubt. Rather, they are people who are able to use self-compassion and recognize that they’re human. Kristen Neff suggests that “being human is not about being any one particular way; it is about being as life creates you—with your own particular strengths and weaknesses, gifts and challenges, quirks and oddities.”38 And because self-compassion reminds us of our humanness, something that all of us share, it allows us to recognize that in the midst of our struggle, it’s okay to treat ourselves with kindness instead of criticism.

Truth be told, as I sat here at my desk writing this section of this book, my critical voice started to materialize. I noticed that my mind was full of such thoughts as, “If you share this story about your Kilimanjaro trek, no one will think your advice is credible. You can’t give advice unless you’ve completely mastered maintaining a steady personal pulse no matter what. How can you talk about self-compassion when you let your critical voice put you in so much harm on that mountain?”

But guess what? I stopped myself and instead responded with curiosity and compassion. I was able to remind myself that everyone struggles and that this is what it means to be human. No one is perfect or lives a perfectly unflawed life. Just because I didn’t navigate the situation the way I had hoped doesn’t mean that I need to feel shame and avoid sharing an important story that can demonstrate to my audience that anyone (even a psychologist or a brilliant surgeon such as Dr. Pauline Chen) can succumb to stress, critical thoughts, and downward spiral thinking. And like that, I was able to catch myself and let go of the myth of mental toughness and carry on with my writing.

How Do You Practice Self-Compassion?

The answer is pretty simple: treat yourself as you would a friend. Ask yourself, “What would I say to a friend who was in this exact situation and having these thoughts?” Once you have addressed your thoughts through curiosity, you can then respond to your specific thought with compassion. One way to do this is to imagine one of your closest friends, family members, or colleagues facing the same situation as you. Now imagine what you would say to them if they had come to you for help.

Through this simple practice of self-compassion, you counteract your self-critical mind from succumbing to living by double standards. In today’s world of social media, we’re constantly comparing ourselves with others. Research has found that downward social comparison (comparing yourself to someone who is perceived to be doing worse than you are) can lead to what’s called self-enhancement effect,39 which is a tendency to describe ourselves better or more positively than a normative criterion would predict. The problem with this is that we’re human, and thus it is impossible to be above average at all times. This means that when we fail (which we are bound to do at some point), we aren’t able to bolster our self-esteem by trying to be above average, precisely at the time when we need it most. Research indicates that self-compassion offers the same benefits as self-esteem (less depression, greater happiness) without its downsides.40 Through self-compassion, we can move away from comparison and stop holding ourselves to illogical standards.

Calibration: Moving from Consumed to Calm

The greatest weapon against stress is our ability to choose one thought over another.

—William James

The final step in the three C’s of tidy thinking is what I like to refer to as calibration. If you look up the formal definition of calibration, you’ll find
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calibrated; calibrating

transitive verb

1: to ascertain the caliber of (something)

2: to determine, rectify, or mark the graduations of (something, such as a thermometer tube)

3: to standardize (something, such as a measuring instrument) by determining the deviation from a standard so as to ascertain the proper correction factors

4: to adjust precisely for a particular function

The key words in this definition are ascertain, determine, and adjust. This step is all about the information you gathered in step 1, curiosity, and step 2, compassion, of the three C’s of tidy thinking. Use this information to determine how you’d like to move forward with thinking about your situation, as well as what action you’d like to take related to this newly adjusted thought. Through this step, you can sort through all the relevant information as well as possible thinking errors and come up with a more accurate response that is grounded in the power of curiosity and self-compassion.

Practicing calibration can facilitate a huge shift from being consumed by your unexamined thoughts to being calm and acting with intention. Let’s look at one more case example from a coaching client of mine named Ajay. One of Ajay’s greatest strengths is innovation and creativity. At his former company, he was known and appreciated for always bringing new and fresh ideas to the table. However, when Ajay took a job at a different company, he found himself working under a new boss who constantly said no to all of his ideas. This was starting to take Ajay into a downward spiral thinking path that began to consume all his energy and mental space. So I walked him through the three C’s of tidy thinking, including calibration.

“Ajay, what’s going on? You appear to be very preoccupied and stressed today.”

“I’ve been in a bad place all week, Dr. J. I’m frustrated by my new boss. He is shutting down all my new ideas. I wish I didn’t start off this new role by offering so many ideas. I’m sure I overwhelmed him. I feel like an idiot for being too eager. I’m thinking I need to back off and not share my ideas with him anymore.”

“So you want to give up on sharing your ideas with him?”

“Well, not really. Coming up with new ideas has always been a strength of mine, but I have no other choice. He’s clearly annoyed by my repeated efforts to share ideas with him.”

“Hmm. Do you have evidence to know this for sure? Have you heard him state that he’s annoyed with your ideas?”

“No. But, I’ve never been told ‘great idea, but we can’t pursue this now’ so many times in a row. I just assumed he’s annoyed. But yeah, I guess I can’t really read his mind. He’s never actually stated he was annoyed or overwhelmed by my ideas, so I don’t know for sure.”

“Great job catching your assumption, Ajay. Thank you for being careful to ensure that you aren’t jumping to conclusions in your thinking, especially when you’re feeling stressed. Let’s break this thought down further now using compassion. What would you say to a friend who was in this situation and having these thoughts?”

“I’d say that it is okay that you approached him with ideas. This is what gives you purpose and gets you excited about work. Your eagerness shows your enthusiasm to contribute to your team and the company.”

“Such a different response than what you were saying to yourself, right? Now, how could you use compassion to look at your boss’s situation?”

“Well, when I think about him through a lens of compassion instead of frustration, because boy-oh-boy am I frustrated, what comes up for me is that he is under a lot of pressure right now. I know he is stretched thin because he is trying to hire two more people for our team. Maybe he’s preoccupied with that?”

“Great. So now, one final question for you. Given your increased thinking that your boss is annoyed with your ideas and that you feel you should just back off and not share your ideas with him anymore, how do you want to proceed?”

“Well, I think I’d better not just assume he’s annoyed and stop offering him new ideas. This is because, one, when he hired me, he told me he selected me because of my creative thinking and fresh ideas, and, two, providing innovative solutions gives my job purpose and fuels me. Instead, I’m going to make a plan to discuss my concerns with him. It’s the only way to get true clarity.”

“Does this feel realistic and feasible for you?”

“Yes. It does. I actually feel less annoyed with him since I’m realizing that there could be a variety of reasons why he may be saying no. I also feel less embarrassed about how I’ve been giving him ideas since I don’t know if he’s annoyed. I guess what I’m trying to say is that I can now approach this conversation in a much more calm and intentional manner than before we started talking.”

How Do You Practice Calibration?

The best way to practice calibration is to ask yourself one of the following questions:

•   Based on the information I’ve gathered in steps 1 (curiosity) and 2 (compassion), how do I want to intentionally respond to this situation?

•   Given my increased awareness around this, how do I want to respond?

Calibration moves you from awareness to possible action based on a new, clearer and more complete view of the world. It gives you the space to act with conscious intention. Do you decide to let the thought go? Do you make the choice to engage in a compassion-based action? Do you determine that you still need more information before you can arrive at a conclusion? Do you conclude that your thought is in fact accurate? Think of your mind as a television. Despite the fact that it has tons of channels, you’re tuned into the “consumed channel” all day long. Through calibration, you can find the remote and allow yourself to change the channel.

PUTTING THE THREE C’S OF TIDY THINKING TOGETHER

The power of undoing untidy thinking is that you can catch your thoughts before they start taking off in a downward spiral of concern, criticism, and all-consuming thinking. But perhaps even more compelling is that by implementing the practice of the three C’s of tidy thinking, not only can you stop the downward spiral, but you can also actually reverse the chain of thinking into an upward spiral, as the following figures show.
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If we revisit Li’s coaching case example outlined earlier, you can see in the column on the right in the following table how using the three C’s of tidy thinking together helped her to pause, assess the situation as accurately as possible, and move forward with intention and focus. You can see from the downward spiral on the left that if she hadn’t taken the time to tune into her thoughts, she would have been unable to adjust and correct her course. Unchecked, her thinking could have led her down a deep spiral of untidy thinking that would have led to a weak personal pulse not only for her but also for her team.
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The same goes for Ajay.
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By replacing concern with curiosity, responding with compassion instead of criticism, and engaging in calibration rather than allowing their thoughts to be consumed by the situation, Li and Ajay were able to gain control of their minds and respond in a way that optimizes themselves and their outcome. Furthermore, as you can see in Ajay’s upward spiral, he was able to use compassion not only for himself but also for his boss. Just as athletes monitor their physical pulse on a run to determine whether they need to adjust their cadence or speed to get back on target, the same thing needs to be true for your thinking. By taking the time to regularly tune into your thoughts using the three C’s of tidy thinking, you’ll be able to determine whether you’re perceiving the world accurately or if your thinking may need some more curiosity and compassion before you proceed.
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BECOMING MINDFUL OF WHAT YOUR MIND IS FULL OF

Mind is a flexible mirror; adjust it, to see a better world.

—Amit Ray

The most important aspect of undoing untidy thinking is moving from uncontrolled mind wandering to awareness. As this chapter shows, proactively taking care of your headspace by working to be more conscious of what your mind is focusing on has tremendous benefits in combating stress and overwhelm. While this chapter highlights the power of examining and responding to your thoughts through the three C’s of tidy thinking, there are actually many ways in which you can simply become more mindful of what your mind is full of. Here is a brief overview of three mindfulness practices that have research to back up their effectiveness.

Mindful Awareness Practices

These practices keep your mind from wandering far off and away from the present moment through deeply focusing on your present experience. This can be done by a method referred to as observe and describe.41 Simply start by noticing your environment and what is going on around you. Perhaps you’re going on a walk outside. You would then observe all the stimuli around you—how the light filters through the leaves on the trees, how the wind feels on your face, how your feet feel when they hit the ground, and so on. Next, you can begin to use descriptive words to describe your experiences objectively, without judgment, almost as if you were writing a screenplay. For example, you may say to yourself, “The leaves on the trees are green and yellow, the air is crisp, and I hear birds chirping.” Try to get into as much detail as possible. This can be done at any time in your day when you want turn off autopilot and bring your attention to the present moment. For example, you can describe how your hands feel in soapy water while washing dishes; the various textures and flavors and/or the way food tastes in your mouth while eating; the way your body feels in your office chair; the way your child is playing with a certain toy; and so on. Just taking a moment to pay attention to your surroundings and/or experience in the present moment, rather than what’s in your head (which is usually a far-off place), can do a lot to bring your mind back to the present moment.

Mindfulness Meditation Practices

Open monitoring (OM) is one form of mindfulness meditation that has been shown through research to help reduce the subjective experience of intrusive thoughts popping into your head.42 OM (also called mindfulness meditation) is a practice in which you simply observe your thoughts nonjudgmentally, acknowledge them, and then (theoretically) let them float by or pass on. Instead of concentrating on something, your attention is open and aware of the thoughts passing through your mind. Rather than reacting to the thought (like you would in the three C’s of tidy thinking), you just observe it and then watch it subside. A study from Yale University suggests that mindfulness meditation can actually deactivate the brain regions that are thought to underlie mind chatter.43 Another study from Harvard indicates that meditation can actually change the structure of the brain in certain regions—for example, reducing the volume in your amygdala, the emotion-processing center of the brain.44 Perhaps even more compelling is that research has also found that mindfulness meditation can increase the volume in other areas of your brain tied to improving subjective well-being.45

Breathing

The mind and body are intimately connected. It’s uncommon to have a totally revved-up body and a serene mind, nor a mind running on overdrive with a body that is super relaxed. Sometimes, when our minds are running at full speed, it is actually very hard to even get the mind to slow down enough to engage in productive curiosity. When your mind is so stressed that even noticing your thoughts does not help, it often makes sense to first attend to your body. If you can relax your body, you can, in turn, slow down your mind enough to then engage in the three C’s of tidy thinking. Slow, deep breathing is incredibly powerful because it effectively hacks into your nervous system and causes the whole thing to change its state to one of calm. For maximizing relaxation and productivity, try coherent breathing, which consists of slowing your breathing down to five or six full breaths per minute, with equal-length inhalations and exhalations. Studies have found that this particular method of breathing is linked to an increase in cognitive performance and a decrease in stress.46 Implementing coherent breathing doesn’t just calm the body, but it also calms the mind. Best of all, you can put this discrete calming tool to use anytime, whether you’re in a stressful meeting, commuting to work, or sitting at your desk.

Mindfulness practices are not one-size-fits-all categories. You don’t have to practice a traditional sitting meditation if that doesn’t work for you. If you tend to be high energy, walking mindful awareness practices can be incredibly powerful. If you tend to have trouble focusing on your thoughts, breathing can be a way to settle the mind. You can pick and choose from the options I’ve listed. I encourage you to experiment with them to find the method that works best for you in order to establish a regular practice of checking out what your mind is full of.



UNDO UNTIDY THINKING TIPS

By deliberately setting up a practice to keep your thinking tidy on a consistent and persistent basis, you are already building up increased awareness, and in this awareness, you can gain clarity. Here are some tips for setting up a regular headspace check-in practice:

•   Stack your habits. One of the best ways to form a new habit is to piggyback your new desired behavior onto another already established habit instead of starting a new habit out of the blue. For example, when you brush your teeth (an already established habit), you can also check in with your thoughts using curiosity.

•   Set reminders. Set an alarm on your phone three times a day. When it goes off, stop, pause, and pay attention to your thoughts.

•   Use your breath. If you find your mind going into overdrive, pause and take a few deep inhales and exhales before you start using the three C’s of tidy thinking.

•   Add it to your schedule. Pick set times in your day (morning before work, lunchtime, and at the end of the workday before heading home) to check in with your thinking.

•   Write it out. I recommend jotting down a sentence or two for each of the steps in the three C’s of tidy thinking at least one or two times per week for the first week or two following the steps outlined in this chart. This is how I teach my clients to truly integrate this new habit into their daily routine. I promise—it doesn’t take as much time as you think it will, and as the research shows, the practice will pay off in a big way.
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•   Get familiar with the common thinking errors. You can find a list of these errors in this chapter in the “Curiosity” section. The more you are able to remember what each of them represents, the faster you will be able to call out your thoughts that may be inaccurate. Many of my clients say that as soon as they made the effort to memorize these thinking errors, they began to notice them pop up more regularly—both for themselves and when they listened to their colleagues and direct reports talk through stressful situations.

•   Do not underestimate the power of self-compassion! If you’re someone like me who bought into the notion that a healthy dose of self-criticism is good for motivation, self-compassion can at first feel very awkward and uncomfortable. Stick with it—a tremendous amount of research confirms its power, and it has been life changing for me and my clients.

•   Consistency is key. The process of going through the three C’s of tidy thinking can take under a minute. However, it does need to be done on a persistent basis. It’s not a quick fix. As I’ve said and will continue to say throughout this book, I’m purposely avoiding quick fixes because my goal is to give you something deeper, a fixed set of practices that will help you maintain enduring vitality for years to come. As discussed in this chapter, this type of work has the potential to change the neural pathways in your brain! There is no quick fix for that—you must work the brain in the same way you would work a muscle to change it for good: lots of little efforts add up over time.
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Leverage Leisure

EVEN BILLIONAIRES NEED TO UNPLUG

Twice a year, Microsoft cofounder and billionaire philanthropist Bill Gates fills his tote bag with books that cover a wide array of topics, leaves his everyday responsibilities behind, and heads to Hood Canal in the Pacific Northwest to read and think. For a seven-day stretch, he disconnects from all communication with the outside world. In a waterfront cottage, he finds himself in complete solitude with no visitors except for someone who delivers his meals. Gates began taking what he refers to as “think weeks” in the 1990s, when he was still running Microsoft, and has continued this practice ever since. During this week, Gates savors stillness, finding himself fully surrounded by nature, trees, and ocean views.

At times, he will leave the cottage to stroll the beach to walk and think. He takes notes about what he’s read and engages in reflection, letting new ideas and connections form from the space he’s cleared for them. In the Netflix documentary Inside Bill’s Brain,1 Melinda, Bill’s partner and wife, explains the benefits of this practice. “Bill can deal with a lot of complexity, and he likes complexity, and he thrives on complexity,” Melinda says. “So, when Bill stills and quiets himself, and all these incredibly complex thoughts that he’s had and the ways he can see the world and can pull ideas together that other people can’t see, he thinks his best.” She goes on to explain, “He stills himself. He has time to distill and slow down. And then write and lead in the way he want[s] to lead.”

When Gates talks about taking a think week in this Netflix documentary, he refers to it as “CPU time,” going on to state, “It’s time you get to think about things.” CPU stands for central processing unit, which is arguably the most important component of any computing device. The CPU handles the basic instructions of a computer program, allowing it to run as it should. It’s the core of your personal computer, smartphone, or tablet. In essence, this practice enables Gates to see patterns, gain insights, and reach conclusions that couldn’t have occurred to him in the office.

Like Bill Gates, prolific business mogul Oprah Winfrey has immense responsibilities and a never-ending workload. Yet, also similar to Gates, even with her constantly “on” schedule, Oprah takes time to unplug and pause in her own unique way—through nature. If you ever took a peek at Oprah’s Instagram feed, you’d be bound to see countless photos and videos of her, ebullient with joy among vegetables and flowers in her garden. Her posts, showcasing bountiful harvests of vegetables, flowers, and fruits, makes it clear that Oprah has a passion for gardening and finds tremendous benefits from her time outdoors. Even where she chooses to reside speaks volumes about her intentionality around making time and space for nature in her life—her house is surrounded by trees and nature.

In numerous interviews, Oprah shares stories about prioritizing time outdoors, and that happens by eating in her garden, harvesting her crops, taking her dogs for a walk, and meditating on a special rock. In an article in O Magazine, Oprah talks about her use of nature to center and calm herself: “Time spent in nature is going to help me absorb those lessons. For me, there is nothing more calming. In moments of uncertainty, just focusing on the stillness of a tree or the intricacy of a leaf can center me in the wholeness of all things—and help me stay open to whatever may come.”2

While many of us may not have the financial freedom and privilege to escape our lives for a think week retreat like Bill Gates or keep up a fully functioning garden like Oprah, their behaviors are powerful testaments to how even the busiest people in the world invest their precious time to find ways to have “time out” in order to have “time in.” Furthermore, there is a lot we can learn from understanding the elements these steady-pulse people use to leverage leisure in order to maintain a steady personal pulse in our always-on and hyperstimulated world of work.

If you look closely at how these two extraordinary humans approach these pauses, you’ll see that there is a specific combination of practices that each of them employs. First, they strategically set up conditions in order to avoid overstimulation, allowing themselves to be fully immersed in their activity of choice. Second, they make it a point to be in and around nature. Third, they allow themselves to slow down.

Given that focusing on the steady-pulse practice of leveraging leisure can have tremendous positive benefits for some of the most productive leaders in the world is an example of how this counterintuitive practice can benefit anyone who finds themselves wanting to protect their mental and physical reserves.

THE MYTH OF ALWAYS-BE-HUSTLING

We cannot see our reflection in running water. It is only in still water that we can see.

—Taoist proverb

From sayings such as “I’ll rest when I’m dead” and “Idle hands are the devil’s workshop” to coffee mugs with the words rise and grind in capital letters plastered on them, we have come to consider never stopping as “good” and leisure time or idleness as “bad.” From a young age, many of us have been socialized to believe that working harder and hustling more are the keys to success. Perpetual movement and hustle have become an accepted way of being, as if not being continuously focused on getting things done is somehow wrong or lazy. Many of us also believe that in order to stay on our competitive edge, we don’t just need to be constantly on and moving, we have to move faster and with more speed and efficiency. We think that sacrificing leisure and relaxation in the short term is necessary to be successful and fulfilled in the long term. If we spend too much time relaxing or doing “nothing,” we feel guilty. We mistake busyness for productivity. We value volume of output over the value of output. We no longer judge others by the quality of their responses—rather, we focus on how fast they respond. The belief that constant hustle and stress are fundamentally intertwined with success has also resulted in us seeing busyness as a source of pride.

Because of the advent of technology, the pace of our lives is accelerating at an overwhelming rate. Many of us find ourselves perpetually running from deadline to commitment to responsibility, never stopping to pause, except for vacations, which even then can turn into a stressful travel schedule that includes squeezing in a few work emails here and there. (In fact, a 2020 study on American workers found that 48 percent of professionals think that vacations are more stressful than they’re worth, with 23 percent unable to completely disconnect from work while on vacation!3) When not on vacation, we attempt to maximize our productivity by checking our smartphones while standing in line for coffee, waiting for our meals to be served, and while walking to destinations. Our personal demands and work are always there, sitting in an inbox, a chat message, an app, or on our smartphones—literally at our fingertips. It is easy to feel the pressure not to miss the latest email, text, social media status, or news update. It is difficult to avoid getting pulled into the myth of always be hustling when, thanks to technology, we can always be on and hustling. Unfortunately, however, overextending ourselves in response to our rapidly changing world is simply not sustainable.

When the inevitable hustle of our lives results in high levels of overwhelm and stress, we end up blaming ourselves and responding by trying to simply push harder. We believe that we just need to hang in there, tough it out, and keep pushing past our limits, compromising not just our personal pulse but also our physical pulse. The reality is that we’re human beings, not machines. Even Bill Gates, one of the most prolific entrepreneurs out there, and Oprah, one of the most influential humans in the world, are not immune to information and stimulation overload. Both need to pause, think, and be in nature to be at their best.

Pushing yourself to always be on, connected, and productive to match our hyperconnected world isn’t realistic or safe for your well-being. If left unchecked, constant striving and busyness can wreak havoc on your mind and body. Many studies demonstrate that constantly striving to get things done in order to get to the next thing ironically prevents you from being as successful as you could be.4 All work and no play in an attempt to chase success can be detrimental on a number of levels. First, not surprisingly, such a practice is linked to lower levels of physical and mental health, including burnout and lower life satisfaction.5 It is also linked to lower job satisfaction, reduced productivity,6 and even a reduction in your attention span.7 When you buy into the myth of always be hustling, you can end up like the popular metaphor of the floating duck—on the surface, you look like you are calm, collected, and doing it all, but underneath the surface, you’re paddling like crazy just to stay afloat.

LEVERAGING LEISURE

Sitting quietly, doing nothing, spring comes, and the grass grows by itself.

—Zen proverb

When it comes to leisure, we can learn a lot from old world cultures and ancient wisdom. In Italy, there is a saying, Dolce far niente, which roughly translated means the “sweetness of doing nothing.” In the Book of Genesis, the work of creation takes six days, and the Creator rests on the seventh day. The Dutch have niksen—a lifestyle concept of doing nothing. The Swedish have a mindset of approaching everything in moderation referred to as lagom. In Jewish culture, the Sabbath is a specific time to focus on rest and prayer. Many who practice Sabbath also refrain from using electronic devices during this time. In Spain, leveraging leisure around a meal is a core aspect of their culture. The practice of sobremesa is the time spent following a meal, where people sit together talking and enjoying drinks or coffee. However, as time has moved forward, we’ve intensified the ties between our lives and identities and our work and output.

What was once considered a desirable and necessary component of day-to-day life, leisure has become an afterthought. We say to ourselves, “If I finish my tasks, I can squeeze in some down time.”

When was the last time that you were truly at leisure? As we experience productivity pressures, evolving work practices, and increasing workloads, we’re also experiencing a rapidly changing leisure environment. True leisure is not compensatory (i.e., going big to blow off stress through clubbing, driving our cars too fast, or drinking more than we should), nor is it what theorists refer to as “spillover” leisure8 (going home, collapsing on the couch, staring at the TV, mindlessly scrolling your social media feed, and falling asleep). Rather, real leisure is all about psychological and physical replenishment—you walk away from your time feeling more rested, centered, and restored (such as being in nature, journaling, spending quality time with loved ones, prayer, volunteering, or giving back to your community). True leisure involves activities that feed your soul. In other words, your free time actually allows you to feel free.

• • •

Perhaps out of all the myths outlined in this book, the myth of always be hustling is one that I have struggled the most to overcome. As a daughter of an immigrant, I was raised with the notion that America is the land of the possibilities, and if I just worked hard enough, I could be anything; through hard work and perseverance, I could achieve whatever my dreams could conjure up. As mentioned in Chapter 1, before becoming a psychologist, my dream was to be a dancer. Unexpectedly, however, as I was prepping for a principal role in a major piece, life presented me with a jaw that was broken in two places and wired shut for several long weeks (how this happened is a story for another time and place). As you can imagine, not being able to open your mouth at all makes it extremely difficult to take deep breaths while dancing. But, buying into the myth of always be hustling, I pushed through; I kept dancing while also holding down a full load of classes. However, not very long after, I came down with mononucleosis, a virus that, in addition to other symptoms, causes significant fatigue. Believing that I had to make sacrifices in the short term to have long-term success, I decided to keep dancing despite my doctor’s recommendations to rest and recover. I told myself that I just had to hustle hard and not stop.

My busyness reached an all-time high when it came time for final exams during that same time period. Every day, I would squeeze as much as I could into every hour. There was zero leisure time. I was scheduling my day down to the minute. I made up for low energy levels by consuming large amounts of coffee and energy drinks throughout the day, followed by liquid melatonin to sleep at night. I didn’t leave a single moment open for even the slightest pause to ask myself how I was truly feeling about everything. Constant motion kept me in denial about what I was doing to my mind, body, and spirit.

Soon enough, I felt the cracks of my preoccupation with productivity starting to form. Even though I was running from a deep undercurrent of exhaustion, I found myself beginning to be unable to sleep. In those long nights, lying awake, staring at the shadows on the wall, I began to ask myself—is this too much? In that small space, awareness began to creep in. As the first woman in my immediate family to go to a four-year college directly out of high school, I wasn’t sure if I was pushing too much or if this was just part of being a modern-day human (especially given all the “hustle harder” messages I had seen and heard throughout my life). So I decided to seek out the opinion of one of my professors, and I set up a time to meet with him.

My voice, muffled by the wires that were clamping my jaw shut and covering my teeth, shook with anxiety as I shared with him my situation and eagerly asked him for his words of wisdom. To this day, more than twenty years later, his exact words still echo in my head. He looked at me with care in his dark, intense eyes and said: “My family is going through something really serious. But I’m still here. I’m still working hard. And you, Jacinta, as a woman and a minority, you must learn society will not give you breaks. You will need to work harder than others to get ahead. You will have to jump more hurdles. You have to learn to push through and show up.” On reflection, I believe that these words were coming from a deep place of compassion and care, of trying to awaken me to the inequities that underrepresented populations can face. Unfortunately, all I heard from this was, “Don’t stop, keep driving, and hustle more.” I mistook hustle for meaning, believing that my nonstop movement was a reflection of my passion and desire to be a professional dancer, no matter what obstacles I faced. So onward I pushed.

I put all my energy into making it to the end of the quarter, never really being present in my life or connecting to the people who mattered most to me. I did manage to have a great dance performance season and achieve top marks in my classes. I even auditioned and was accepted into the prestigious Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater’s highly competitive summer training program. From the outside, my career was looking pretty darn successful, yet, in reality, it was anything but. On arriving home from my time living and dancing in New York City, my personal pulse flatlined—along with my career in dance. My motivation and passion for dance were barely there—I was burned out.

I ended up dropping out of my dance program shortly thereafter, something that to this day hurts my heart. I loved dance and had never envisioned myself doing anything but dance, and yet I found myself leaving this dream behind. In this transition, I stopped running, and I finally paused. I spent the first week in extreme discomfort as I witnessed my anxiety levels grow in the absence of constant hustle. I felt anxious that I wasn’t working on anything, accomplishing something, or being productive. It took me months of resetting, reflection, and uncomfortable moments of down time until I could finally enjoy and appreciate this pause.

Over time, I was able to sit with myself and explore the question, how could I go from loving something so intensely to barely any drive and desire to do it anymore? This pause allowed me to look deep within and ultimately led me down the path to starting my whole career over again with intentionality, this time studying psychology, specifically the areas of peak performance, motivation, and behavior change.

For better or worse, life gave me a very painful but important lesson about leveraging leisure in my short-lived pursuit to become a dancer. I realized that if I continued to cling to an “always be hustling” mindset, not only would I end up wearing myself down chasing that next goal, but I would also miss out on the people and opportunities around me—especially my relationship with myself. I realized that in order to sustain my success while maintaining a healthy personal pulse along the way, I must fight the myth of always be hustling, and I must resist the urge to just do. I learned that true resilience is about how you detach in order to replenish and recharge your personal pulse, not how you persevere.

• • •

There is a reason why nature goes dormant in the winter, why bears hibernate, why in order to build muscle we need recovery days. Rest and pause are essential components of sustained success. Peak-performance experts refer to this as oscillation. In fact, studies of elite athletes show that periods of recovery are what empower them to perform at such a high caliber when needed.9 As I wrote in Chapter 1, stress in small doses is okay. Not all stress is bad—it can actually stimulate growth. In fact, a little momentary stress here and there can also be good for your health.10 The problem is chronic stress without rest, leisure, or recovery. I encourage you to embrace the mantra “When you stress, you must rest.” The intentional and strategic incorporation of leisure, even in small doses, into your daily life can allow you to reap many rewards, such as increased creativity,11 memory, resilience, and coping, among others.

While most of us know how to hustle and become stressed, fewer of us know how to leverage leisure in a way that offers balances out stress with true levels of physical and mental replenishment needed for a healthy personal pulse. Leveraging leisure is not simply taking a rest; it is much more. Steady-pulse individuals strategically use leisure to regenerate, to become more creative, to more deeply connect with themselves, to connect better with others, and to enjoy the present moment.

Leverage leisure is a fundamental steady-pulse practice for sustained success. While modern-day work life does not promote being still, in order to be and stay successful, you must integrate leisure into your way of being. This is the opposite of being lazy, nonproductive, or whatever message comes to mind that you were socialized to associate with leisure. Neglecting to thoughtfully integrate leisure into your day-to-day life can have wide-reaching consequences for your physical health, mental health, and, perhaps most ironically, your productivity.

THE DARK SIDE OF THE HUSTLE

Burnout is what happens when you try to avoid being human for too long.

—Michael Gungor

What are we running toward—or running away from? Why is it so hard for us to pause, be still, or do nothing? When working with clients in defining priorities, values, and goals, I often give them an assignment: write their own obituary as they would like it to appear years later at the time of their actual death. I encourage them to ponder the following questions: If I died today, would I die happy? Am I satisfied with the direction in which my life is headed? What’s missing from my life? As morbid as that sounds, this practice can be an excellent wake-up call to make some adjustments in your life. Not surprising in my more than fifteen years of practice, I have never had a client say that he, she, or they would like to be remembered for being amazingly productive or that they never stopped hustling.

In her book, The Top Five Regrets of the Dying, Bonnie War, an Australian nurse who spent many years caring for patients in their last twelve weeks of life, recorded the most common regrets of the dying, and among the top ones were “I wish I hadn’t worked so hard,” “I wish I’d had the courage to live a life true to myself, not the life others expected of me,” and “I wish that I had let myself be happier.”12 Constant hustle can keep us buffered from taking a deep look at ourselves and asking the question, if I’m not being productive or ticking things off my to-do list, then who am I and what is my value? Our deep anxieties around avoiding the courage to live a life true to oneself, not the life others expected of us, can propel us into moving forward at a relentless pace and at considerable cost to ourselves.

We trick ourselves into believing that our careers will excel, our life will become more meaningful, our belief in ourselves will increase, or our relationships will improve if we simply double down on what we’re doing already, but just in a faster, better, and more intense way. This type of thinking can get us trapped in a shared delusion that relentless productivity and constant hustle come only with rewards, not a costly price. This is the dark side of the myth of always be hustling.

• • •

As I sit across from my coaching client, Vanessa, I observe that her shoulders are slumped forward and her hands are tightly clasped in her lap. This is only my third session with her. She’s a human resources business partner at a large and well-respected technology company in Silicon Valley. I notice that she bites her upper lip when I start to ask her some probing questions: “What would happen if you paused?”

She has dark hair pulled back loosely in a bun, pale skin, and large hazel eyes that sit behind wide-rimmed glasses.

“I’m not sure I have time for coaching,” I recall her telling me. “I’m enjoying our sessions and getting a lot out of them. It’s just that then you challenge me to reflect and try out new things in between our sessions. It’s just a lot. I’m already so busy. I’m not sure I can rationalize the time I’m spending on this. It feels indulgent.”

“What would make it feel worthwhile?” I ask her.

“Hmm . . . I’m not sure. I guess if we focused on how to make me more productive. I am already staying late at work and then working even after I get home. I never see my friends. So, more time in coaching means getting behind on work, which means more time catching up on work.”

“Can I ask you why are you staying late at work? What do you think is preventing you from seeing your friends?”

“I have a huge workload. I can barely keep up. And. . .” She stops herself short, exhaling deeply. “I guess I’m afraid. I’m afraid if I don’t stay productive, I won’t be seen as valuable. I dreamed of working at this company all through college. Now I’m here. I want to stay.” Her face begins to turn red; her eyes fill with water. She pauses again, swallows hard, and goes on. “It’s like if I’m not in a perpetual state of stress or busyness, I feel like I’m coasting—like I’m not working. I feel like I won’t be seen as capable or as valuable as everyone else.”

In these powerful sentences, Vanessa’s buy-in to the myth of always be hustling is uncovered—that the way to stay relevant is to live in overdrive, that if she stops hustling, her value will diminish. But moving through work and life by compulsive doing is anything but a smart approach. We end up too busy to be present, giving only the leftovers of our energy and attention to everything outside of work. Driving forward in your life and career from a place of fear, anxiety, and exhaustion is not where brilliant work, ideas, and impact come from. Rather, this approach simply serves to further reinforce the idea that being and staying successful involves nonstop forcing, exerting, and competing.

Does Vanessa’s case resonate with you? Do you find yourself continuously trying to be productive? Are you acutely aware of when you are “wasting” time? Do you feel guilty when you do things you enjoy rather than being productive? If you answered yes to these questions, you’re not alone.

We are dealing with a crisis of “productivity-itis” when preoccupation with productivity causes more harm than good. The Gallup “2019 Global Emotions Report”13 shows that worldwide stress levels have reached a new record, with the United States leading with some of the highest rates in the world. Unfortunately, when you buy into the myth of always be hustling, you can easily fall prey to productivity preoccupation. If you aren’t working to strategically counterbalance your stress with recovery and leisure, your psychological and physical reserves will deteriorate, and your personal pulse will weaken. We must come to accept that we can’t succeed through hyperproductivity alone.

Research has demonstrated that productivity dramatically decreases with longer hours and that creativity completely disappears once employees work more than fifty-five hours in a week.14 In addition, John Pencavel, researcher and professor of labor economics at Stanford University and author of Diminishing Returns at Work: The Consequences of Long Working Hours,15 has found that an employee working seventy hours produces nothing more than someone working fifty-five hours.16 This research reinforces the notion that when a long work week provides inadequate time to recover, then your subsequent work performance suffers.17 For instance, weeks during which employees are required to work all seven days yield around 10 percent less output than weeks in which the same number of hours were allocated over six days.18 In other words, seven days of work produces only six days’ output.

Even the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention warns about the health effects of long hours, which have also been associated with increased employee turnover and absenteeism.19 The simple reality is that work results in fatigue, which, in excess, limits the amount of mental and physical reserves you have to put toward your work, no matter how hard you push yourself. Just as a car’s gas tank only holds so much fuel, the same goes with our minds and bodies. When your proverbial gas tank goes into the red zone due to a lack of leisure and replenishment, you’re going to start to malfunction. Not surprisingly, this significantly impacts your productivity because you’re not going to be thinking or moving as quickly, so you end up working more.

LEARNING TO PAUSE: THE THREE S’S OF LEVERAGE LEISURE

When I speak of leveraging leisure in this book, I’m not just talking about taking vacations. I’m talking about realistic and practical ways you can incorporate leisure practices into your day-to-day life that actually restore your physical and mental reserves on a consistent basis. Although sleep, exercise, and nutrition are key players in keeping you replenished, there are already many excellent books on sleep (such as The Sleep Revolution20 by Ariana Huffington), nutrition, and exercise. This being said, I’ve decided to focus this chapter on some not-so-obvious ways to keep you energized and well.

While leisure can get a bad rap because of its association with laziness, research suggests otherwise. Leisure is anything but laziness; in fact, the opposite is true—leisure is active refueling and recharging that can feel very counterintuitive to our preoccupation with productivity. The practice of leveraging leisure is also about tapping into a particular set of activities that allow you to mentally detach from work. In research circles, this is referred to as “psychological detachment,” which essentially means that when you leave work, you are not simply packing up and leaving the physical space. Instead, you are truly detaching mentally, physically, and emotionally. Research has found positive relations between detachment from work during off-hours and job performance.21 In other words, mental and emotional detachment from work during off-hours can not only leave you more satisfied with your life but it can also make you more likely to experience fewer symptoms of psychological strain, without being less engaged while at work.

When explained in this way, it sounds like being able to just forget about work and relax should be simple. The reality, however, isn’t so easy. As technology accelerates at an exponential pace, things are not going to slow down. If anything, things will continue to speed up. So we have a choice: either have it drag us along with it by buying into the myth of always be hustling or learn how to respond strategically and creatively to it through the three S’s of leveraging leisure: silence, sanctuary, and solitude. Let’s learn how to make option B your new reality.

Silence: Set Rules for Your Tech

Those who will win the future are those who can find quiet in a noisy world.

—Arianna Huffington

Thanks to technology, we are facing an abundance of stimulation and information. Search for something as simple as a candle on Amazon, and you’ll be faced with over 100,000 options. Go to WebMD and search for stomach pain, and you’ll find over 20,000 results. Join the popular gaming platform Fortnite, and you’ll have the chance to play against 250 million registered players.22

While it is undeniable that technology has helped us achieve incredible levels of progress and connection, it has also changed the world of information exchange. We are now inundated with endless emails, messaging platforms, app notifications, and other forms of distraction. At a 2010 Techonomy Media conference in Lake Tahoe, California, former Google chief executive officer Eric Schmidt shared an alarming statistic about information overload (when the amount of input you receive exceeds your processing capacity): “Every two days, we create as much information as we did from the dawn of civilization until 2003. I spend most of my time assuming the world is not ready for the technology revolution that will be happening soon.”23

Have you ever caught yourself wondering what exactly does this tremendous amount of information and stimuli do to you? For one, it sets you up to fall into the trap of multitasking. Ever find yourself in the midst of responding to multiple text conversations while also attempting to read a work email, or binging on Netflix while scrolling through your Twitter feed? How many times has a notification on your smartphone popped up in the midst of reading this book? Not only can this cause you to become distracted from what you’re supposed to be doing, but various interruptions to your workstream also can even distort how you see the world.

A study out of Ohio State University suggests that breaks in our attention can confuse us regarding the details of the task we’re supposed to be tending to and the details of unrelated distractions to those tasks.24 Research examining the effects of media multitasking behavior (such as messaging a colleague while watching someone present on a video conference call) found that on an everyday basis, this practice can make you less effective at accomplishing tasks. There’s even some evidence that information overload can lower your intelligence. In his article “Death by Information Overload,” Paul Hemp describes: “A few years ago, a study commissioned by Hewlett-Packard reported that the IQ scores of knowledge workers distracted by e-mail and phone calls fell from their normal level by an average of 10 points.”25

Research conducted by Gloria Mark, a professor in the Department of Informatics at the University of California, Irvine, found that it takes an average of twenty-five minutes to return to your original task after an interruption. In other words, taking twenty seconds to peek at your phone to see who texted isn’t just twenty seconds of distraction—it’s really another twenty-five minutes, the time it takes to fully return to the task you were working on. Not only this, but Mark and her colleagues’ data suggest that “people compensate for interruptions by working faster, but this comes at a price: experiencing more stress, higher frustration, time pressure and effort.”26 Perhaps even more alarming is that research has discovered that even the simple act of sitting close to someone who is multitasking actually can pose a significant distraction, thereby potentially impacting comprehension.27

Not only is our world full of distractions and opportunities to multitask, but the daily tidal wave of information flooding in at our fingertips also presents us with choice overload. Have you ever had the experience of going online to shop for something only to find yourself down a rabbit hole of countless photos and reviews, with several browser tabs open, no purchase made, and two hours of your life gone? The sheer mass of choices we’re faced with can easily cause feelings of overwhelm. While you might think that having tremendous numbers of choices helps us optimize our lives, studies have found that choice overload can eventually lead to dissatisfaction and regret.28 This is because the more choices you make throughout the day, the more challenging each progressive choice becomes for your brain.

In psychology, the phenomenon of progressive deterioration of quality of decision making is referred to as decision fatigue.29 In essence, the more decisions you make, the more tired your brain becomes, and the less willpower you have. For example, court judges have been shown to make poorer-quality decisions later in the day.30 What this research shows is that as humans, we possess only a finite store of mental reserves for exerting self-control. Each time we’re faced with a set of potential decisions, the more chances there are to chip away at this control, the greater is the chance for suboptimal decision making.

The first S in the three S’s of leverage leisure is silence. While there isn’t a panacea to help simplify the information overload that we’re currently experiencing, silence is a good place to start.

In our always-on and connected digital world, our brains are now faced with the potential impact of constant stimuli, information, and mental noise. The word noise is said to come from the Latin word nausea (“disgust or discomfort”). Another theory traces the word to noxia (“hurting, injury, damage”).31 Steady-pulse individuals possess the skills to strategically step back from the relentless cacophony of information as a way to stay focused and keep their mental reserves safeguarded. Adding space for silence to your life can help you cultivate a form of focused intention that will lead to better problem solving, decision making, and thinking.

While the idea of finding silence away from the mental noise of our smartphones and devices sounds fairly straightforward, in reality, it is a struggle for most of us. When I speak with my coaching clients about their relationship with technology, typically three main concerns emerge:

“I feel like I’m addicted to my phone. I check it way more than I need to.”

“I’m pretty sure it is messing with my productivity, especially my ability to focus.”

“I feel like I’m drowning in information. It makes me anxious.”

Many of my clients have shared with me that they want to cut down on the constant checking of their phones but discover that it feels almost impossible: “It’s like a built-in instinct to reach for it. Half the time, I’m not even thinking about it, I’m just reaching for it on autopilot.”

If you can relate to some or all of my clients’ sentiments, you’re not alone. Just think about the words that we use when we talk about managing our relationship with technology—we say things like “I need a digital detox” or “I need to do a Facebook fast.” These sentiments are extremely revealing because they reflect the inherently habit-forming nature of our devices. Let me explain. You know how water tastes extra good when you’re super thirsty? This comes from our ancient reward circuitry—our brain signals to us that something is important and rewards us with dopamine. This reinforces the desire to repeat the behavior. When it comes to technology (which has been designed to tap into our brain’s reward circuitry), it’s almost impossible to live a modern life without screens and electronic communication, making nomophobia (“no + mobile + phone + phobia”) a growing phenomenon. Nomophobia is the fear that comes with being without your mobile device or without cellular connection. The neologism was coined during a study by the UK Post Office that found that nearly 53 percent of mobile phone users in Britain tend to be anxious when they “lose their mobile phone, run out of battery or credit, or have no network coverage.”32 Nomophobia is very real; the numbers speak for themselves:

•   Sixty percent of 18- to 34-year-olds and nearly 40 percent of all consumers say that they use their phones too much.33

•   Americans now view their smartphones approximately 14 billion times per day—an average of fifty-two looks per user.34

•   Eighty-five percent of smartphone users check their device while speaking with friends and family.35

•   Sixty-nine percent of people admit to checking their smartphones within five minutes of waking up.36

•   Seventy-five percent of Americans use their mobile phones in the bathroom.37

Making space for silence away from your devices has tremendous benefits, including the following:

•   It helps you deepen your social connections. If you’re constantly preoccupied with your device, chances are that you’re not giving your full attention to the people you’re with. Shalini Misra at Virginia Tech discovered that just having a phone present on a table can lower the empathy exchange between two people.38

•   It helps to improve your productivity and reduce stress levels. Another study by Gloria Mark and colleagues investigated the impact of email on stress and work productivity levels. When participants were limited by the amount they checked their email, they experienced significantly lower stress and an improved ability to focus on the task at hand.39

•   It helps you to preserve your intellectual acuity. Research conducted by Adrian Ward, an assistant professor in the marketing department of the McCombs School of Business at the University of Texas at Austin, and colleagues tested the brain drain hypothesis, that the mere presence of your smartphone may undercut your cognitive performance.40 They found that even when participants were able to avoid the temptation to check their phones, the presence of the device still reduced their cognitive capacity. Interestingly, they also found that these cognitive costs were highest for people who have high levels of dependence on their smartphones—remember nomophobia?

Before I dive into how to integrate more silence into your life, I want to make sure to communicate that by no means am I anti tech. As Tanya Goodwin, author of Off: Your Digital Detox for a Better Life,41 so adeptly states: “It’s not that the digital world is all bad; it’s almost too good. It’s why everywhere you look everyone is on their phones, all the time.” There is so much about technology that enhances my life, including the ability to capture ideas, stay in touch with friends across the country, listen to my favorite music, and even do my banking. The reality is that my smartphone and technology in general play a major role in my life and that these things likely play a fundamental role in yours as well. Rather, my goal is to help you start thinking about how you can integrate technology into your life most advantageously without weakening your personal pulse in the process. Creating silence in the face of technology’s ever-present pulls for your attention takes care and intention.

How to Practice Silence

My nephew Kelvin is about three years old and has a beautiful, inquisitive mind. However, as most parents of toddlers are reminded on a daily basis, when they want your attention, they want it right then and there. During the time I was working on this chapter, I went to visit my brother and sister-in-law. While I was in the kitchen helping my brother prepare a meal, Kelvin bounded in and loudly stated, “You guys, I need you to come here now. I need you to see this thing on Paw Patrol!”

My brother thoughtfully paused, turned to Kelvin, and said, “Kelvin, I know you’re excited to share your cartoon with us, but Auntie JJ and I are working on cooking right now and aren’t quite done. Can you wait about ten minutes? Also . . . please remember to say please when you’re asking for something.”

A bit later, my brother turned to me and said, “Raising a toddler is tough. I do my best at trying to give him a sense of when and when not it is okay to interrupt.” When I heard this, I started to smile as I began to see a parallel between managing our children and managing our devices. If my brother didn’t set rules, Kelvin would run wild, and we’d be constantly interrupted, and ultimately, no one benefits. In her book, Bored and Brilliant, Manoush Zomorodi interviews Dr. Alex Soojung-Kim Pang, Silicon Valley–based consultant and writer who adeptly describes this analogy: “As parents, we can teach our kids better rules. Likewise, we can teach our smartphones better rules. We can turn them from devices that constantly interrupt us into devices that protect our attention.”42

Here are the three components to begin setting up rules for your digital habits in order to turn down the noise and turn up the silence in your life.

Step 1: Conduct a Technology Audit

As spiritual teacher and author Deepak Chopra said, “Awareness is all about restoring your freedom to choose what you want instead of what your past imposes on you.”43 Before you can change your digital habits, you need to be aware of them. Because our phones in many ways have become an extension of us, we often fail to notice how we are using them. For example, I have a tendency to take my phone out of my purse and start using it any time I find myself waiting in line. For a week, be extra mindful of how and when you use your phone. Not only should you measure how much time you’re spending on your phone and which apps you’re using most, but you should also observe your behavioral interactions with your phone. Do you check your phone first thing in the morning? Do you ever turn your phone off? Do you check your phone when you are in conversations with friends? How often to do you leave your home without having your phone with you? Do you talk on the phone and use your computer at the same time? At the end of each day, take inventory of your digital tendencies by writing down your observations of your behavior (not just seeing how much you used each app). At the end of the week, take a look through your digital habits, rating how problematic you perceive each of them to be on a scale of zero to five (zero being no problem, five being very problematic).

Step 2: Create a Digital Habit Prioritization List

After you have captured and rated your technology usage and behaviors, you can begin to decide what behaviors you want to keep, tweak, stop, or start. You can do this by stepping back, examining each behavior on the list, and determining which ones you want to put some rules around. For example, for my behavior of reaching for my phone when I am standing in line, I decided that this was a low-value habit given that in those moments I don’t necessarily need more information to accomplish what I am doing. You can use the following table to sort your behaviors. Here is an example of mine.
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Step 3: Rank Your Desired Behaviors in Order of Least Difficult to Change to Most Difficult to Change

Once you put together your own list, begin integrating the behavioral changes slowly into your day-to-day life, one at a time. When working with clients, I typically suggest trying to change the least difficult behavior first, working your way up to the more challenging ones. Remember to use the principles outlined in Chapter 1 while doing this. If something doesn’t work, remember to think like a scientist, learn, and then try a workaround.

Sanctuary: Connect with the Natural World

Climb the mountains and get their good tidings. Nature’s peace will flow into you as sunshine flows into trees. The winds will blow their own freshness into you, and the storms their energy, while cares will drop off like autumn leaves.

—John Muir

Nature has always played a significant role in my life. I grew up on an apple farm surrounded by the sounds, smells, and sights of nature. When I moved to San Francisco, I made sure to live by the Presidio, a 500-acre park on a former military post and a major outdoor recreation hub. It has forested areas, miles of trails, and gorgeous scenic overlooks, many of which include vistas of the Golden Gate Bridge. In my thirties, I had always made it a point to get out and into nature on weekends, usually through trail running, road cycling, surfing, and hiking. However, as time wore on and my responsibilities grew at both home and work, getting large doses of nature time became increasingly challenging.

About three years ago, out of nowhere, I became seriously ill. Over the course of twenty-nine months, I endured a total of eight surgical procedures requiring general anesthesia, numerous trips to the emergency department, hospitalizations, and countless trips to doctors and specialists. The experience was painful and frightening. I was truly challenged to put my core capabilities to the test. I can sincerely say that my PULSE principles are what ultimately helped me navigate this experience without flatlining my personal pulse and losing my vitality while navigating this scary and uncertain time.

At first, however, I struggled the most with applying the concept of finding sanctuary in nature because I was more or less housebound for a significant period of time owing to limited mobility between surgeries and debilitating levels of fatigue. I grieved over the fact that I might never be able to commune with nature through the high-intensity activities that I had once loved and relied upon. One day, when I was out for an extremely slow stroll, I began to realize that the leisurely pace of my steps allowed me take in more, and I began to look up. Soon enough, I happened to notice a community garden near my apartment complex that I had never noticed before because I had always passed by too quickly. On opening the small wooden gate and stepping in, I was immediately engulfed by the natural world. As I watched the sunlight filter through the leaves, took in the smell of flowers and grass, and watched bees search for pollen hopping from one rose to the next, I witnessed the tense lines on my face soften, my heart open, and my pulse literally and figuratively slow and steady itself.

This experience made me realize that being with nature isn’t just about adventuring and hustling through it by way of extreme sporting activities or conquering mountains. Leveraging leisure in the sanctuary of nature is all about sitting with it, noticing it, observing it, and simply being with it. Since that time, I have made it a point to go to what I now refer to as my “healing garden” every week. Throughout my health journey, connecting with nature was (and continues to be) a powerful form of medicine for me. Every single time I visit this garden, I return calmer, clearer, energized, and more creative. I do better work. I am more present with others. I know that my time in nature has unequivocally made me a better leader; in fact, most of the direct reports and teams that have worked for me are well aware of my healing garden practice. For me, nature is so much more than a luxury—it is a necessity for stress management, deep recovery, and mental and physical replenishment in the modern world of work and life.

Take a moment to reflect on your past week. What percentage of time did you spend outdoors? When I ask my coaching clients this question, they often pause to reflect and then look at me with a concerned expression. Most humans today spend little time outdoors. We get ready inside, commute to work, shuttle our children to and from school and extracurricular activities in our cars, eat inside, watch TV inside, and go to the movies inside—and the list continues.

If we take an evolution-scale perspective, we humans have spent 99.99 percent of our time in nature. This means that we’ve spent less than 0.01 percent of our time living in urban spaces.44 We’ve evolved to find restoration and relaxation in the sanctuary of nature. Alarmingly, the World Health Organization reports that more people live in urban areas than rural ones and that by 2050, 66 percent of the world’s population will be living in urban areas: “This is particularly significant when considering that until the start of the 20th century only one in 10 people lived in urban areas.”45 The following statistics provide a small glimpse into our growing disconnection from nature:

•   The average American adult spends five hours or less in nature per week.46

•   Children living in the United States spend an average of thirty minutes of unstructured time outdoors each week.47

•   According to the Environmental Protection Agency, the average American spends 93 percent of his or her time indoors—about 87 percent of that time is spent in buildings and 5 to 6 percent in cars.48

Our connection with the ebb and flow of tides, seasons, and life have become buried under the incessant hyperstimulation of our lives and the constant motion that the myth of always be hustling promotes. In her book, The Nature Fix, Florence Williams appropriately refers to this phenomenon as “indoor-itis.”49

How many times per week do you stop to enjoy a sunset, actually touch the earth with your feet, or stare at the moon and the stars? In addition to the stresses of work, money, family, and constant movement, our disconnection from nature comes with consequences. The term psychoterratica, coined by Australian sustainability professor Glenn Albrecht, stands for the detrimental psychological effects of being disconnected from nature. The gap between the increasingly urbanized settings we work in and the natural world (which we are physiologically adapted for) is a contributing cause of the high levels of stress we experience in modern society.

In Japan, a growing number of nature therapy sites have emerged to assist individuals with psychoterratica to find respite and sanctuary from overwork. Forest therapy promotes mental and physical health through research-based practices that involve immersion with forests. This type of therapy is based on the Japanese art of shinrin-yoku. Shinrin means “forest,” and yoku stands for “bath.” In essence, shinrin-yoku means “bathing in the forest” by taking it in through your senses—sight, sound, smell, taste (if safe), and touch. The idea is that by tuning into our senses, we can narrow the gap between ourselves and the natural world.

Not surprisingly, research supports the benefits that I’ve experienced since getting my weekly dose of sanctuary. It’s been scientifically shown that spending time immersed in nature lowers cortisol50 (a marker of stress), decreases inflammation,51 lowers your heart rate,52 boosts your immune system,53 improves your ability to focus,54 and increases your mood,55 vitality,56 and creativity.57 Studies have also found that finding sanctuary in nature can even make you more compassionate and generous.58

While we know that nature can have many positive effects on our personal pulse, we also know that escaping into the woods or to the ocean isn’t very practical for our day-to-day stressed-out-at-work moments. The good news is that even microdoses of time in nature make a big impact on replenishing your personal pulse. Research has found that short-term visits to urban parks or woodlands have positive effects on stress relief.59 Another study found that taking as few as twenty minutes out of your day to connect with nature is enough to significantly reduce levels of the stress hormone cortisol.60 Another study has found that just the act of looking at pictures of nature helps participants experience a recovery in mental energy.61 Similarly, research from Texas A&M University discovered that participants who first watch a stressful movie show a much faster and more complete recovery from stress when exposed to videotapes depicting natural scenes.62 These studies, along with many others, all point to the same conclusion: we stand to benefit tremendously from finding sanctuary in nature.

When we buy into the myth of always be hustling, it is easy to associate time away from being productive as wasted time. With almost all of my coaching clients, I suggest that they start a practice in which they leave their desk, go outside, and sit in some sort of park or even under a tree. Not surprisingly, they often see it as an amusing but generally wasteful thing to do.

DR. J’S COACHING COUCH


How Nature Reduces Stress

Samuel, a brilliant data scientist who had come to me for help on finding himself on the verge of burnout, looked at me with confusion when he heard me say to him that I’m going to prescribe him “nature pills.”

“That sounds great and all, Dr. J, and I’m sure it’ll make me feel good, but I don’t think a walk around some trees is going to do anything substantial for me.”

“Fair enough. Why don’t we treat this like an experiment?” I said, smiling at him. “Tell me what you think will be the result if you follow my prescription of going outside and being with nature for at least twenty minutes per a day for a week.”

“I’m game to try an experiment. My hypothesis is that it’ll feel good in the moment, but as soon as I return to my desk, I’ll just find myself facing a huge accumulation of emails and messages I need to respond to, which will just ratchet up my stress again.”

“Those are valid concerns. Thank you for your willingness to give this a try given these concerns. Let’s make sure that you make a note of how you feel before and after each nature pill, and in our next session, we can review the data.”

In our next session, Samuel showed up with a smile on his face. As he handed over his notebook logging his reactions to his nature sessions for me to review, he said: “Okay Dr. J, my ‘hypothesis’ was proven wrong. I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I actually started to look forward to my outings. I even found a cool park around the corner from my office. I had thought that these distractions would come at a cost, but they weren’t distractions. My stress didn’t return. I was able to be more productive. I actually responded to my emails faster when I returned. Also, the most surprising insight from this experiment was that three different people in the office commented on my smile when I returned from my walks.” For Samuel—and the majority of my clients—something that initially seemed trivial had actually turned into an indispensable part of their routine. Through directly experiencing the benefits of connecting with nature on a consistent and persistent basis, they came to realize that there is an actual cost to not seeking sanctuary in nature, not the other way around.



How to Engage with Nature

What I’ve come to learn from my work with coaching clients is that nature connection is a very personal experience. While here I provide some structure based on studies about how to go about optimizing your time in the sanctuary of nature, I encourage you to alter and modify these suggestions based on your personal values, cultural norms, physical ability, and where you live:

Step 1: Make Sure that You Get the Right Dose of Nature Time

While the more you are in nature, the more you’ll benefit from exposure to it, there are certain thresholds you need to meet to get the benefit. Specifically, MaryCarol Hunter, an associate professor at the University of Michigan, and colleagues conducted a study and discovered that a twenty-minute period of connecting with nature is enough to lower participants’ cortisol levels.63 Additionally, they found that thirty minutes or more of a nature experience causes cortisol levels to drop at the greatest rate. Based on this, I recommend twenty to thirty minutes of outdoor or nature-oriented time at least three times per a week (one time per day is ideal).

Step 2: Formally Add Nature Time to Your Schedule

The main point is to make connecting with nature a part of your normal lifestyle. My clients who get the most benefit from this practice do so by adding it to their schedules as a nonnegotiable item. For example, one of my clients schedules an outdoor walk to a nearby tree-lined area every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday after lunch time. Another client of mine likes to start her morning with a dose of nature by waking up, brewing coffee, and going outside for a twenty-minute stroll (rain or shine) with her dogs. Many of my clients have found that their direct reports and coworkers really enjoy the practice of “walk and talk meetings.” There are many ways to integrate microdoses of nature into your schedule—the key here is to prioritize this practice the same way you would for a regularly occurring meeting.

Step 3: If Possible, Do Not Bring Technology with You

Instead, tune into your senses to fully take in the nature around you through sight, sound, touch, and even taste (if safe, of course). My clients who practice nature-oriented meetings often start and/or close their meetings with a two-minute pause where they and their coworkers go silent and take in the nature around them using their senses. They have told me that this practice allows everyone to proceed with much more presence, calm, and awareness.

Additional Tips for Seeking Sanctuary in Nature

•   Don’t feel as though you have to be in nature alone. Want to try a team meeting outdoors? Go for it! Studies have found that group nature walks are just as effective as solo treks in terms of decreasing depression and stress and improving overall mental outlook.64 In fact, the researchers noted that people who had recently experienced stressful life events had the greatest mental boost from a group nature outing.

•   Record how you feel before and after, especially as you start to build your practice. When I’m working with my clients to integrate a nature practice into their work lives, I often give them the assignment of recording a brief video of themselves before and after their time in nature—and watching the after video anytime they consider not taking a break when they need to. Doing so goes a long way toward keeping up motivation to continue this practice. Because going outdoors during the workday is in such opposition to the myth of always be hustling, it often can be the first thing to slip and get deprioritized when life gets busy. Having a brief video to watch yourself talk about how much benefit you had from time in nature can be a powerful way to remind you that this isn’t a luxury—it is a necessary practice. Watching yourself make the case for why you need to continue this practice is incredibly powerful. No one knows you better than yourself.

•   Bring the outdoors inside. Sometimes the weather, physical disabilities, or other reasons make it hard for us to venture into nature. If you aren’t able to make it outside, try listening to nature sounds or looking at pictures of nature. Researchers at Brighton and Sussex Medical School used a magnetic resonance imaging scanner to observe and measure participants’ brain activity as they listened to nature sounds. The study found that listening to sounds such as the sound of a babbling brook, rainfall, or wind in the trees is correlated with an increase in rest-digest nervous system activity (associated with relaxation of the body) and better performance in an external attentional monitoring task.65 Interestingly, they also discovered that people with the highest stress levels before starting the experiment showed the greatest bodily relaxation when listening to natural sounds.

Through the simple, low-cost, and effective practice of leveraging leisure through seeking sanctuary in nature, you can move from a stimulated mental state to a serene one. We can give our bodies and minds the gift of reconnection with the natural world, the world for which our physiologic functions are adapted.

Solitude: Spend Time with Yourself

Solitude is the soul’s holiday.

—Katrina Kenison

I walk along Shoreline Lake in Mountain View with my coaching client, Jared. I notice his arms anxiously crossed at his chest as he mutters the words, “But staying connected and tuned in is a necessary part of work.” He has recently been promoted to a senior creative director at a well-established company in the area. We are talking about creating space, versus an overflowing schedule, in order to continue to ensure that he preserves his creative muscles as he enters into this new leadership role. He uses his hand to shade his face as he stops to look me in the eyes with an almost fearful look. “When I take the Cal train into work, that isn’t time for me to be bored and let my mind wander; I can make good use of that time.” Jared, assuming that keeping his time completely packed was efficient, had grown uncomfortable with the notion of solitude as a critical component of his work.

Most of us are likely aware of the well-described acronym FOMO: fear of missing out. FOMO represents a common belief that most of us struggle with in our new world of work—the need to always be on and connected just in case. This belief that we will miss out on something fundamentally important if we aren’t tuned in and connected has become pervasive in our society. Today we’re so connected to others through messaging apps, social media, and more that it has made it hard for us to be fully alone with ourselves. While our world of rapid response time doesn’t necessarily make time to sit in solitude impossible, it also isn’t very conducive to this practice either.

In reality, many of the greatest thinkers, artists, writers, scientists, and leaders throughout history, such as Nikola Tesla, Ernest Hemingway, Martin Luther King Jr., and Leonardo da Vinci, regularly sought solitude for restoration and deeper distillation of their thoughts. In fact, in 1665, when Isaac Newton found himself homebound because of the Great Plague of London, he discovered major new insights across key area of mathematics, which became calculus. Further, inspired by nature, Newton began to wonder about the moon and what kept it orbiting the earth which ultimately helped to inspire his understanding of gravity.

The third S in the three S’s of leverage leisure, solitude, involves the simple act of having time to just be—not do. This is time to be alone with your thoughts, allowing your mind to wander, reflect, or work through a problem free of distraction. The ability to still oneself in this way is a competitive advantage in today’s world of work. Defining boundaries for solitude is critical for clarity, creativity, and self-awareness. Not only does this require disciplined practice, but it also demands courage.

Given the prevalence of FOMO, most of us are uncomfortable with the idea of missing out or even more fear inducing—being bored! When we equate being alone with our thoughts as wasted time, we’re likely to avoid it all costs. There is enormous pressure to fill our calendars in order to “make the most out of our time together,” to fill silences in meetings with words, to fill empty time with something—anything. Research has found that we will go to great lengths to avoid being alone with ourselves and our thoughts. In fact, a study by Timothy Wilson, Sherrell J. Aston Professor of Psychology, and colleagues at the University of Virginia placed participants in an empty room and asked them to do nothing but sit and think for six to fifteen minutes.66 Shockingly, they discovered that about two-thirds of men (67 percent) and a quarter of women (25 percent) chose to subject themselves to an electric shock over simply sitting alone with their thoughts. One participant even went as far as shocking himself 190 times!

Rather than buying into the myth of always be hustling by thinking about how to cram more into your life, I challenge you to think about how you can get more out of life by embracing the joy of missing out (JOMO). While sitting by yourself and allowing your mind to wander may feel like “nothing”—in reality, a lot is happening behind the scene. According to the attention restoration theory,67 when you are in an environment with lower levels of sensory input, the brain can “recover” some of its cognitive abilities.68 More specifically, when you engage in moments of solitude, you are activating a different part of your brain called the default mode network69 instead of the parts of your brain that control and inhibit your attention when you’re working to accomplish a task (known as executive attention network).

While some forms of solitude can certainly create distress, researchers have found that when people use solitude for privacy, relaxation, self-reflection, and creative pursuits, there are positive outcomes, including the following:70

•   Clarity. In today’s world of work, you likely spend most of your time consuming tremendous amounts of information but not nearly as much time letting that information take root, form, and distill itself. If you never stop to examine and reflect on what you are doing, how can you gauge whether you are doing it right? Moments of solitude enable you to expand on what you’ve been working on with more clarity.

•   Increased creativity. Time alone with your thoughts can allow your mind to make new connections, which act as a gateway to increased solutions, options, and, ultimately, more dimension. In her book, Your Creative Brain, Harvard psychologist Shelley Carson shares that one of the biggest roadblocks for many people who want to be consistently creative is that they fail to engage in their absorb state (which consists of taking in, sitting with, and filtering through your thoughts and information) in addition to their synthesis state (when you act on your ideas).71 During moments of solitude is when we have the opportunity to find novel solutions to familiar problems. Correspondingly, studies have found that brainstorming is enhanced when participants alternate between brainstorming alone and brainstorming with a group.72

•   Growth of your self-awareness. A healthy amount of alone time naturally lends itself to the practice of introspection. If you fail to ever give yourself the space to be alone with yourself, you risk losing the ability to know yourself and what matters to you. Moments of solitude are when you can tune out the thunderous noise that the modern world generates and, instead, tune into your inner voice. Without the opinions and voices of others, you can be less self-conscious and truer to your thoughts, opinions, and sense of self.

Successful people who are also able to maintain a steady personal pulse over time are not people who are lazy or never hustle—they know how to leverage leisure by embracing JOMO in a world that is starved for solitude. The new world of work calls for skillful interpersonal communication, creativity, the ability to manage your own emotional reactions, and a healthy dose of self-awareness; having a solitude practice can be conducive to all these things. Instead of considering unstructured time in solitude as something you do to reward yourself for accomplishing good work, I encourage you to think of it as prerequisite for this. In order to truly understand how to optimally act in the complex new world of work we’re in, you need to find the time to step back and truly contemplate it.

How to Build Your Capacity for Solitude

The word solitude can be a loaded term—many people associate it with things like loneliness or solitary confinement. I’m not talking about solitude in the sense of pure physical separation from others. Instead, I mean the capacity to be alone with yourself and your thoughts. Finding the right dose, environment, and time will vary from person to person—be sure to experiment with different forms of solitude.

Step 1: Figure Out What Level of Solitude You’re Comfortable With

As an introvert, I have found myself cherishing the practice of solitude. In fact, every week I spend an hour floating in a pitch-black sensory-deprivation tank. I see this as time for me to go inward and stay attuned to myself. Each time, I leave more focused, refreshed, and aligned with myself and my intentions. In fact, many celebrities such as Joe Rogan, Carl Lewis, Tim Ferris, and more engage is this practice regularly. If you’re someone who squirms at the thought of spending long periods alone with your thoughts, follow the steps in Chapter 1, and take baby steps. Remember, time spent alone is important, but you don’t need to put yourself in your stress zone right off the bat. Practicing solitude can be as simple as going on a walk by yourself, journaling for a half hour once a week, or pausing for two minutes before your meetings to just sit alone with yourself.

Step 2: Take Inventory of the Moments of Solitude That Already Exist in Your Life

For example, do you drive or commute to work by yourself? Great. Turn off your music and drive in silence. Waiting in a long line by yourself? Then leave your phone in your pocket and just be.

Step 3: Play Around with Just How Much Solitude Is Beneficial for You

Given the number of solitude opportunities you may have discovered in the preceding step, do you want or need to add more? Each person is going to have a different threshold for how much alone time he or she needs and wants. If you are someone who already engages in large doses of alone time, then you may not need to add additional solitude time to your calendar—just be sure that you’re using the time to just be, not do. I wish I could offer more specifics, but the beauty is that there is so much opportunity to leverage leisure through solitude. The only thing that is required is that you make it a regular practice to spend time alone with yourself.

Additional Tips for Seeking JOMO Through Solitude

•   Not all alone time is created equal. Just because you’re by yourself doesn’t mean that you’re actively engaging in the practice of solitude. Leveraging leisure through the practice of solitude is all about being alone with your own thoughts. For example, going to the movies by yourself would not qualify as a solitude practice.

•   Experiment with bringing solitude into the workplace. For example, if you’re kicking off a new product or initiative, try carving out time to reflect on solutions by yourself before and after group brainstorms.

BRINGING THE THREE S’S OF LEISURE TOGETHER

Research has found that microdoses of leisure such as leaving your phone at your desk when you go out to eat lunch with colleagues, or taking twenty minutes to connect with nature, or even taking a simple two-minute pause to “just be” before an important meeting can have significant beneficial effects.73 By strategically and intentionally integrating the three S’s of leverage leisure into work and life, not only will you be able to protect and replenish your energy, but you’ll also be more focused, creative, clear, centered, and productive. Plus, there is substantial evidence that shows this to be true across very different types of industries. Remember, we all need to refuel.

With all the demands of the modern-day world of work, the 1,440 minutes at your disposal each day can fill up quickly. Furthermore, not all of us can just step out of work for a break at will. Luckily, as you read throughout this chapter, you will come to understand that the practice of leveraging leisure is a very personal one. There are many different ways, lengths, and practices you can adapt to leverage leisure on a daily basis. Leisure time can take many different forms for everyone—they need to fit with your personal preferences, personality, and goals.

Below is a two-step process for coming up with a personalized plan for leveraging leisure that I often implement with my clients:

Step 1. Take inventory of how much you currently practice the three S’s (silence, sanctuary, and solitude) in your life using the leisure wheel that follows. Working from the middle of the circle to the outer edge, shade each wedge to reflect your assessment. If you’re at your ideal level, shade that wedge completely. If you’re chronically missing time dedicated to a certain leisure practice, just fill in a tiny portion of the wedge. The figure that follows is an example of how a coaching client of mine filled his leisure wheel out. As you can see from the image, while he was doing fairly well with time in nature and time he spent with himself, he barely had any silence in his life.
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Step 2. Taking into account the preceding leisure wheel, write out a plan for how you want to strategically implement these into your life from micro, mini, macro, and mega perspectives. Microperspectives are tiny (one- to twenty-minute) doses of leisure. Miniperspectives are smaller doses (twenty minutes to one day) of leisure. Macroperspectives are bigger doses (two days or more) of leisure. And Megaperspectives are doses of leisure that last for one month or longer. Here is a leisure plan that my client Samuel outlined.

Leisure Planning Worksheet
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As you can see in Samuel’s Leisure Planning Worksheet, he repeated the same activity (“take a yearly camping trip outdoors by myself with no technology”). That’s right, you can pair solitude with one or even both of the leverage leisure practices. For example, you can be alone with your thoughts while in nature and without your phone. Additionally, Samuel added a megadose of leverage leisure, a sabbatical year. This was inspired by well-known New York designer Stefan Sagmeister, who takes an entire year off every few years. During this megadose of leisure, Sagmeister refuses to take work from any client—he even said no to an offer to design a poster for the Barack Obama campaign.74

Additionally, Samuel decided to add a small pause between every fifty- to ninety-minute sprint of work. This was inspired by research that found that taking a break every fifty to ninety minutes helps to reset us and increase our attention as well as stamina.75 Finally, you may notice that Samuel used his birthday as a trigger for his macro practice of leisure. Birthdays are a milestone occasion that we typically do not forget—it is a great opportunity to start your next trip around the sun with deeper self-awareness and clarity. Using this Leisure Planning Worksheet, you can establish some core leisure practices for yourself while, in the process, learning to become your own connoisseur of leisure.

Something I work to validate, acknowledge, and affirm with all the clients with whom I’ve worked to develop and integrate leisure practices into their lives is that while it seems intuitive, it is not easy. The volume of information, communication, and instant access others share with us has made it more difficult than ever to unplug. I want to remind you that there are opportunities to leverage leisure all around you. My hope is that through the Leisure Planning Worksheet and exercises outlined in this chapter, you can become more cognizant of them.

Furthermore, the myth of always be hustling is a powerful one. Frequently, it isn’t until my client is in the midst of integrating new leisure practices into his or her workstream that feelings of discomfort and worries about laziness arise. Some have admitted to me that it feels indulgent, silly, or not that critical of a practice in the grand scheme of all their other competing priorities. But, in order to maintain a steady personal pulse when it comes to leveraging leisure, you must believe in the benefits that this practice can bring to not only you but also the people you lead and your community at large.
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ADDITIONAL LEVERAGE LEISURE TIPS

•   Notify others of your efforts. Many of my clients have found socializing their leisure efforts with others who interface with them regularly to be beneficial. Be sure to share your intention and the importance of this practice. Bill Gates has even named his time at Hood Canal “think weeks” in order to raise the status of his practice, signaling to others its importance.

•   Look for other forms of replenishment. While I focused on the practices of silence, sanctuary, and solitude in this chapter, this doesn’t mean that active recovery and detachment from work can’t be found in other activities. Take the time to identify other activities that have brought you restoration, and detachment from work in the past.

•   Pair your habits. As mentioned in other chapters, the act of piggy backing new habits on already established ones can make them easier to implement and maintain. That said, look for opportunities to pair your new leisure behavior with something you already do on a consistent basis. For example, whenever one of my clients returns home, she drops her keys on an entryway table; now she leaves her phone there too. Another client of mine likes to pause at the door to his child’s day care for two minutes to just be with himself before greeting his daughter.

•   Don’t underestimate the value of micro leisure. If you’re facing an impossible work week, don’t skip leisure altogether—look for even the tiniest moments to implement these practices.

Finally, don’t be too busy to practice being less busy! Don’t fall into the myth of always be hustling by prioritizing urgent tasks over important ones.
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Secure Support

THE ONE-HOUR AND FIFTY-NINE-MINUTE MARATHON

On October 12, 2019, thirty-four-year-old Olympic champion from Kenya, Eliud Kipchoge, made history by completing a marathon (26.2 miles) with an earth-shattering time of one hour, fifty-nine minutes, and forty seconds. I want to take a moment to acknowledge just how ridiculously fast this is. This pace averages to 4:33:84 per mile! The median marathon finishing time in 2019 for men in U.S. marathons was four hours, thirty minutes, and forty-six seconds (10:19 per mile).1 When considering this, it’s very hard to wrap one’s mind around how someone can accomplish a full marathon in 1:59:40.

Kipchoge’s level of physical fitness, ability, and mental discipline are incredible—he is truly one of the greatest athletes of our time. In addition to this, however, what makes Kipchoge truly great is that he embraces the support of others, understanding that getting help is anything but a weakness—it’s what allows him to take his hard-earned abilities to the next level.

The final milestone of Kipchoge’s achievement—the last 500 meters to cross the finish line alone—was anything but a solo success. If you’ve seen the videos of his run, you’ll quickly notice that he secured a tremendous amount of support in order to accomplish this record-breaking feat. In pictures of the event, you can see countless fans on the sidelines cheering him on, groups of pacers running by his side, a pace car with a laser beam to project the ideal position on the road, and even cyclists supplying runners with drinks so that they don’t have to slow down. This event is a quintessential example of what can be accomplished if the right people come together and unify around a shared passion and mission.

No matter what type of impact you want to make on this world, there is a significant amount you can learn from what went into Eliud Kipchoge’s incredible accomplishment. Sir Dave Brailsford, who served as chief executive officer for Kipchoge’s iconic challenge, masterfully sought out a breadth of experts who represented an impressive intersection of human performance, science, and technology. Nutritionists helped Kipchoge consume the right food. Pacers ran alongside Kipchoge to block the wind. Twenty-nine different courses were considered by city planners and specialists. Meteorologists and thermoregulation experts provided input on the ideal climatic conditions. Brilliant engineers built an electric vehicle that could monitor its position and distance traveled on the course. Social media experts worked to ensure that fans would show up. Event planners ensured that the multifaceted event would run smoothly. Nike’s design team produced the technical AlphaFly shoes for Kipchoge to run in. The list goes on. The culmination of the work of this diverse set of purpose-driven people ultimately resulted in a landmark moment in history. And in that precious moment in which Kipchoge’s foot crossed the finish line as he ran toward his wife with a joyous smile and his arms stretched wide, it was obvious that both his physical and personal pulse were steady—his heart was full. This is success at its finest.

THE MYTH OF SOLO SUCCESS

Power and money are fruits of life. But family and friends are roots of life. Sometimes we can manage without fruits, but we can never stand without roots.

—Daniel Friday Danzor

We celebrate few things more than fabulously successful entrepreneurs. The story of a heroic journey that rests solely on the self is part of the allure of the American Dream. We are told that you can, all on your own, bootstrap your way to success simply through your intelligence, vision, and work ethic. When we think about “success” in business, one of the greatest badges of honor that one can don is being self-made: You made your way to the top all by yourself. You used your self-reliance, resourcefulness, and drive. Through self-sufficiency, you faced adversity, transcending difficult terrain, and ultimately succeeded. And for those who make it, it feels great to think that you got there “all on your own.” Being independent and self-reliant in many ways is seen as a virtue. But look a little deeper and you’ll see that many success stories are in reality more like fables. This myth of solo success perpetuates the erroneous and dangerous notion that success is based solely on our actions and attitude. It dismisses a massive component—other humans.

Can anyone ever really be self-made? My answer is no because success is not a solo pursuit. No matter how innovative or exceptional your company or product may be, you still need customers, you still need promoters, and you still need others to succeed. You may be incredibly talented, brilliant, and capable, but you will need other people’s help along the way to achieve and, most important, to sustain success. No matter what industry you want to excel in, it is nearly impossible to become exceptional without at least some support from others, especially when you take into account today’s increasingly complex world of work. When you consider the rate at which changes are happening, combined with the increasing amount of information and knowledge required to navigate this volatile, uncertain, complex, chaotic, and ambiguous (VUCA) environment, it isn’t surprising to see why the myth of solo success is, if anything, obsolete.

The reality is that we are wired to connect. We are inherently social beings. As biological organisms, we are designed to become attached to one another. You know the feeling of being picked last for dodgeball, being left out, or being rejected? It’s awful, right? These types of experiences trigger a set of “alarms” such as distress, anxiety, and other painful emotions. This is because it is in our DNA to crave attachment; that painful feeling of being left out is part of our biological wiring. From an evolutionary psychology perspective, if we weren’t endowed with the ability and drive to connect with others, we wouldn’t have survived as a species. There would be too many predators, threats, and other dangers, such as natural disasters, to survive on our own in the natural world. If you want to maintain a steady personal pulse and sustain your success over time, it is imperative that you tap into the way we humans, and many other species, are evolutionarily programmed—to secure support.

Growing up in northern California, I have been blessed to live by a number of majestic redwood groves. They are by far my favorite tree, and I often escape to Muir Woods to revel in their splendor. Why am I so inspired by these trees? Well, redwoods, in particular Coast Redwoods (Sequoia sempervirens), are the tallest trees in the world. They can reach heights roughly equivalent to a thirty-seven-story skyscraper, or nearly 400 feet.2 Now, you would think that for how tall they grow, their roots would be quite deep. In actuality, redwood tree roots are very shallow—often only five or six feet deep. But they make up for it by living in thick groves, where their roots can intertwine and even fuse together with one another. This interdependence gives them tremendous strength against the powerful forces of Mother Nature and has allowed them to sustain themselves over time. These trees live for centuries, some of them having been documented at more than 2,000 years old, which means that some of the redwoods alive today were alive during the time of the Roman Empire.3 Coast Redwoods have been on the planet since the time of the dinosaurs—for more than 240 million years. In essence, they are the epitome of sustainability, and they don’t achieve this by digging their own roots deep in the ground but rather through securing support from one another.

GOING FAR TOGETHER

We all need each other. This type of interdependence is the greatest challenge to the maturity of individual and group functioning.

—Kurt Lewin

On the day I sat down to write this chapter, London Breed, the mayor of my hometown of San Francisco, announced a mandatory shelter-in-place order for all residents in order to “flatten the curve” of COVID-19. I was home alone when the announcement came on the news, and I instinctively reached for my phone to call friends and family. I felt a deeply intuitive pull to run toward the people I loved, yet I was being told to stay away from them. This left me distressed and anxious, with questions such as, how am I going to tolerate being unable to care for my elderly parents?, what if my brother, who has a heart condition, gets ill?, and how can I be apart from the people I love the most right now? I was not alone in this feeling. Immediately after Breed’s announcement, my Instagram and Twitter feeds filled with comments, videos, and articles expressing concern and anxiety. These concerns were not simply about the worldwide pandemic unfolding before our eyes but also about what sheltering in place would mean for everyone in terms of social isolation, loneliness, mental health, and interpersonal care and protection—especially for vulnerable populations. These concerns were far from unfounded. Given that we are wired to connect, and in the face of something as scary and uncertain as a worldwide pandemic, it is understandable that our biological instincts trigger in us a deep need and desire to lean into one another and secure support, for this is how we have always survived.

The sobering part of all of this is that COVID-19’s ability to span the globe at breakneck speed demonstrates just how connected we are as a human species. Yet, at the same time, there is a substantial body of research emerging that tells us that even though we are more connected than ever before, many of us are facing an increasing sense of loneliness. Loneliness isn’t just a problem for sheltered-in-place individuals during a frightening pandemic—it’s becoming an epidemic in itself. In many countries throughout the world, people are reporting high levels of loneliness. Here are some alarming numbers:

•   Nearly half of adults worldwide (45 percent) say that they feel lonely on a regular basis, with even more Gen Zers falling into this category (62 percent).4

•   Three in five Americans (61 percent) report that they are lonely.5 With one in four Americans having no one to confide in.

•   South Korea has 5.6 million one-person households,6 whereas Japan has more than half a million people under age forty who haven’t left their house or interacted with anyone for at least six months.7

Loneliness isn’t just an inconvenience when you want a biking buddy or a ride to the airport; research shows that it can have serious health consequences. What if I told you that loneliness carries the same health risk as smoking fifteen cigarettes a day or that having weak social ties is twice as harmful as obesity and as lethal as alcoholism? In 2010, Julianne Holt-Lunstad, a psychology professor at Brigham Young University, and colleagues published a meta-analysis of 148 different studies involving more than 300,000 people. These authors discovered that people with meaningful relationships are 50 percent less likely to die over a given period of time than those who have fewer social connections.8 These findings were confirmed with a follow-up meta-analysis published by Holt-Lunstad and colleagues in 2015, which examined the data of more than 3.4 million people worldwide, discovering that lack of meaningful relationships is comparable to the risks of alcohol abuse and smoking and is worse for you than obesity.9

When 9/11 rattled America, I came across this Fred Rogers quote: “When I was a boy and I would see scary things in the news, my mother would say to me, ‘Look for the helpers. You will always find the people who are willing to help.’” As the COVID-19 pandemic unfolded, I didn’t have to look far to find the helpers. There were countless stories of altruism, interdependence, and compassionate action: the video of a neighborhood in Rome where citizens sang in unison on their balconies, together in their separateness; the incredibly brave healthcare workers on the front lines, away from their loved ones, working long hours in the service of others; and the citizens who went out of their way to raise money and provide meals to the countless families that couldn’t afford to provide food for their children in the wake of unemployment and financial challenges. These examples of helpers are a testament to the unbreakable strength of the human spirit when it is supported by human connection. For me, this is humanity at its best—people from all walks of life coming together to secure support, keeping each other’s physical and personal pulses strong in the face of challenge, uncertainty, and grief. All this being said, I’m sure you’ll not be too surprised to learn that while there are many downsides to loneliness, there are tremendous upsides to securing support.

One of the longest-running scientific studies ever conducted, the Harvard Study of Adult Development,10 has tracked its participants for eighty years (and it’s still going) in an attempt to identify key factors that contribute to happiness and well-being. What was the key conclusion that came from the countless amounts of data that this study gathered over the years? Connection plays a monumental role in health and happiness. As Dr. Robert Waldinger, the study’s current director, explained in his 2015 Ted Talk, “Well, the lessons aren’t about wealth or fame or working harder and harder. The clearest message that we get from this seventy-five-year study is this: Good relationships keep us happier and healthier. Period.”11 Countless studies affirm the beneficial effects of meaningful human connection: it strengthens your immune system, helps you recover from disease faster, and relieves harmful levels of stress and anxiety. Meaningful connections don’t just benefit you in the here and now, as seen in the Harvard Study of Adult Development, but they can also have long-term effects on your personal pulse and your effect on others as well.

• • •

Perhaps one of the most profound examples of the long-term beneficial outcomes of securing support comes from a story that my father has lovingly shared with me many times. He and his family grew up in extreme poverty, often without a home, as migrant farm laborers. At one point, his family put down roots in Santa Maria, California. They lived in old army barracks with no running water or indoor toilets, close to the local dump.

To this day, one of my father’s fondest memories is visiting the dump. For him, it was what he jokingly refers to as a poor man’s innovation camp. It was a place of magic, splendor, and wonder for him and his brothers and sisters. They would play, create, and imagine for hours. One day, a week before the start of his second year of school, while visiting the dump, my father found two brand-new shoes that were exactly his size. There was just one problem: the front part of the sole on the left side wasn’t fully connected to the rest of the shoe, making it flop down awkwardly when he walked. My father, being the creative child he was, found a solution—he wrapped two rubber bands snuggly around the front of his shoe. Voilà! It worked!

On the first day of school, the principal, Mr. Sims, held a welcome assembly in the school’s gymnasium. My father, despite being extremely anxious about going to a new school, marched in with his new shoes on and his head held high. Although he did not understand most of what was being said, he worked hard to belong. He laughed when the other students laughed and was quiet when others were. Finally, the assembly finished, and Mr. Sims instructed all the students to exit classroom by classroom in silence. My father’s class was the first to exit the gym in a single-file line. But something unfortunate happened as my father started to walk out: the rubber band on his shoe snapped and made a resounding “whack” sound that reverberated across the gymnasium floor. All the students stopped and locked eyes on my father. His face immediately turned red, and his heart started to pound. “Just stay cool and keep walking,” he thought to himself. But as he walked, with each step the sole of the shoe continued to slap the floor, making a distinct “flap, flap, flap” sound. Other children started to point and laugh. My father kept his head down. “Just make it to the door,” he thought. Shame and embarrassment filled his body. All he could do was continue to walk. When he tells me the story, he always says, “Mija, it was the longest walk of my life.”

As he finally made his way to the door, Mr. Sims came bounding up to my father. “Francisco,” he said in a strong tone, “you go to my office immediately. I’ll be there in a few minutes to talk to you.” As my father sat down in the chair outside the principal’s office, he thought to himself, “Great, just when I thought things couldn’t get worse, now I’m in trouble. Mama is going to be so upset. Why do I have to be here? I don’t belong here anyway. I wasn’t made for school.” When Mr. Sims showed up, he gestured to my father to come into his office. My father trembled as he stood up and slowly walked into the room and sat down in front of a large wooden desk. Mr. Sims then looked my father directly in the eyes and said, “I saw what happened in there. I saw the children laugh at you. I’m sorry this happened. I know your family lives in those barracks on the outskirts of town. I can imagine you’re nervous about fitting in here. I just want you to remember something.” He paused for a moment, stood, walked to the front of his desk, and put his hand on my father’s shoulder. “You. Belong. Here.” My father looked up at him with a combination of shock, relief, and amazement.

In that moment Mr. Sims had lifted what felt like a thousand-pound weight off my father’s chest. Mr. Sims then repeated himself, “Francisco, you belong here. I care about your success. You have every right to be here.” Then and there, he took my father and drove him to a shoe store. He bought my father a brand-new pair of Buster Brown shoes. My father, to this day, leaps with excitement and enthusiasm when he describes them: “They were beautiful! I’d never had new shoes before. I treated them like gold. They were so precious to me.” From then on, my father worked hard to show up to school and make Mr. Sims proud. Knowing that someone cared about him and his success and wanted him to be there made all the difference. And Mr. Sims, keeping his word, continued to look out for my father and his siblings. He secured them with support.

My father was forever changed by Mr. Sims. In fact, because of him, my father went on to put himself through college working nights as a janitor in order to pursue his master’s degree in education and eventually worked as a district administrator for migrant education. Just like Mr. Sims, he made it a point to make every child he encountered feel like he or she had someone to turn to for support. Later, he and my mom started their own after-school character education enrichment program that teaches children such things as social justice, interpersonal skills, and collaboration. They have helped thousands of lives and even were granted a California State Proclamation for their work. A huge reason that all of this happened was because of my father’s fateful encounter with Mr. Sims, who made him feel as though he belonged, that he did not need to apologize for being himself, and that he had support.

Even though I never got the chance to meet Mr. Sims, I too have been impacted by his compassion. I’ve dedicated my career to scaling my impact toward the service of supporting others. As mentioned in the Introduction of this book, most recent job was building and overseeing a global network of more than 1,500 leadership coaches across the world for a leadership development company. In 2018, at the inaugural BetterUp coach conference in Philadelphia, I sat in a large circle with them, and many wept with me as I shared the story of Mr. Sims and how it has impacted my father, me, and hundreds of other lives since. In this precious and profound moment, we shared our humanness, because we all could relate to the feeling of wanting and needing to belong and to have support, no matter where in the world each of us was from. These amazing world-class leadership coaches who span the globe now provide support and promote belonging with each person they coach—that’s thousands upon thousands of lives. It is my belief that each generation must work to keep the core capability of human connection alive and flourishing through the personal pulse practice of securing support. While most of us know that it is important to build networks for career purposes, steady-pulse people make it a priority to consistently grow and nurture their community in very distinct and strategic ways. They understand that while honoring their unique talents is important, equally important is sharing those gifts with the greater whole. They know that securing support is as much about being a helper as it is about being helped. Finally, they recognize that connectedness is a key factor in sustaining their personal pulse and success.

THE DANGERS OF GOING IT ALONE

Teamwork begins by building trust. And the only way to do that is to overcome our need for invulnerability.

—Patrick Lencioni

Colin, a partner at a midsized law firm, sighed deeply before smiling anxiously at me via the computer screen. “I know, Dr. J,” he said, “but I was raised to be independent. People will think that I’m not handling this well if I let them know that things get really hard at times. I need to be a leader for my team and colleagues, I can’t come across as weak. It’ll freak them out.” Four months ago, Colin’s husband was diagnosed with stage 3 cancer. He is a father of two, attempting to balance caring for his partner, his children, and his team. A fiercely independent soul and admired leader, his teammates and colleagues have come to regard him as the rock of the firm. I find myself worried about his lack of support, which is basically his mother-in-law and two acquaintances from his former marathon training group. Most others in his life, even colleagues he’s closest to and spends the most time with, vaguely know his husband is sick, but they don’t know the extent to which this has impacted Colin’s life in every way possible. For this reason, I compassionately challenge him.

“I hear you. I hear you worry about your team. You want to protect them and your colleagues from the pain you’re experiencing. That is admirable. You want to be strong for them, just like you want to be strong for your daughters during this time.”

“Yes. Exactly. I’m the foundation. If I break, everyone will crumble.” His voice is strong with conviction.

“You’re so skilled at taking care of everyone else, but who is taking care of you right now? Can you alone keep yourself from crumbling?” We sit in silence together as the weight of this question sinks in. A flicker of sadness crosses his face before he quickly looks down, attempting to compose himself, to push his desire for help away. I go on, “Colin, I want you to pretend that your daughter is your age, that she’s in the exact same situation as you, that she is sitting across from you and she just told you what you told me. What would you say to her? Speak as though she’s sitting right here with you.” There’s another long pause before he responds.

“I’d say . . . I’m sorry this is happening to you. I wish I could take this away from you. If I could, I would. I wish you would tell me more about how you’re really doing. I feel helpless because I don’t know. Like me, I’m sure that your colleagues are worried for you and they want to help but don’t want to intrude. You don’t have to face this alone right now. You don’t. I can help you carry the burden. You don’t have to worry about crumbling.” I hold space for him and his words as we sit together connected in a long silence.

“Colin, thank you for this. I’m sincerely moved by your vulnerability in this moment. I know that wasn’t easy for you. Thank you for your courage. Thank you for trusting me.” I then further reinforce his heartfelt statement, “That weight you’re carrying, you would never ask anyone else to carry that alone, right?” He shakes his head no. I go on, “So, to summarize what I heard you say to your daughter: if things get heavy, she’s allowed to ask others to help her hold it for a while. That it is okay to share and to ask for support. Is that right?”

“Yeah. That’s right. I would never ask her to carry this alone,” he says, nodding his head as his face softens. “So I guess that is unfair to expect that of myself. I want to be her role model.”

• • •

How often do you worry about seeming needy or being rejected if you reach out for help when you need it? To isolate when you’re struggling? To worry about being too much for others? Of not wanting to bother people because they have their own stuff going on? For Colin, his ability to be independent and help others was a significant strength, but it had become a strength in excess, preventing him from relying on others. Not only did he find himself without support in times of struggle, but his closest colleagues whom he’d known and supported for years (which it turns out were extremely worried about him) also were not being given the opportunity to make a difference. Colin is not alone in leaning into the amplification of self-sufficiency. Many of us are conditioned to equate needing others with neediness. When you buy into the myth of solo success and resist asking for help when you need it, you take on all the burden while also depriving those who would like to help you of the opportunity to do so.

Ultimately, when we attempt to go it alone, we are asking ourselves to leave our humanness at the door. The myth of solo success tells us that asking for help, talking about vulnerabilities, or admitting that we’re lonely is shameful; that if we achieved something great, it wasn’t a legitimate success because it required a team; that needing others is a weakness, not a type of powerful interdependence in which we can rely on others and others can rely on us; that self-reliance is somehow more honorable and valuable than group reliance. These dangerous messages can also encourage us to instead focus on ourselves, to look out for number one at all costs, to attempt to grin and bear it through struggles, to endeavor to come up with novel solutions on our own.

In reality, this type of self-focus can actually make you less resilient in the face of failure or challenge, less innovative, and lonelier. When you try to go it alone, you can miss critical blind spots, curtail your actual potential, and wear yourself down in the process. Research has found self-focus to be strongly associated with negative emotions such as anxiety.12 Furthermore, because the myth of solo success communicates to us that technical competence is more important than social-emotional competence, it can result in us putting much less investment into interpersonal endeavors and skills. This, combined with a heavy dose of self-focus, can render us ill-equipped to form meaningful connections. Eventually, through this mindset, we can unintentionally end up digging a self-imposed moat of separation between ourselves and others. This is the downside of going it alone.

Overvaluing achievement over attachment in today’s world of work, where workplace loneliness is high, can be harmful for your personal pulse and work performance. In a survey of 10,441 adults online, Cigna’s “Loneliness and the Workplace 2020 U.S. Report” found that

•   More than one in three workers report feeling a general sense of emptiness or disconnection from others when they are at work.

•   Thirty-nine percent of workers feel the need to hide their true self when they go to work.

•   One in ten employed Americans say that they never interact with people through in-person conversations or meetings at work, and 61 percent get in-person interaction for less than an hour to up to two hours per day.

We spend a significant part of time at work, and over the course of a lifetime, this adds up to a massive portion of our waking lives. Personal relationships at work are an integral part of our lives. Your daily interactions with your most immediate colleagues directly impacts the foundation of your experience. Consequently, if you find yourself without secure interpersonal connection and support at work, you are bound to feel lonely, especially when faced with the inevitability of life stress or challenge. The repercussions of this are compelling. Cigna’s 2020 report found that lonely workers take double the number of sick days a year compared with nonlonely workers. They also miss five times more days of work due to stress compared with workers who are not lonely. Additionally, workers who feel disconnected and lonely are less engaged and productive than those who are not feeling as lonely. Not only this, but lonely workers also say that they think about quitting their job more than twice as often as nonlonely workers.13

The relationship between loneliness and burnout can become reciprocal. When we feel exhausted, cynical, and inefficient, it increases our risk for isolation because these feelings make it more challenging to reach out to others. This can lead to loneliness, which, in turn, can further decrease your capacity for resilience and, ultimately, your personal pulse.

The bottom line is that in order to sustain your success over the long haul, you need to secure support. Just because you’re able to survive without support doesn’t mean that it is effective, necessary, or conducive to enduring success. Just as the Coast Redwoods create a steadfast system of support that keeps them rooted for centuries, it is important to lean into your biological need for connection. As a Tanzanian proverb states, “If you want to go fast, go alone; if you want to go far, go together.”

THE THREE B’S OF SECURE SUPPORT

While it may seem like securing support is as simple as finding others to be around, it can be much more complex and challenging in today’s world. Finding connection isn’t automatically built into our way of living as it was in the past—we no longer live in the same village for many generations, we’re less likely to join rotary and civic clubs, and small everyday interactions (such as going to the bank) are becoming less common because of technology-enabled conveniences. Moreover, today’s always-on-and-connected world of work can easily leave you working at your computer completely alone and getting distracted often, not to mention physically and mentally exhausted. This creates an environment that makes it increasingly difficult to tend to and nurture the interpersonal connections we need.

Loneliness doesn’t target a specific personality group such as introverts or extroverts—it can affect anyone. No one is immune to loneliness. But just because loneliness affects everyone, securing support is not a one-size-fits-all formula. Contrary to popular belief, loneliness doesn’t come down to the quantity of one’s relationships; it comes down to how much support you perceive you have. In other words, feeling lonely and being alone are two different things. Another misconception about securing support is that it comes from deep connections only, whereas research shows us that people who have social networks that consist of both surface-level and deep relationships experience less loneliness than those who have only established close-knit relationships.14

As you can see, when you dig a bit deeper into what it means to secure support for sustained success, it is a much more nuanced practice than you might think. But the tradeoff for taking the time to create and fine-tune your support system is more than worth it.

A growing body of research indicates that there exists a positive relationship between social support and job satisfaction, performance, and retention. Studies demonstrate that social connections play an important role in nurturing a sense of purpose and well-being in the workplace.15 Research has also found that support from leaders and coworkers can have a positive effect on workers’ reported job satisfaction.16 In a large meta-analysis examining coworker effects on employee perceptions, attitudes, and performance, researchers Dan Chiaburu and David Harrison found a positive relationship between coworker support and job performance, job involvement, and commitment to one’s organization.17 Studies have also found that higher levels of social support are significantly and negatively associated with burnout and positively associated with job satisfaction and productivity.18 Additionally, research has discovered that workers reporting higher levels of social support are less likely to quit or stay absent from work.19

The World Health Organization defines health as “a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity.”20 Typically, when we think of health, we focus on physical and mental well-being and not as much on social wellness. While our new world of work may present hurdles to connection and push us to prioritize productivity over personal connection, tending to your social support system is a core component in ensuring sustained success and a strong personal pulse. Steady-pulse individuals maximize their social wellness by thoughtfully nurturing social structures that lead them with secure support.

Technology may have accelerated the pace of communication, but it hasn’t excluded the need to focus on what makes us human first and foremost: connection, altruism, and healthy relationships. Through the three B’s of secure support—belonging, breadth, and boundaries—you can intentionally and strategically secure support in a personalized way to help you maintain your personal pulse.

Belonging: Act with Compassion

We make a living by what we get. We make a life by what we give.

—Winston Churchill

My parents blessed me with the name Jacinta Maria Lema Jiménez. The first name is pronounced “Jah-seen-tah,” and my last name is pronounced “He-men-ez”—two J’s, two different pronunciations for each. A perfect name for me, a name that also encapsulates who I am: a biracial female who strongly identifies with her Latinx heritage. For a very long time, however, I considered my name anything but a blessing. Growing up, I was upset that my parents gave me a name that made me feel so different, a name that immediately indicated to anyone with whom I was interacting that I’m ethnic. Mostly, I hated that name because of the way it made others feel so uncomfortable as people tried to pronounce it. And believe me, many people with whom I interacted outside of my close-knit community of Santa Cruz, California, could not say my name on their first try. Even my maternal grandmother could not pronounce my name, so she decided that she would call me Cindy, that is, until my eleventh birthday, when I had a fit and demanded that she call me by my real name. Eventually, my childhood nickname became Cinta, which was much simpler to pronounce.

On reflection, I held a lot of shame because of this; I didn’t quite know what I was feeling at that age, but I knew it didn’t feel right. I soon began to learn that it was my burden and my problem when others would hear my name and immediately feel uncomfortable. I’ve even had a few folks approach me and say, “Jah-seen-tah? Why are you Americanizing your name? Do you even speak Spanish?” At that point, I would explain to them that my given first name is a Portuguese pronunciation and then reassure them that my last name is fully Mexican and uses the “He” sound. Then I’d usually follow that explanation with a story about how my father’s family were migrant farm laborers. That usually did the trick in reassuring them that I wasn’t “whitewashing” myself. It felt like I was always having to qualify my name, my race, my identity in many areas of my life.

Given all of this, being accepted as an undergraduate at Stanford University was thrilling but also tremendously anxiety producing. I was incredibly nervous about where I would fit in. My background felt so different from that of many of the students at this world-renowned academic institution. Much to my relief, my time there became one of my most profound experiences of belonging. I found a community in the student center of El Centro Chicano and especially in the Unidas Club, a group of Latinas on campus that was dedicated to supporting one another and giving back to the community. It didn’t matter that my first name was pronounced with a “Jah” sound, that my Spanish wasn’t perfect, or that my family’s background was unique; it was recognized that the Hispanic community is not a monolith. For the first time, I felt as though I didn’t have to qualify who I was or cover parts of myself to fit in. Much like the feeling my father described when Mr. Sims gave him the gift of belonging, I too felt like a thousand-pound weight had been lifted off my chest. This freed up tremendous mental and physical energy to fully invest in my academic pursuits, ultimately empowering me to graduate with academic distinction, winning the Stanford Chicano/Latino Senior Award for academic excellence. This experience opened my eyes and imprinted on me the immense benefits that true belonging can produce.

Throughout my time in academia and in the technology and business sectors, I’ve seen very few (if any) executive leaders or professors who were like me. I’ve been told to “go fetch me some water” by another speaker at an event where I was also speaking. I’ve been asked “where did all the good old American names go?” by a person in power who was struggling to pronounce Jacinta. I’ve struggled with imposter syndrome. I often have felt like I don’t belong. Given this, a big part of my professional mission is to help organizations foster belonging and inclusion. In a time when loneliness is becoming an epidemic, providing places of community and building cultures of belonging are more important than ever.

Social exclusion is painful. We see this reflected in our language (“they hurt my feelings” or “she broke my heart”). The pain that we experience doesn’t just happen on an emotional level; it turns out that the experience of interpersonal exclusion shares a common biological basis in the brain with real physical pain. In 2003, UCLA neuroscientists Naomi Eisenberger and Matt Lieberman conducted an experiment to examine areas of the brain that become activated when people feel excluded. What they found is that a network of brain regions involved in registering physical pain—including the anterior cingulate cortex and the insula—tracks social pain as well.21 Following this discovery, Eisenberger and Lieberman conducted another study to examine whether some of the same factors that reduce physical pain might also alleviate social pain. Their findings revealed that people taking acetaminophen (Tylenol) following the experience of hurt feelings felt less daily social pain than those who took a placebo pill.22 This doesn’t mean that you should take Tylenol every time you feel lonely; there are other ways to enhance belonging to buffer against this, which I’ll outline shortly.

Most of us know what it is like to be snubbed by a coworker, to not be included in a critical work project that involves “only the important and necessary people,” or to join a conversation with coworkers only to have them look at you and go silent. Social exclusion can result from any situation in which you come away feeling ignored, overlooked, excluded, or unacknowledged. Even if these seem like small acts, the impact of social exclusion can have a detrimental impact on you personally and professionally.

Exclusion has been linked to self-defeating behaviors23 and decreased levels of self-regulation24 and may actually be worse for physical and mental well-being than bullying. Research conducted by Jane O’Reilly, associate professor of organizational behavior and human resources at the Telfer School of Management, and her colleagues found that socially excluded employees had less job commitment, less job satisfaction, increased physiologic signs of distress (including headaches, back pains, and muscle tension), and increased psychological withdrawal.25 Perhaps one of the most compelling aspects of this study’s findings is that compared with harassment or bullying, ostracism is more strongly and negatively related to a sense of belonging and to measures of employee well-being and work-related attitudes.

On the flip side, the benefits of belonging can be tremendous. A study conducted by some of my colleagues from BetterUp, including Evan Carr, Andrew Reece, Gabriella Kellerman, and chief executive officer Alexi Robichaux, examined the measurable value of belonging in the workplace. This study surveyed 1,789 full-time U.S. workers spanning a variety of industries. This research team also conducted a series of experiments with more than 2,000 live participants with the specific intention of measuring and observing the effects of social exclusion. The results from these efforts revealed that high belonging is correlated with a 56 percent increase in job performance, a 50 percent decrease in turnover risk, and a 75 percent reduction in sick days. The study also found that employees who feel a higher sense of workplace belonging are 167 percent more likely to recommend their company as a great place to work, receive 18 times more promotions, and are rewarded with double the raises.26

Given these research findings, it quickly becomes evident that having a strong sense of belonging at work can drastically decrease your chances for burnout. When we feel an authentic sense of belonging, our ability to focus, self-regulate, and perform improves. Our mood, immune function, and overall well-being also increase. In combination, these things make up an incredible set of adversity buffers that help you to be more resilient in the face of obstacles. Furthermore, belonging reduces the physical burden of emotional labor. Having to put extra energy into showing up at work with a smile on your face despite feeling disconnected and unseen is a heavy weight that can contribute to burnout.27 When we feel a sense of belonging, we are freed of this.

Garnering the benefits of belonging isn’t just about how you benefit from the experience of belonging; it is also about how you contribute to a culture of belonging with your colleagues. You get a lot of positive things from giving, one of which is a helper’s high. Think of the last time you did something for someone out of compassion—it felt pretty good, right? That’s because when you do good, your body releases “feel good” endorphins that give you a natural high as a way to reward and reinforce prosocial behavior. Not only this, but the more generous you are, the more influence and respect you gain.28 That’s right—fostering a sense of belonging with others at work yields performance benefits. Research has shown that acts of altruism actually increase your status within a group—nice people really do finish first!29

The same way subtle acts of exclusion can be detrimental to one’s personal pulse, subtle acts of compassion can help encourage belongingness in your workplace. This is because our emotions, both negative and positive, can be just as contagious as a virus. As we witnessed the speed at which COVID-19 spread throughout the world, we also observed various emotions such as anxiety and empathy spread globally as well. This spread of emotion from one person to another is what psychologists refer to as emotional contagion. Specifically, you have an interconnected network of cells in your brain that makes up the mirror neuron system (MNS), which observes other people’s body language, facial expressions, and even vocal tones. The MNS activates the parts of your brain that reflect the other person’s behaviors. Research has shown that this generally happens to us on a subconscious level.30 For example, one study exposed participants to images of various facial expressions for a mere thirty milliseconds at a time (so fast that that you wouldn’t have time to consciously recognize them). This study found that participants displayed increased electrical activity in the muscles needed to mimic the faces to which they’d been exposed.31 Another great example of this is a research study that found that when participants listen to an emotionally neutral speech delivered in either a happy or a sad tone, whichever mood the speaker was conveying went “viral” among participants.32

Understanding how emotional contagion works not only increases your awareness of the negative spread of it but also empowers you to use positive emotion contagion as a powerful tool to stimulate workplace belonging. Research has indicated that it only takes one group member to “infect” the rest of the group with a positive mood. Sigal Barsade, a professor at the Wharton School, studies emotional contagion and its influence on group behavior. A study she published in 2002 found that positive emotion contagion group members experience an increase in positive mood, improved cooperation, less interpersonal conflict, and even more equitable decision making.33

Steady-pulse individuals understand that through emotional contagion, they have the power to spread the conditions for belonging by acting with compassion. In other words, they recognize that compassion can be contagious. Why compassion? Compassion is an emotional response that involves a desire to act in order to help. Like empathy, compassion involves feeling and relating to another’s feelings; however, compassion goes beyond the feeling of empathy through action. In essence, compassion is empathy in action. Thupten Jinpa Langri, a Tibetan Buddhist scholar, former monk, and the principal English translator to the Dalai Lama since 1985, defines compassion as having three main elements. First, there is the thinking component (“I understand you”), second is the feeling component (“I feel for you”), and third is the motivational component (“I want to help you”). When you respond with compassionate action (caring for, being interested in, and consciously including colleagues), you are fostering conditions for belonging. Compassion creates connection, takes us away from our self-focus, increases collaboration, and ultimately promotes trust. As one would expect, studies have found that for companies in which compassion prevails, employees demonstrate reduced stress and more job satisfaction.34
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After my coaching client Colin decided to confide in his closest colleagues about his feeling of overwhelm in response to his husband’s battle with cancer, his coworkers compassionately responded. They ended up volunteering to cook for his family. Every week, one of them would show up at the office with a cooler with prepared meals. As a result, Colin and his colleagues ultimately all became much closer, securing support from one another. Colin’s humanness wasn’t left at his workplace’s door; it was invited into his workplace, and it was acknowledged and responded to with compassion. I dream of a world where magic moments of belonging such as this are promoted every day by everyday people in the context of work. In a time when loneliness is an epidemic and differences have the potential to leave us divided and disconnected, we desperately need more belonging. This isn’t just about random acts of kindness. This is about the intentional effort to employ compassionate practices to increase connection. Best of all, by doing so, you also create more belonging for yourself as well. In the words of Robert Kennedy, “Each time a man stands up for an ideal, or acts to improve the lot of others, or strikes out against injustice, he sends forth a tiny ripple of hope, and crossing each other from a million different centers of energy and daring those ripples build a current which can sweep down the mightiest walls of oppression and resistance.”35 Through the compassionate act of buying my father those Buster Brown shoes, Mr. Sims sent out a ripple of compassion that continues to expand far beyond my father. You can do this too.

HOW TO BUILD COMPASSION

If you want to reap the benefits of belonging, become a belonging champion and strengthen your compassion skill set. Research suggests that not only can you learn to be more compassionate but that learning compassion can actually produce lasting changes in how you think and act. The benefits range from a decrease in stress hormones and inflammation36 to increased empathy37 and more resilience.38 This practice can also provide lasting improvements in your happiness and self-esteem,39 as well as more gains in the perception of social connection.40

One way to flex your compassion muscles is by practicing a compassion meditation. Compassion meditations typically involve repeating phrases that express caring sentiments and intentions. One of the most highly researched compassion meditations is called the loving kindness meditation (LKM). This meditation focuses on developing feelings of goodwill, kindness, and comfort toward others.41 Emma Seppälä, science director of Stanford University’s Center for Compassion and Altruism Research and Education, and her colleague, Cendri Hutcherson, examined the impact of LKM on happiness and the brain. Their findings show that LKM improves well-being and feelings of connection “over and above other positive-affect inductions” in under ten minutes, even in beginner meditators.42 How often should you practice this? Research by Barbara Fredrickson, professor of psychology at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, suggests that practicing this type of meditation each week on a consistent basis over time produces increases in daily experiences of positive emotions, which, in turn, produce an increase in mindfulness and social support.43 You can find wonderful LKM recordings led by Seppälä and Fredrickson online.

Ideally, carve out a small timeslot (even a five-minute break at work is fine) to consistently practice this meditation at the same time each day, if possible. If you’re unable to listen to a recording, here are steps for a micro-LKM script:

1.   Choose a comfortable place with minimal distractions.

2.   Close your eyes, take three deep breaths, and repeat the following: May I be happy, may I be safe, may I be healthy, may I live with ease.

3.   Now think of someone you love or a group of people you spend time with every day. Keeping these people in mind, repeat the following words to yourself several times in silence with complete awareness: May you be happy, may you be safe, may you be healthy, may you live with ease.

4.   Once you have finished repeating these words, end the session (still keeping these people in mind) by saying: May we be happy, may we be safe, may we be healthy, may we live with ease.

Another way to practice compassion is by implementing and practicing the CARE behaviors: candid conversations, awareness of your colleagues’ needs, respect for your coworkers’ differences, and empathic understanding followed up with action.

I suggest making an intentional commitment to look for opportunities to create belonging for someone else at work on a weekly basis. Be sure to follow these three steps to make this a reality:

1.   Work to understand the unique challenges the person may be experiencing (I understand you).

2.   Empathize with the person by putting yourself in his or her shoes (I feel for you).

3.   Consider various ways to help the person through action (I want to help you).

Here are some practical examples of belonging behaviors fueled by compassionate action in the workplace:

•   You notice a colleague looking stressed, so you seek that person out to check in to see how he, she, or they are doing, if he, she, or they would like to talk, or if you can help in some way.

•   A teammate tells you that he, she, or they are having a tough time solving a project roadblock that has been weighing on them, so you offer to help brainstorm alternative pathways.

•   You observe that someone is quieter than normal in meetings, so you check in with that person.

•   You notice that a coworker is nervous about an upcoming presentation. You ask if there is anything you can do to help, such as listening to that colleague talk and providing feedback.

•   You realize that a teammate isn’t getting as much talking time as others in a meeting. You make space for that team member to contribute to the conversation.

Breadth: Diversify Your Network

I believe you need a diverse set of viewpoints to see the opportunities that others are missing.

—Reid Hoffman

Take a moment to reflect on the people with whom you spend the most time. How close to you are they in age, gender identity, race, socioeconomic status, culture, education level, political views, sexual orientation, physical ability, industry, and lifestyle? If your network doesn’t have a lot of breadth to it, you’re not alone. As you may recall from Chapter 2, it’s human nature to avoid uncertainty. Consequently, we favor the familiar and surround ourselves with others who share our interests, views, and life experience. This is referred to as the similarity bias—the tendency to like others who resemble us in some way. In fact, a 2018 study found that 21 percent of Americans reported “never or seldom” interacting with someone of a different ethnicity or race. Fewer than half (46 percent) of respondents reported frequently interacting with someone from a different background through their friendship group.44

The new world of work presents us with hyperconnectivity and globalization, which necessitate intercultural intelligence and the ability to function effectively across diverse settings, dimensions, and people in order to be comfortable with new ideas and information, to be adaptable and flexible, and to be aware of new changes, advances, and ideas. When you surround yourself with people possessing a breadth of viewpoints and experiences, the upside quickly becomes substantial. A diverse and expanded network gives you access to more opportunities and people. The more diversity in your network, the greater is the chance that you will be exposed to new ideas and thinking. By the same token, the wider the variety of people in your network, the greater is the chance for your ideas to be improved by others. You’re also more likely to encounter overlapping connectors that link you with people you would have never encountered otherwise. Perhaps most important, engaging with others unlike you naturally lends to increasing both your adaptability and your cognitive flexibility (your ability to switch between thinking about two different concepts and/or thinking about multiple concepts simultaneously). And, as you may not be surprised to learn, people with higher levels of adaptability and cognitive flexibility tend to be more resilient and less likely to experience burnout—as singer Ani Difranco puts it, “What doesn’t bend, breaks.”45

Even though seeking out relationships with people who are different from you may bring up feelings of discomfort, surrounding yourself with people who are the same as you can lead to rigidity and stagnation because conformity and groupthink can easily take over. Groupthink, coined by psychologist Janis Irving, is the psychological drive for consensus at any cost that suppresses dissent and consideration of alternatives in groups. Of course, groupthink has its advantages: everyone feels comfortable, there’s no risk of interpersonal tension, and it’s easy. Unfortunately, it can also suppress the interpersonal conditions needed for creativity and innovation, leaving you with an echo chamber of perspectives. If you’re with people who think the same as you, what you end up with is more of the same. Given the growing complexity of the new world of work, frequently reevaluating your skills, flexing your thinking, and increasing your adaptability are key. Being around others who are different from you pushes you to do just this—you are challenged to step out of your comfort zone to consider varying viewpoints while also gathering invaluable knowledge, perspectives, and skills.

In addition to increased cognitive flexibility and adaptability, having a breadth of people can help you avoid falling into the infamous expert trap. Sydney Finkelstein, a professor at the Tuck School of Business at Dartmouth College, has found that expertise can actually impede performance by causing you to be overconfident in your ability to solve problems in different areas. It can also cause you to be less curious about new developments in your field. Breaking up the homogeneity in your network can help you to become more aware of your own potential biases or entrenched ways of thinking that can prevent you from recognizing key information. These biases, if left unchecked, can lead you to make errors in decision-making processes and ultimately lead to stagnation. There is a reason why research finds that employees from diverse backgrounds and worldviews make our workplaces more innovative and profitable.46

Before you go and attempt to forge deep connections with a large and diverse network, it is important to recognize that network breadth also includes having a range in the depth of connections you have with others as well. While having solid ties with people with whom you have a strong affinity is important, don’t underestimate the value of weak ties. Weak ties are acquaintances, such as the friendly barista at your local coffee shop who knows your first name, other dog owners whom you see regularly at your dog park, the Facebook friend from high school whom you haven’t seen in person since your last reunion, or the other yogis who frequent your 8 a.m. yoga class. While it is easy to think that these types of low-depth interactions couldn’t possibly provide value, sociologist and Stanford University professor Mark Granovetter has found that these interactions not only can impact your job prospects but also can actually have a positive effect on your well-being47 by serving to increase your sense of belonging to a community. A weak tie with someone can act as a bridge to an area where you most likely don’t have access to the same people and information that your weak tie does. Ultimately, when it comes to building a network, steady-pulse individuals make sure to diversify their networks by investing in both strong and weak ties. Through this effort, they are able to bridge many different networks, ultimately creating a compounding advantage and reach that sets them up for both a steady personal pulse and sustained success.

You’d be surprised by just how much the mindsets that you garner from both your personal and professional networks influence you. Who you surround yourself with affects how you think, behave, respond, and show up as an individual. Being aware of the networks you are part of and being intentional about the diversity of those networks will require you to enter into your stretch zone. In so doing, this effort will advance your growth because you will be challenged to reflect on yourself, learn about others, and expand your views, experiences, and mental models of the world.

HOW TO CREATE MORE NETWORK BREADTH

The first step in generating increased network breadth is to map out your circles of support. As you can see in the following figure, your circle of support is made of a varying range of connections from strong to weak ties. Circle 1 represents people who are closest to you. These are the people you trust and lean on the most. Circle 2 consists of people who aren’t in your inner circle but still are there for you through good and bad times. Circle 3 consists of people with whom you have regular social interactions but who aren’t necessarily your confidants. Circle 4 consists of acquaintances—these can be your yoga teacher, doctor, hairdresser, or other parents you see often at your child’s day-care pickup.
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Starting from the inner circle, begin to write down the names and descriptions of the various people in your life. Feel free to write down institutions such as church, a sports league, or a social interest group that you’re part of as well.

The second step begins once you have completed your circle-of-support map. Take a moment to examine it closely. Specifically, take inventory of how diverse your network is. Ask yourself

•   What type(s) of diversity may be lacking in my network the most? Is it age, gender identity, sexual orientation, country of origin, physical ability/disability, political views, religion, work industry, race, education level, or something else?

•   Are there people who are different from me in my circles 1 and 2?

We begin the third step by focusing on the gaps you find in your current network. Write down a plus sign (+) next to anyone with whom you’d like to build a closer relationship. Now that you have mapped all the relationships, the final step is to brainstorm ways in which you can not only narrow the relationship gap between you and your “plus” people but also add more breadth to your circles of support. Be sure to write down all your ideas.

The final step requires you to rank your ideas from least difficult to most difficult. Start with the least difficult item first; then use your Pace for Performance toolkit to begin putting these ideas into practice. The following table is an example.

Additional Tips for Enhancing Your Network’s Breadth

•   Practice network oscillation. Researchers Ronald Burt and Jennifer Merluzzi examined why some people have more success with their networks than others and found that the most successful people move in and out of close- and weak-tie networks consistently over time.48 They refer to this pattern as network oscillation. The idea here is that spending time deeply engaged with a group allows you to develop specialized information. Then, by reaching out to new contacts outside of your circle 1 and 2 groups, you can gain access to a breadth of ideas that enable you to stay relevant. Finally, by taking these ideas back to your strong-tie group, you can continue to add value and new learning opportunities.

Network Breadth Brainstorming Worksheet
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•   Create a personal board of advisors. While you’ve probably been told multiple times in your professional career that you need a mentor, I’d like to challenge this notion. In the new world of work, you don’t need a single mentor—you need a diverse group of thought partners. Just as Kipchoge enlisted a range of different people to help in executing his record-breaking run, you too should consider seeking out multiple mentors. Gathering an unofficial board of advisors with diverse experiences will ultimately empower you to get access to more well-rounded guidance. Research shows that companies that have more diversity on their boards of directors have better results.49 In the same way, having more diversity on your personal board of advisors will help you to keep your pulse steady, both personally and professionally. The great thing about having a personal board of advisors is that it does not have to be a formal mentorship arrangement. Just find four people who can help provide insight based on their various skills and backgrounds, and set up times to meet with each of them quarterly.

•   Break free of your social habits. If you were to make a behavioral map of your day or week, recording where you went, who you were with, and what you did, it wouldn’t take long for you to realize that you tend to stay very narrowly within your everyday life routines. Although this provides certainty and efficiency, it is not very conducive to meeting new people or encountering new experiences. By changing your daily routines (going to lunch in a different neighborhood or getting your morning coffee at a different café), you’re building in more opportunities to encounter a breadth of people and interactions.

Boundaries: Set Values-Backed Boundary Rules

Never give from the depths of your well, but from your overflow.

—Rumi

“Sometimes I just want to say to everyone: Leave. Me. Alone! I’m tired. I just need some time to focus,” my client, Johan, says to me. He looks tired. His stone-gray eyes exude fatigue with deep red bloodshot veins framed by dark circles below and swollen eyelids on top. We’re discussing yet another relationship that Johan is trying to make sense of. He has told me variations on this same interpersonal theme before: He gives to others. He enjoys this. It feels good to him. But over time, he becomes exhausted and eventually resentful.

I look at him with a mix of concern and empathy as I say, “I can see that you’re very tired, Johan. I’m so sorry that you’ve found yourself here again. What do you think I’m going to say to you?”

He smiles to himself, knowingly. “You’re probably going to point out that I’ve been like this before.” He pauses for a second, looking down to think. “Then you’re going to challenge me to examine how I’ve once again found myself in the exact conditions I say I don’t want.”

“Your awareness is increasing,” I say. “You have choice in your experience of others.”

Does Johan’s story resonate with you? Do you find giving to be rewarding but over time notice yourself consumed with feelings of exhaustion and resentment, not even realizing it until it’s happened? With good intentions, we can easily fall into the trap of wanting to be everything for everyone. I get it. None of us wants to be seen as disagreeable or labeled as “difficult” or “selfish.” We may not want to deal with how we feel when we disappoint others. We may have learned from childhood that our role is to make others happy, and we may like the praise we get from helping others. We may also believe that caring means giving of ourselves without considering our own needs.

Often, when we hear the word boundary, we think of maintaining separateness. However, boundaries are not that black and white. Rather, they work to facilitate relationships through a set of rules. These rules ultimately enable us to navigate both personal and professional relationships in ways that maximize healthy and fulfilling connection. People with healthy boundaries can say “no” to others when they want to, but they are also comfortable opening themselves up to close relationships and giving.

Boundaries exist on a continuum. On the far-left side of the continuum are rigid boundaries. This is when you set strict rules that are inflexible. In the middle of the continuum are clear boundaries. This is when you set defined rules that still allow for flexibility. Finally, on the far-right side of the continuum are fuzzy boundaries. This is when you don’t really have a clear set of rules. The following figure illustrates this continuum.
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Creating healthy boundaries is critical for maintaining a steady personal pulse because it enables you to say “yes” to the things that matter. It is about acting, giving, and receiving in ways that align with your values. By intentionally setting and enforcing limits, you can maintain your self-respect while also establishing healthy relationship dynamics. All of this goes to ensure that the connections in which you find yourself are ones that will secure you with meaningful support.

Even though we logically know such sayings as “You can’t pour from an empty cup” and “Put your oxygen mask on before assisting others,” when it comes to relationships, many of us haven’t put these ideas into practice with intentionality. If you don’t take the time to establish and thoughtfully articulate your boundaries, it is nearly impossible for you to hold others accountable for violating them. Take, for example, the time and attention you give to investing, spending, and protecting your finances. Probably a fair amount, right? And if someone asked you for your ATM password, that would feel like a direct boundary violation, right? But have you put the same amount of effort toward clearly defining your boundary-related rules for work? The following table lists other common types of boundaries to consider in the context of work. As you read through this list, I challenge you to consider how much clarity you have around boundaries related to each of these three areas.
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If you noticed that you don’t have very clearly defined guiding rules for each set of boundaries, you’re not alone. Most of us have a general sense of what we do and do not want, but fewer of us have explicit rules outlined for ourselves. The problem with this is that a lack of clear boundaries leaves you susceptible to being caught off guard in response to impromptu asks. In fact, research suggests that a significant amount of helping in the workplace (75–90 percent) is in response to ad hoc requests.50

Klodiana Lanaj, associate professor in the Management Department of the Warrington College of Business at the University of Florida, has conducted research on how responding to requests for help affects helpers. For three consecutive work weeks, she and her colleagues used a daily diary to gather data from employees about their helping behaviors. The study found that those who responded more to requests for help from coworkers experienced greater amounts of energy depletion, decreased ability to focus, and more difficulty with emotion management. Even more alarming was their finding that those who helped multiple times throughout the day were left with a “helping hangover” of sorts—they were left depleted into the next morning (even if they had gotten rest in the evening).51

So, I know that in the first of the three B’s of secure support, belonging, I spoke about the importance of engaging in compassionate actions for the sake of connection and helping. Now, all of a sudden, in this third B, I’m talking about boundaries. While the two suggestions may seem at odds with one another, they’re anything but that. This is because having boundaries is actually conducive to securing healthy support and building connection through compassion. Although helping makes our jobs and our lives more meaningful while also creating more belonging in our organizations, it can also put you at risk for burnout.

When you help indiscriminately, like Johan, your efforts can lead to feelings of resentment, overload, and fatigue.52 Studies have also found that when you help without protecting yourself, you’re more likely to fall behind on your work goals and face more conflict and stress at home.53 In other words, if you don’t set boundaries, you can unintentionally give your vitality away.

Wanting to be kind and engage in compassionate action does not mean that you have to drop everything every time you’re asked for help. Remember, acting with compassion does not equal selflessness. Research has found that people who are able to offer the most support and take the most initiative, while also sustaining their contributions, are those who protect their time so that they can give to themselves too.54 This is what I like to refer to as “boundary-backed helping” (versus “boundary-less helping”). Steady-pulse individuals are able to sustain their generosity by knowing their limits. Through value-based boundaries, they determine when, who, and how they help, ultimately enabling them to sustain their energy and capacity for compassionate action over time, as the following figure shows.
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Adam Grant, organizational psychologist and bestselling author of Give and Take,55 has extensively studied what givers can do to sustain both their effectiveness and their vitality. His work further reinforces the notion that how you approach giving matters. Specifically, he and his colleagues have identified two groups of givers: selfless (helping without boundaries) and self-protective (giving within parameters).

As you may expect, Grant’s research has found that givers who are selfless and never say “no” are taken advantage of and eventually suffer from generosity burnout. As Grant and Reb Rebele, a senior research fellow for the Wharton People Analytics initiative, describe in a Harvard Business Review article: “Employees who consistently demonstrate the motivation and ability to lend a hand get ‘rewarded’ with the bulk of requests and often find themselves drowning in meetings and emails. The result is that they are at risk of burnout or attrition, their colleagues are frustrated by a lack of access to the help they need, and other employees who could be pitching in are instead sitting idle and disengaged.”56 On the flip side, givers who take the time to tap into their interests and skills when they give feel less stressed. Setting clear boundary-related rules can help you to do just that.

At the end of the day, intentionally or unintentionally, your coworkers will invade your boundaries. With the increased connectivity that comes with the new world of work, you are bound to find yourself faced with a number of potential requests and opportunities to help. By embracing a boundary-backed helping style, you can intentionally choose who, how, and when you want to help. This approach has been found to enable you to tap into your intrinsic motivation,57 ultimately leaving you more energized. In addition, by setting boundaries, not only are you letting your colleagues know your priorities, but you’re also helping them understand how you can effectively support each other.

HOW TO ESTABLISH WORK BOUNDARIES

Before we dive into the how of boundary setting, I want to emphasize that most people have a mix of different boundary types across various contexts. Furthermore, each culture has different norms and expectations when it comes to boundaries. This all just goes to say, just like each personal pulse practice outlined in this book, your boundaries need to be personalized to you, taking into account your background, experiences, beliefs, and context in which you work. Please keep this in mind as you follow the steps below.

The first step in establishing rules for your boundaries at work is to consider your values. Your values represent your highest priorities and deepest driving forces. Having your values inform your boundaries at work and beyond can help you to comingle with the values of others with whom you interact while staying true to yourself and preventing burnout. Taking into account the values listed in the following table (or other values you care about that aren’t included on this list), identify which ten values are most relevant to you in the context of work. Consider these questions to help guide your choices: Who inspires me, and what qualities do they have? What makes me feel most fulfilled? What upsets me or makes me uncomfortable? What would others need to know about me to truly understand me?
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In the second step, you will need to narrow down your values to five. To help you do this, consider grouping together words that may have similar meanings, and then choose a value that best represents the entire set of words. Write them down here:
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Now that you have your top five values identified, in the third step, you will use these words to inform your rules using the following worksheet. In the first column, write each of your values. In the second column, write down what you need based on that value. In the third column, write down things you won’t do based on this need. And in the fourth column, write down what you will do to meet this need. Here is an example of a completed values-based boundary rule chart.

Values-Based Boundary Rule Chart
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The outcome of this exercise is a clear set of values-based boundary rules. Of course, you’re going to want to test, adjust, add, and subtract rules as you go. The rules are not meant to be rigid. Rather, think of them as rules that act as anchoring points that you can flex and tweak across various contexts. I strongly recommend printing your final chart out and having it by your desk so that you can easily refer to it as needed. Like anything new, you’ll need to try these new behaviors on and see what fits and what needs to be tailored a bit more.

• • •

Before you begin to implement your newly established values-based work boundaries, I want to make sure that I spend some time giving you some tips on how to communicate your boundaries effectively. If you haven’t set clear boundaries in the past, your new behaviors may catch people off guard.

First, you don’t need to set all your boundaries at once. Just as you learned in Chapter 1, you can take it little by little, one conversation as a time. As you go, keep track of what works, gather your learning, and improve your approach accordingly as you go.

Second, when you do communicate your boundaries, it is important that you approach these conversations in a calm, clear, and specific way. Don’t feel as though you have to make the discussion about simply saying “no”; instead, you can listen to the needs and concerns of the other person and offer solutions and alternatives when appropriate.

Third, plan ahead. Think about what you want to say and how you will say it before entering into the discussion. This can help you feel more confident about your position.

Additional Tips for Boundary Setting

•   Remember that boundaries go both ways. Work to honor and respect the boundaries of others. In addition, be sure to acknowledge and thank people who honor your request to start observing your boundaries.

•   Be grateful. If someone goes out of his or her way to help you, be sure to express gratitude by sharing how that effort helped you. This can go a long way in replenishing the helper’s energy, especially when you consider that research has found that we’re less likely to express gratitude at work than anywhere else.58

•   Remember that your boundaries may initially catch others off guard. Keep in mind that others who might be accustomed to your fuzzy boundaries may not react well when you first begin to set clear boundaries.

•   Chunk your efforts. Instead of helping out here and there throughout the week, consider chunking your helping into dedicated periods of time or certain days.

•   Think before responding to asks. When asked for help, don’t just jump straight into finding a solution. Step back and assess the request first. Gather information to determine the scope, urgency, and relevance of the ask.

•   Know your why. Research has found that when you help because you believe it is important and/or you care about the person you’re helping, you’re more likely to end up feeling energized. By contrast, giving out of obligation has been linked to decreases in energy and higher levels of burnout.

•   Be strategic with your giving. Give in ways that play to your interests and strengths to preserve your energy and provide greater value.

BRINGING THE THREE B’S OF SECURE SUPPORT TOGETHER

In order to maximize the practice of securing support, I recommend gathering a few accountability partners. The best way to build belonging, breadth, and boundaries is to do it alongside a small team on which you can rely for inspiration, connection, and new ideas. Growing an interpersonal skill set takes other people. You really didn’t think I was going to suggest that you build your secure support practices without support, did you?

If possible, I recommend that you seek out one or two others to be part of your secure support syndicate. Members of your syndicate can include coworkers, friends, or simply other people who are reading this book with you. The idea is to come together as a group and go through the three B’s of secure support (belonging, breadth, and boundaries) alongside each other.

One of my clients found two close teammates who were also interested in investing more time and energy into securing further support. The group decided to meet every other week during lunch to talk about their efforts toward building their three B’s of secure support steady-pulse practices. They first started with belonging, worked on this, set personalized goals, and then reported back on their progress while learning and gathering insights from one another in the process. At each meeting, they’d each summarize any discoveries they’d made, identify areas that needed more refining, and set new goals based on this (following Chapter 1). Eventually, when they felt confident in the first B, they’d then move on to the next. Soon enough, not only did they have a fairly strong professional development connection, but they also had successfully set up personalized processes and practices to continue to invest in their interpersonal skill set.

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, research shows that emotions can be contagious. Accordingly, it is vital to find a group of people who inspire emotions and behaviors that support your goals. Following is an example of a secure support syndicate planning table to help you identify what types of goals you’d like to work on in preparation for each meeting you have together.

Secure Support Syndicate Planner
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SECURING SUPPORT IN THE NEW WORLD OF WORK

We live in a time when there are so many ways to connect, yet many people struggle with connection. As much as you may know that you’re wired to connect, as you learned in this chapter, securing support is much more complicated and nuanced than simply just building a large network of people—it requires compassionate action that promotes belonging, network diversity, and a set of healthy boundary-backed helping rules. It also requires you to let go of the myth of solo success that tells you that needing others means being needy, that accomplishment is more important than attachment, and that kindness isn’t necessary for success. This shift in being ultimately will help you to alter your thinking away from overamplification of self-sufficiency in order to see the values and virtues of interdependence.
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Evaluate Effort

THE PURPOSEFUL PILOT

Imagine you had a meaningful dream—but it was a dream that no one like you was allowed to achieve or ever had achieved before. How would you move forward in pursuit of your goal knowing that, in doing so, you’d be guaranteed to face obstacle after obstacle? How would you stay true to your purpose despite being discouraged and constantly told to defer your dream? How would you not burn yourself out in the process despite knowing that your dream would take immense effort?

Bessie Coleman had two dreams; she wanted to become a pilot, and she wanted to share her passion with others in the hope that she could inspire others like her to follow suit. These dreams weren’t just big dreams; they were truly extraordinary given the fact that Bessie was one of thirteen children with a father who was part Native American and African American and an African-American mother in a time of rampant gender and race inequality. Born into poverty in 1892, far before the civil rights movement, opportunities were scarce for African Americans—let alone women of color.

Bessie’s dream of becoming a pilot could have easily been considered more of a fantasy than even a dream at that point in history. No one was willing to teach Bessie how to fly. She applied to almost every flying school in the United States and was rejected by all of them. Blocked by racism and sexism, while also being extremely frustrated, Bessie could have easily given up.

But rather than draining her energy by pushing back against insurmountable barriers, Bessie channeled her effort in a different direction. She learned of a world-renowned flight school in France that was more inclusive and decided to put her energy into getting there. She raised money she didn’t have by working during the day at a chili parlor and found a sponsor in a Black-owned newspaper, The Chicago Defender. She taught herself a language she didn’t know by practicing French in her free time. Through focused and intentional effort toward her dream, Bessie was eventually able to move to France and enroll in flight school.

On June 15, 1921, Bessie received her license from the Fédération Aéronautique Internationale, providing her the right to fly anywhere in the world. In doing so, she became the first African-American woman ever to earn a pilot’s license. To give you an idea of just how exceptional an accomplishment this was, consider the fact that even today in the twenty-first century, only 7 percen1 of all pilots in the United States are women; fewer than 1 percent are Black women.2 This was a benchmark not only for her race but also for her gender; Bessie earned her license two years before Amelia Earhart.

On returning to America, Bessie performed in flight shows, dazzling spectators with stunts including her trademark loop-the-loops, in which she would create a figure eight in the sky. She soon became well known in Europe and the United States and even was able to buy her own plane. Even with success and fame, Bessie always remained true to her values, taking a resolute stance on not performing unless there was one gate for all races to enter at her events.

As her nickname “Brave Bessie” aptly describes, Bessie Coleman is the epitome of staying true to one’s purpose and carefully evaluating one’s efforts and energy toward this pursuit. Through intentional and deliberate action, Bessie was able to turn a far-off fantasy into a full-fledged reality. And in 1992, in an extraordinary full-circle moment, Mae Jemison, the first Black woman to travel into space, carried a picture of Bessie with her aboard the Space Shuttle Endeavour, launching Bessie even higher than even she could have imagined.

As you can imagine, there are many valuable insights that you can gain from examining how Bessie Coleman was able to maintain a steady personal pulse and achieve something nearly impossible in the face of tremendous adversity. If you look closely at how this astonishing woman approached her dream, you’ll see that there is a specific combination of resilience practices that she employed. First, she was able to maximize her efficiency by staying aligned with a purpose-driven pursuit. Second, she was able to manage her energy in a way that allowed her to continue to persevere in the face of many barriers. Finally, she was able to use her emotions as data and guideposts to indicate who and what she should align herself with. The pursuit of purpose can take you to incredible places as long as you consistently evaluate your effort and energy along the way.

THE MYTH OF MORE

Concentrate all your thoughts upon the work at hand. The sun’s rays do not burn until brought to a focus.

—Alexander Graham Bell

“More is better.” How many times have you heard this statement? We live in a society obsessed with the idea of more. We are constantly being bombarded with the message that successful people do more, have more, earn more, experience more, and take on more. We’re told to equate ambition with more. We want more money, more success, more growth, more products, more likes, more followers. The professional development space is teeming with tips, hacks, and advice on how to do more. Consequently, we drive ourselves to increase the scope of our activities, responsibilities, and interests—all in the pursuit of more. But does the myth of more really hold up? Does it actually lead to more success? You can probably guess my answer by now: No. You simply end up stressed out while simultaneously trying desperately to cram even more into your already overwhelmed life. When we try to do everything, we end up throwing our effort into a million different directions, never fully doing anything truly well. With our attention becoming diluted, we quickly become sidetracked, running against the clock and away from focusing on what matters most.

When we buy into the myth of more, we begin to believe that taking on more tasks will enable us to accomplish more and improve our performance. The result is that we accept every opportunity presented, jumping into each one with enthusiasm and vigor. But even with the best intentions, trying to do it all typically does more harm than good. Too many indiscriminate yeses equal more distractions, hampering concentration and quality. Eventually, our attention gets spread thin, diverting our efforts and time toward trying to stay afloat. The myth of more keeps us busy, but not productive. When we buy into this myth, we easily become an expert at ignoring our needs and limits in an attempt to try to be more to everyone. We end up allocating our time, energy, and effort toward things that aren’t important in order to satisfy others. Again, we are left with a focus that is external and diffuse.

The reality is that you have a fixed amount of time and energy. If you have too many competing goals, you can easily end up overwhelmed and, consequently, less focused on the things that matter most to you. On the flip side, when you work to focus your efforts, you can make much more of an impact while still maintaining control over your priorities and energy. When explaining this to my clients, I like to use the metaphor of channeling the sun’s heat through a magnifying glass. In general, we can find warmth from the diffuse heat of the sun, but if you use a magnifying glass to focus the path of photons (particles that carry visible light from the Sun to the Earth) to a narrow dot of light that passes through the lens, you can create a concentration of heat so intense that it can eventually spark a fire, as the following figure shows.
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Over the course of many years of working with individuals, I’ve had a number of people with great intentions come into coaching with a multitude of goals. Buying into the myth of more, they fail to realize that if they focus on many different goals at once, they won’t be able to give each of their goals the attention and time needed to make significant progress. Instead of quantity, quality is the key here. More of anything means less time, energy, and focus on something else. Steady-pulse people like Bessie understand that deliberate focus is a requirement for sustained success. Through the intentional evaluation of your efforts, you can make significant progress on the things that matter most while still maintaining a steady personal pulse in the process.

LESS IS MORE

To attain knowledge, add things every day. To attain wisdom, subtract things every day.

—Lao-tzu

I had just picked up my dry cleaning and was walking home when I was hit with a shooting pain in my lower right abdomen. The sensation was so sharp that it stopped me in my tracks. My newly cleaned garments fell onto the sidewalk as I bent over, gasping for air. Feeling as though I might pass out, I braced myself against a nearby wall. My body shook with pain as I tried to gather my composure. I eventually made it back to my house as the pain subsided somewhat. I called my doctor, who instructed me to take over-the-counter pain medicine. The pain did not go away. I went to my surgeon, who told me that the pain wasn’t anything too concerning. The pain still did not go away. Finally, I went to the emergency room and ended up in the hospital for four days. My medical team found a mass, but they couldn’t quite figure out what it was; worried it was an infection, they pumped me with antibiotics day and night. I was eventually sent home and was told that they would monitor me. The pain still did not go away. Finally, they decided on exploratory surgery to determine what the mass was. It ended up being a sizable endometriosis tumor on my appendix that was also stuck to my intestines. I was relieved to know that the pain would stop. I had been having increasing fatigue over the months prior to this, but I chalked it up to recovery from a surgery less than a year before and to the pain in my abdomen. I thought that once the mass was gone, my energy would return. But, oh was I so very wrong. I had no idea at the time, but my health journey was just beginning. As you read in Chapter 3, in a short period of time, I ended up enduring several surgical procedures, countless doctor appointments, rounds of invasive tests, and more. But the worst part of it all, more than the painful postoperative recoveries, the bruises, or the physical discomfort I found myself in, was the fatigue.

At my sickest, my energy went down to about 40 percent of my normal capacity. Things that I had taken for granted became monumental tasks. I had to sit down in my tub to take a break when showering. A trip to the grocery store would leave me on the couch for two to three days. Socializing with a friend would later leave me so exhausted that I’d fall into bed and sleep the remainder of the day. When my dishwasher broke and I found out that the repair company would not be able to get a replacement pump for two weeks, I found myself crying with panic about how I would will myself to stand long enough each day to wash my dishes.

Going from someone who traveled the world to give talks, snowboarded down huge mountains in New Zealand, rock climbed up beautiful orange-colored sandstone walls in Utah, and dove through underwater caves in Belize to being rendered without my usual energy was beyond terrifying and humbling. The grief process of letting these things go was quite painful. However, in a delightfully unexpected way, it was also liberating.

It wasn’t until I got sick that I began to deeply and truly understand the power of evaluating one’s effort. I quite literally could not do much of anything. My energy and time became my most precious resources. I became acutely aware of the tradeoffs that came with deciding to do something: any effort I put into doing something meant less energy and time for something else—which meant that I had to say “no” to more things more often. In missing out, though, I was saying “yes” to my health.

In this process, I was also forced to pay much closer attention to my emotions and the important messages they were sending to me about what fueled me and what depleted me. Through this painful but ultimately enlightening experience, I realized that carefully evaluating my effort meant so much more than simply saying “no” to the things I didn’t want to do. It also meant saying “no” to the things I wanted to do in order to say “yes” to the things that truly mattered.

• • •

The core capability of evaluating effort is the art of prioritizing the things that matter through awareness. It’s about harnessing focused attention to your most important endeavors in a sustainable way. By becoming more aware of how you are managing your attention, energy, and emotions, you can ensure that you’re maximizing your effort without compromising your personal pulse in the process. This awareness not only allows you to tune into important signals around you but also enables you to turn down the volume on the unnecessary noise. When you practice the skill of thoughtfully evaluating your effort, you are able to dedicate time and energy to the important stuff and prevent yourself from getting pulled too far away from goals and values that matter.

Steady-pulse individuals who reject the myth of more don’t think about evaluating effort as what do I have to give up. Instead, through thoughtful evaluation, they consider what do I want to double down on. Steady-pulse people also make sure to continually evaluate their efforts toward their pursuits. Not only does this enable them to reclaim control of their time and priorities, but it also gives them space to verify that they’re continuing on the right path.

Instead of asking yourself, “How can I do it all?” or “How can I fill my life with more?,” evaluate your effort by stepping back and thoughtfully assessing the exertion each potential opportunity may require of you. Through this process, you end up asking yourself some of the following important questions: Does this align with my purpose? How much energy will this require of me? How does this impact me emotionally? The following table demonstrates the mindset of someone who has bought into the myth of more versus someone who has committed himself, herself, or themselves to carefully evaluating his, her, or their effort. Notice the difference?
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THE DOWNSIDE OF NEGLECTING TO EVALUATE YOUR EFFORT

I don’t care how much power, brilliance or energy you have, if you don’t harness it and focus it on a specific target, and hold it there you’re never going to accomplish as much as your ability warrants.

—Zig Ziglar

Imagine you’re a pilot in the captain’s seat flying a plane. However, as you try to concentrate on your job, all the passengers on the plane continually approach the cockpit, shout directions, and make requests of you. One tells you that he knows a shortcut, another asks if you can land the plane for a bit, and another asks if you can also help with beverage service. You can allow these passengers to continue to divert attention, or you can choose to keep your attention focused on the destination you had set out for. By forgoing your right to choose what you want to focus on, you can easily find yourself delaying your arrival time, being pulled in many directions, or even taken totally off course. This is the downside of neglecting to evaluate your effort.

• • •

As I sat across from my coaching client, Himari, I observed her right leg rhythmically moving back and forth with nervous energy. She’s a talented and driven designer at a well-respected design agency in New York City. Excelling at a young age, Himari was quickly rewarded for her passion, keen eye, and knowledge. Eager to build on her success, she continued to take on side projects, invest in her learning, and embrace opportunities with enthusiasm and zeal. By the time she sought me out for coaching, she reported feeling high strung. With a toddler, a flourishing career, a handful of ambitious side projects, and an aging mother who had recently moved into her house, she was understandably finding herself overwhelmed.

I notice that she fidgets with the sleeves of her sweater as she talks. “I sent him to school sick. I’m racked with guilt,” She says. Her geometric earrings dance above her shoulders as she shakes her head and rolls her eyes, attempting to demonstrate disapproval of herself. “I really thought he was better. He didn’t have an earache for twenty-four hours before I sent him back to school. But then the school called and told me he was complaining about his ear and that he had a fever that was 101! One. Oh. One. It was a bad ear infection. The nurse lectured me. I feel terrible.”

I respond, “Oh Himari, I’m so sorry to hear this. Can you share more about your guilt?”

“I want to be a good mom. I want to be a good daughter. But I feel like I’m failing. My career is the only place I’m flourishing.”

“You’re feeling guilty because you don’t feel like you’re enough as a mom. Is that right?”

“Yes. My mom guilt is off the charts right now.”

“Himari. Thank you so much for sharing this with me. Guilt is such a tough feeling to sit with. I know how much you love your son. You talk about him in each session. I know how much effort you put in to showing up for him. This experience must have shaken you. If we were going to zoom out and rate on a scale of zero to ten about how much this particular instance reflects your true essence as a mother overall, what would you rate it as?”

“Well, if I think back through how I’ve shown up as a mother overall, I’d say that this isn’t a common occurrence. So I’d rate it as a two.”

“So you realize that it is not that common. You’ve rated it a two. Why not a seven?”

“Well, because when it comes down to the important stuff, the stuff that really matters, I’m there. I show up and come through for my son and my mom. I have worked hard to prioritize my son and family over the years. I guess when I really step back, I remember that I’m a good mom. I just get so busy that I lose perspective on what is and isn’t important. In the grand scheme of things, sending my son to school when I didn’t realize he was sick isn’t such a big deal.” And as she says this, I notice her leg slows and begins to settle.

In the process of gradually adding more to her plate, combined with the external pressures that the myth of more perpetuates (especially burdensome for working moms), the space for Himari to zoom out and discern what was important and what could slide had become smaller and smaller. Busyness doesn’t just make us unaware of how we’ve misaligned our priorities; it can also leave us less attuned to the areas in which we’re doing well, especially when we encounter minor hiccups.

When we fail to evaluate our effort on a consistent basis, we lose sight of what is and isn’t important. Instead, everything begins to feel equally important. We end up struggling to stay afloat in a river of obligations that is quickly pulling us downstream. There is no energy or room to look up and get perspective. There is no time to make the decision to pull ourselves out of the river. By contrast, awareness gives you the power to stand on the bank of the river and evaluate the rapids, currents, and flow. You get the choice to decide if you want to even be in the river and, if so, where in the river you want to jump in and what direction you want to head in.

SUSTAINING YOUR EFFORT: THE THREE E’S OF EVALUATE EFFORT

The ability to sustain your effort over the long haul comes down to the three E’s of evaluate effort: enduring principles, energy expenditure, and emotional acuity. These three elements are the key ingredients to empower you to purposefully and deliberately choose where to focus your energy and time. They allow you to step out of reaction and instead act through proactive awareness.

Metaphorically speaking, the three E’s of evaluate effort are essentially your personal instrument panel to tell you if you’re headed in the right direction, if you need to stop for fuel, and if you’re headed into fair-weather conditions or need to shift course to avoid undue turbulence.

The three E’s of evaluate effort are key to ensuring that you sustain your efforts toward your long-term goals without sacrificing yourself and your well-being in the process. These personal pulse practices are aimed at providing you with critical information and deeper awareness. As a result, you will be able to more thoughtfully discern how you’re managing your precious time, energy, and effort. In short, your internal instrument panel empowers you to let go of the myth of more and instead systematically evaluate your effort, focusing your attention on the things that matter most, as the following figure shows.
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Enduring Principles: Let Your Purpose Be Your Guide

You cannot get through a single day without having an impact on the world around you. What you do makes a difference, and you have to decide what kind of difference you want to make.

—Jane Goodall

We all need to have principles that we live by to guide us and help us bring greater meaning to our lives. Enduring principles represent what you stand for—they encompass your personal strengths and values. Together these make up a meaningful set of guidelines by which to live and operate. They basically represent your personal “why.” Having a clearly defined set of enduring principles allows you to act with integrity and navigate ambiguity with grace. These enduring principles also allow you to stay focused on the things that matter while operating in a purpose-driven way. Steady-pulse individuals understand that knowing their personal why infuses their choices and efforts with meaning, which ultimately translates to sustainable success and reduced chances for burnout.

As I’ve touched on earlier in this book, most of us put a tremendous amount of time and energy into our work. Without meaning, our efforts will feel taxing and eventually take a toll. However, if you’re able to anchor yourself to your enduring principles, even in the face of something challenging, you’re less likely to feel drained. For example, in taking on the challenge of writing this book, I’ve definitely found myself stressed and overwhelmed at times. In those moments when I’m hit with writer’s block or feel like I’m making very little progress, I’m able to zoom out and reframe my challenges in a way that ties directly to my meaningful pursuits and guiding principles. For example, one of my meaningful pursuits in life is to help others through science to live their lives with greater authenticity and vitality. When I think about what I’m working to accomplish by writing this book in relation to this, my stress transforms into motivation. Refocusing on the “why” behind writing this book puts everything back into focus. Instead of being a stressful endeavor, it becomes a meaningful one. Any worthwhile pursuit will come with challenges; when you have your enduring principles clearly defined, you can lean into the meaning of them.

The difficult thing about creating meaning in work and life is that there are many misconceptions about what exactly that means. I’ve heard a number of clients say to me, “I want to lead a more meaningful life, so I need to figure out how to be happy.” While meaningfulness and happiness are positively correlated, they are not the same thing. They are distinct.

The pursuit of happiness is about achieving a positive mental and emotional state, whereas meaning is the nature of the association we make with something. Oftentimes, meaningfulness comes from connecting and contributing to something beyond oneself. For example, a research study by social psychologist Roy F. Baumeister and colleagues examined predictors of happiness using a survey in which some of the questions asked people to rate whether they were givers or takers. Being a giver was positively related to meaningfulness, while being a taker was negatively related to it: “Our findings suggest that happiness is mainly about getting what one wants and needs, including from other people or even just by using money. In contrast, meaningfulness was linked to doing things that express and reflect the self, and in particular to doing positive things for others.”3 When we buy into the myth of more, it is easy to want to prioritize chasing happiness over meaningfulness. We want more feel-good emotions, more happiness. However, when you forgo meaningfulness in pursuit of happiness, you can come up short because none of us can feel happy all the time; emotions are inherently impermanent.

Part of being a human is that we will be faced with challenges and suffering. As a result, we can easily end up with happiness hangovers that can leave us hungry, and in search of the next happiness high. Furthermore, while meaning and happiness can feed off each other, happiness without meaning doesn’t necessarily lead to a steady personal pulse. In fact, research published in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences by Barbara Fredrickson and colleagues found that people who report being happy but have little to no meaning in their lives demonstrate similar gene expression patterns as people who are enduring chronic adversity. Alternatively, people who have a strong sense of meaning but are not necessarily happy (as well as whose levels of meaning and happiness match up) both showed a deactivation of the adversity stress response.4 This isn’t to say that we should avoid efforts to feel happy, that things like joy shouldn’t be savored, or that meaning and happiness cannot coexist or overlap. Fredrickson’s research has also found that positive emotions broaden a person’s perspective and buffers people against adversity.5 However, it is important to understand that your level of resilience can be negatively impacted if you buy into the myth of more and chase after hedonic happiness (pleasure attainment and pain avoidance) at the expense of meaning and purpose. In short, happiness alone isn’t enough. In order to thrive and feel fulfilled, you also need to have meaning in your life.

Another common misconception about meaning is that it comes from big things—that in order to have meaning, you must endure maverick-style risks or pursuits and struggles. While the pursuit of obtaining her pilot’s license surely gave Bessie tremendous meaning, it was also her choices (such as the decision to study French each day or her dedication to social justice) that provided meaning over the course of the long journey toward her bigger goal.

Meaning can be found every day in the decisions and choices we make that align with our enduring principles. Take, for example, the job of a janitor or maid. Many people would see this as an insignificant job that consists of unrewarding chores. My grandmother worked as a maid at a roadside motel. Her day often consisted of what could be seen as meaningless tasks: vacuuming the floors, emptying the trash, changing the sheets, restocking the toiletries, cleaning the toilets, and so on. The reality is that she found great meaning in this work because it was tied to her guiding principle of supporting her family.

You see, my grandmother only received schooling through the eighth grade before her mother unexpectedly died, forcing her to go to work to help her family. Because of this, her meaningful pursuit was to ensure that the women in her family were able to pursue education. Consequently, she never saw herself as a maid; she saw herself as the champion of my education. When I went off to college, my grandmother would write to me every month to let me know how proud she was to see me in school. Along with each beautiful handwritten note, she would include a five dollar bill (which came out of her paycheck) as her way of helping me manage costs. My grandmother grew up very poor—I’m sure she cherished every cent of that money—but it was the meaning she derived from seeing me flourish in school that meant so much more to her. She continued this practice through my entire academic career—which is a lot of time and letters given the fact that my education continued through graduate school and postdoctoral work! Being a maid was never my grandmother’s calling, but she was able to find deep meaning in her work by connecting what she did to her values and greater guiding principles. My grandmother has since passed, but I will never forget the absolute look of joy and exhilaration on her face on the day of my doctoral graduation. It is a memory that is forever framed deep in my heart.

As you can see in this example of my grandmother, contrary to popular belief, meaning has little to do with your job title or where you fall in your company’s hierarchy. Amy Wrzesniewski, an organizational psychologist at the Yale School of Management, interviewed custodial staff at a hospital to discover what strategies they might use to find satisfaction in their jobs.6 Although the study found people who complained about their jobs, there was a second group of janitors who described what they do in completely different terms. This group of custodial workers regarded their labor as being highly skilled. They described their jobs in terms of values and principles and considered themselves to be ambassadors for the hospital or healers whose job it was to do everything they could to promote the well-being of the patients. These individuals would go out of their way to learn about the patients whose rooms they cleaned, thinking about things such as cleaning the ceiling so the patients had a peaceful view, determining which cleaning chemicals would be less irritating to the patients, and paying attention to which patients didn’t have many visitors so that they could make sure to spend more time with them.

One woman would even rotate the art in the rooms of patients who were in comas in hopes that a change in scenery might spark something in their brains. These individuals didn’t see themselves as custodial workers—they saw their efforts in terms of how they serve a meaningful purpose of being there for the patients. Instead of feeling drained by their work, they were able to maintain steady personal pulses by making sure that their efforts aligned with their values and guiding principles.

In 2017, my colleagues at BetterUp set out to examine the value of meaningful work by conducting a nationwide survey of more than 2,000 professionals across twenty-six industries, covering a wide range of demographics, work environments, and occupations.7 One of the most powerful findings of this study was that workers are willing to trade money for meaning. That’s right—they found that more than nine of ten employees were willing to trade a percentage of their lifetime earnings for greater meaning at work. Specifically, the survey found that across age, salary groups, and even seniority, employees will give up nearly a quarter (23 percent) of their total future lifetime earnings in exchange for work that is always meaningful. This hefty sacrifice speaks volumes about the importance of having purpose-driven work. Not surprisingly, the study also found that employees who find their jobs highly meaningful are happier, more productive, and harder working.

In addition to these job-related benefits, research has found that people with a greater sense of purpose and belief that their life has meaning live longer,8 perform better on cognitive tests, and show fewer depressive symptoms.9 Furthermore, research has demonstrated that people with a greater sense of purpose are also more resilient to stress.10 In short, when you have enduring principles to guide you and help you create greater meaning to your life, you are ensuring a steady personal pulse and sustained success.

In a time when so many of us are living and working with uncertainty and change, having a set of enduring principles that keeps us oriented to what is meaningful to us can go a long way toward ensuring that our efforts are anchored to the right things. While there is no permanent happiness haven or destination in which we are never faced with adversity, there is always room for a sense of meaning. And while there are various sources of meaning (such as others and community, the context you operate in, the mission of your organization, or your spiritual beliefs), one way to make meaning is through looking within yourself. By taking the time to define what your enduring principles are and then align your choices, actions, and decisions with them, you can make your life and work more meaningful.

How to Build a Set of Enduring Principles

Enduring guiding principles are things that are deeply idiosyncratic to each of us. In addition, your guiding principles may change with the seasons of life. For example, when you have children, find yourself faced with a major life challenge, or change jobs, there may also be a shift in your guiding principles. What matters most is that you identify what factors are priorities in the phase you find yourself in and then align your life with people, behaviors, and opportunities that allow you to pursue those experiences in a meaningful way.

Step 1: Identify Your Values

The foundation of your enduring principles is your core values. If you completed the values exercise in Chapter 4, you’re all set. If not, no problem—simply go to the “How to Establish Work Boundaries” section of Chapter 4 and complete the first step.

Step 2: Identify Your Unique Skills

Take a moment to consider your unique skill set. Read through the “Unique Skills List” that follows, and circle three skills that you deem most relevant to you at this time in your life. I’ve also left the bottom row blank for you to fill in skills that aren’t listed here. Before you narrow down the list, take a moment to ask yourself: What do I do really well? What do I know I’m good at? What do my friends come to me for? How would others describe my skills?

Unique Skills List
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Step 3: Define Your Meaningful Pursuit

The third step in establishing your guiding principles is to reflect on what meaningful impacts you currently are making (or hope to make in the future) both in work and in life. As you can see in the following examples, your meaningful pursuit is something that is much bigger than the list of activities you’d see on a job description. They encompass your bigger why.


My grandmother’s meaningful pursuit:

I work to ensure that the women of my family are able to pursue higher education.

Dr. J’s meaningful pursuit:

I work to help others through science to live their lives with greater authenticity and vitality.

How a janitor in the study may have defined his or her meaningful pursuit:

I work to ensure that the patients at this hospital are provided with the best conditions for healing.



Take a moment to write one to three explanations about why you do what you do in work and life. Before you do, I encourage you to reflect on these questions: Why did I select my vocation? What in my job gives me purpose or meaning? What does work mean to me? How does what I do in work and in life relate to others and society? What types of things do I do that feel good and worthwhile? Be sure to use the janitors in Wrzesniewski’s study as inspiration—these individuals were able to find their meaningful pursuit in work they were already doing.


My Meaningful Pursuit(s)

________________________________________

________________________________________

________________________________________

________________________________________



Step 4: Craft Your Personal Mission Statement

Now that you have your defined values, skills, and meaningful pursuits, it’s time to craft your personal mission statement using the following sentence. In the first space, you can write down two or three values. In the second space, write down any corresponding abilities or strengths. And finally, in the third space, list any meaningful pursuit that you’re working toward achieving.


Because I value __________________________

[list a value or two from step 1],

I want to use my skills of __________________________

[list one or two of your skills from step 2]

to __________________________

[list one of your meaningful pursuits from step 3].



Here is an example of a personal mission statement that my grandmother might have crafted:

Because I value learning and freedom, I want to use my skills of caring and persistence to ensure that the women of my family are able to pursue higher education.

Here is an example of a potential personal mission statement that a client of mine who is recovering from burnout wrote:

Because I value integrity, I want to use my skills of organization and problem solving to craft a steady-pulse life so that I can show up as a leader with whom my team will flourish.

Step 5: Decide on Your Enduring Principles

Now, using your core mission statement(s), it’s finally time to write a set of three general enduring principles that are in service to your personal mission statement. The following table provides a list of examples.
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Here is an example of how Bessie might have crafted her personal mission statements and enduring principles:

Because I value learning and adventure, I want to use my skill of problem solving to be the first African-American woman to fly. In service of this mission, I will follow these guiding principles: (1) pursue adventure, (2) commit to passion, (3) always keep learning.

Because I value freedom and fairness, I want to use my skills of influence and emotional intelligence to stand up against segregation. In service of this mission, I will follow these guiding principles: (1) inspire others, (2) live with honor, (3) always act with integrity.

As you can see in these example statements from Bessie, you don’t have to have only one mission statement. Many people have two (or even three) of them. Here’s a template to put your personal mission statement plus your guiding principles together:


Because I value __________________________

[list a value or two from step 1],

I want to use my skills of __________________________

[list one or two of your skills from step 2]

to __________________________

[list one of your meaningful pursuits from step 3].

In service of this mission, I will follow these guiding principles: __________________________

[list three enduring principles from step 5].



Step 6: Dedicate Yourself

Deciding on your guiding principles is only half the story. Once you decide, you must dedicate yourself to following your principles through committed action. The idea here is that every time you’re presented with a new opportunity, invitation, or potential thing you could add to your plate, take a moment to pause and reflect on your enduring principles before you respond. Be sure to ask yourself regularly how you can use your purpose to drive your work and choices. Consider ways in which you can design a daily routine to ensure that you’re connecting your purpose and principles on a consistent basis.

Many of my clients write out their personal mission statement and hang it someplace that they look at regularly, such as their bathroom mirror. Other clients have made a list of their guiding principles as their smartphone screen saver or even ordered a bracelet with their top guiding principles engraved on it. I’ve had clients even go so far as to get coffee mugs made with their guiding principles listed on them so that each morning they start their day with these important and grounding reminders. Get creative with the various ways in which you can frequently remind yourself of your personal mission statement and enduring principles.

The more your enduring principles are front and center in your life, the more you can make decisions that are in accord with them. You will also be better able to fend off enticing but not purpose-driven distractions. Not only that, but the act of deciding on a set of core priorities and then dedicating yourself to them has been shown in research to boost performance. In fact, a management professor at the University of California, Berkeley, Morten Hansen, conducted a study of 5,000 people and found that those who chose a few key priorities and then put in focused effort to do great work toward those areas score an average of twenty-five percentage points higher in their performance than do those who pursued many priorities.11 This finding makes a lot of sense: you can’t do really great work on many different things, but when you choose the things that really matter above all other things, time and energy begin to serve you and your meaningful pursuits.

Energy Management: Manage Your Energy, Not Just Your Time

Energy, not time, is the fundamental currency of high performance.

—Jim Loehr

Take a moment to think about the last time you woke up refreshed, energized, and ready to start your day. How did that day unfold? Now reflect on the last time you woke up tired and with low energy. How did that day turn out? I’m guessing that the energy-filled day was more enjoyable than the energy-less day.

We’ve been conditioned to think that time management is the most important thing we can do to get ahead of becoming overloaded and drained by life’s demands. There are endless time management apps, workshops, books, blogs, and articles that are all geared toward helping you manage your time. It’s easy to believe that if only we could manage our time better, we’d be able to beat busy or overcome overwhelm. I am here to challenge this notion.

We can’t solve today’s burnout and busyness challenges with yesterday’s time management strategies. Time is a finite resource. Unlike money, which we can lose or regain, we can’t get back time. All of us—no matter who we are or our status, income, or location—get exactly 168 hours each week, so we must use them wisely. However, let’s say that you had a perfectly timed day that prevented you from feeling rushed or overbooked, but the people and activities on which you spent your time were energetically draining. You may find yourself reaching for that extra cup of coffee or energy drink to get through the remainder of the day. Furthermore, even if you had a tremendous amount of time to work on your next project or goal, if you don’t have energy, you’re going to have a tough go at making use of that time. In short, time management is only one part of the story: if you fail to also carefully and thoughtfully manage your energy, you’ll have trouble maintaining a steady pulse over time.

How often do you think about managing your energy throughout the day? Is there a chance that you may be burning through your energy unnecessarily without even realizing it? Like any living thing, human beings need energy to function and thrive. While you may be thinking that this doesn’t apply to you because you sit at a desk most of the day for work, let me share a very enlightening fact with you: although the brain makes up for roughly 2 percent of your body weight, it takes up 20 percent of the energy you consume each day!12 That’s right—your brain uses more energy than any other organ. The way in which you invest your mental energy plays a major role in whether you end your day drained or energized.

We’ve all had that experience in which a complicated work situation or engagement in some serious mental work quite literally left us drained. Although it is common to think that having low energy is mostly due to physical reasons such as physical labor, poor sleep, or an intense workout, psychological factors can also leave you quite drained. In fact, psychologists have identified emotional exhaustion as a key factor in professional burnout. Just think about how you may have had a stressful day at work, only to come home with barely enough energy to cook dinner and put the kids to bed before collapsing into bed yourself—even though your smartwatch says that you only took 2,000 steps the entire day. While psychological and mental energy are often left out of the time management conversation, they play a major role in sustaining one’s success.

• • •

“I realized something this past week. My work no longer fuels me,” Yalda says as she looks up at me with sad eyes and furrowed brows and the corners of her mouth tense and pull downward. She goes on, “I feel guilty even saying this out loud. I should feel grateful that I’ve made a life and a great living from something I love. I seriously wonder if I need to call it quits.”

At the age of twenty-four, Yalda is already a well-known social media influencer. Day in and day out, people across the globe tune in to her Instagram feed and website to get the latest workout and nutrition advice from her. She is much more than an encyclopedia of all things health and fitness; she’s also a brilliant businessperson who leads all aspects of her rapidly growing empire. At first, she loved to see the stories about how her workout plans positively impacted the lives of so many. In those moments she felt, and still feels, a deep sense of purpose for what she was doing. However, the toll of feeling the need to always be “on” for her ever-growing cadre of followers had been draining her slowly over time. She feels immense pressure to ensure that she shows up to engage daily with her fans.

“Does losing fuel mean the same thing as losing passion? Can you tell me what you mean when you say that it no longer fuels you?,” I say to her.

“I guess not necessarily. I love my fans. I love helping people be healthy. But I’m tired, exhausted, and energy-less. What does one do if the very thing they derive deep meaning and purpose from also drains them?”

“Is it what they do that is draining them? Or is it how they’re doing it? Those are two different things. Let’s work to discover if it is the what, the how, or something else altogether that is leaving you feeling this way.”

Through our work together, we discovered that Yalda is actually a highly sensitive person (HSP). While most of us can feel overstimulated every once in a while, for Yalda and those like her, this was her experience on more days than not. Sensitivity can get a bad rap, especially in Western cultures—just Google the word sensitive, and you’ll find many images of people crying—but being an HSP isn’t necessarily about wearing your emotions on your sleeve. HSPs tend to process information more deeply, pay extreme attention to detail, have a stronger response to both positive and negative stimuli, and have very acute senses.

This genetic trait was first researched by psychologist and author of the book, The Highly Sensitive Person, Dr. Elaine Aron. HSPs tend to have sensory processing sensitivity and make up for approximately 15–20 percent of the population.13 Even though one might assume that all HSPs are introverts, research estimates that 30 percent of this population are actually extroverts. Another stereotype commonly held about HSPs is that they can only be women, but in fact, 20 percent of males are thought to be HSPs.14

Over the course of our work together, Yalda realized that she was feeling drained not because she was losing passion for her work but because she was finding herself psychologically taxed by how she used her energy each day. Specifically, she wasn’t paying attention to how various sensory inputs in her environment were impacting her. Rather than encouraging her to “desensitize” her way of experiencing the world (which would basically be the equivalent of telling someone with freckles that they should get rid of them) or determining she somehow didn’t have thick enough skin to be a social media influencer (which was also not the case), we focused on how Yalda managed her sensory inputs and thus her energy, not just her time, on a day-to-day basis. Sure enough, as her energy was rebuilt, her enthusiasm, zest, and passion for her work increased alongside it.

It’s important to note that an HSP’s tendency to be very empathic, a deep thinker, and detail orientated is wonderful to have in the workplace. The idea of telling an HSP to simply “toughen up” to fit antiquated ways of showing up at work devalues the unique traits of these individuals. Moreover, each one of us possesses sensitivity to our environment; it just exists on a spectrum, with an HSP on the farther end of it. Whereas one person may find a networking event invigorating, another person may need to rest for some time afterward. In addition, one person may not feel moderately affected by a tension-filled meeting with an unhappy customer, whereas someone else may become thrown off for the rest of the day by the same exact meeting. Maybe a messy desk or room doesn’t bother you, but for someone else, it may make it difficult to focus, or listening to music while working may be rejuvenating for one person and completely distracting for another. Regardless of where you are on the spectrum, it is important to be aware of how you’re designing your day in order to optimize for sensory input that leaves you energized, not drained. And this is especially critical if you tend to lean more toward the HSP end of the spectrum.

Even if you’re not prone to being highly sensitive, in today’s world of information overload, your nervous system can easily become overstimulated by the onslaught of sensory input coming in. This is often referred to as sensory overload. Let me explain how this happens. Your senses relay information from your environment to your brain, which, in turn, interprets the information and tells you how to respond. If your brain begins to struggle with all the input it’s getting, your nervous system will start to panic in a chain reaction. If you’re going through your day with a constant stream of stimulation, you may be causing your nervous system to go into overdrive without even realizing it, eventually resulting in fatigue and low energy.

In short, in order to maintain a steady personal pulse and sustain your success over time, you must carefully and thoughtfully curate what you take in through your senses. While factors such as challenge and agency can also affect your energy at work, you don’t necessarily have control over those factors all the time. Sensory input is something you can have more influence over. Steady-pulse individuals understand that both consciously deploying their energy and deliberately managing their sensory inputs are necessary to maintain their vitality and productivity in today’s world of work. Energy management is all about being the chief executive officer—not the chief everything officer—of your energy and senses. You must focus your attention and resources on efforts that provide energetic returns on your investment. If everything in your life is draining your energy, it’s time to expand your time management strategy to include energy management.

How to Manage Your Energy

When I am working with my clients on energy management, the first thing I ask them to do is an energy audit. For a week, track each activity you engage in. Make sure to note what you’re doing, who you’re with, the environment you’re in, and how you feel. Rate each instance on a scale from zero (completely drained) to ten (energized). Don’t forget to audit your time away from work as well. You can create a simple log like this one.
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Following this assignment, clients typically end up with a treasure trove of information that is both surprising and alarming. One of my clients realized that every time he spoke to a certain individual, his energy dropped significantly. From this observation, he was able to make a rule for himself that if he was going to have a meeting with this individual, he needed to put an energy-filling activity or experience to balance this into his schedule. Another client of mine realized that she was scheduling up to three very information-heavy meetings back to back on a single day, which was leaving her brain and nervous system overloaded. With this awareness, she was able to shift her schedule and break up the meetings with a one-on-one meeting with her direct report that involved a walk to a nearby park (a practice she’d picked up from our work on leveraging leisure) that left her filled with energy.

In essence, your audit can help guide new actions so that you can invest more time in encounters that energize and fill you while also cutting back on the areas that drain you. To be clear, this isn’t about avoiding stress. As you learned in Chapter 3, effective energy management consists of stress and recovery. Remember, stress in small doses actually stimulates growth. The real culprit is chronic nervous system activation without recovery. We can feel tired not because we’ve done too much, but because we’ve done too little of things that protect or replenish our energy. The main objective here is to address and replenish your diminishing energetic resources and balance energy-consuming activities, interactions, or environments with calming or energy-fueling ones.

Additional Tips for Managing Your Energy

•   Be a good people picker. How do you know which people are good to be around when you’re faced with stress or a challenge? When it comes to energy management, it is important to be thoughtful about who has access to you and who you share your energy with. It can be very easy to unknowingly come across energy vampires—people who either intentionally or unintentionally feed on your insecurities, leaving you exhausted and overwhelmed. Remember, emotions are contagious, and sometimes you need to guard your mood and energy.

Dr. Dina Carbonell studied the habits and characteristics of people who successfully recovered from trying times by tracking her subjects for twenty-five years.15 She found that “[r]esilient people identify those who are available, trustworthy, and helpful. Then they go toward this light.”16 Steady-pulse people are skilled at assessing and aligning themselves with people who build them up and do not drain them.

Take a moment to review the following table. As you can see, the left column includes characteristics that indicate a healthy relationship, whereas the right column lists potential warning signs of an unhealthy relationship.
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•   Integrate moments of calm into your day. Frustration, anger, and anxiety aren’t the only emotions that can leave you psychologically exhausted—things such as excitement, elation, and enthusiasm are also high-arousal emotions, which means that they, too, can leave you energetically drained. That’s right—regardless of whether you’re amped up with excitement or pumped full of anger, both states induce high physiologic arousal, which means that they activate your nervous system. Too much tax on your nervous system throughout your day or week will leave you drained of energy.

Research conducted by Jeanne Tsai of Stanford University (with whom I was fortunate enough to work as a member of her Culture and Emotion Lab and as a teacher’s assistant) has studied this topic extensively. She found that when American participants were asked how they would ideally like to feel, they were much more likely to list high-arousal emotions such as excitement or getting “pumped up” (versus low-intensity emotions such as calm or serene).17 If you’re someone who has come to rely on your stress response to get things done, calm may not be a common emotional experience for you, but it is a very important one. When you’re calm, your nervous system doesn’t become activated, and thus your energy is preserved. This isn’t to say that you should avoid high-arousal emotions. What I’m trying to say here is that you should engage with them wisely. For example, if you find yourself experiencing some high-intensity emotion in your day, make sure to balance it out with a bit of calm. This will leave you with steady energy and better focus. You can easily calm your nervous system by engaging in some of the mindfulness techniques I outlined in Chapter 2 of this book.

•   Start a “to-don’t” list. You know the dreaded feeling: crossing off all the things on your to-do list, only to find it filled up again in no time. Although to-do lists help us to manage our tasks and obligations, they are only one side of the equation. It’s equally (if not more) important to know what you don’t want to do. Things on your to-don’t list should be nonessential activities that drain you and/or do not align with your guiding principles. Think of your to-don’t list as your accountability buddy—it is there to remind you of the things you have consciously decided aren’t worth your energy. In short, the process of selecting what does and doesn’t need to be on your to-do list should be based on a clear awareness of your values, enduring principles, and how you want to manage your energy.

Emotional Acuity: Tune in to Your Emotional Signals

We have to make it cool to feel again.

—Lady Gaga

On December 1, 1955, in Montgomery Alabama, Rosa Parks sat still in resoluteness. “No, I’m not.”18 This was her response to the bus driver who asked if she was going to stand up and give up her seat on a segregated bus. Those three words were monumental in helping to spark the civil rights movement in America. Contrary to popular belief, Rosa Parks wasn’t simply a meek woman who one fateful day decided to finally stand up for herself. Rosa was an early activist.19 She had a clear personal purpose. Although Rosa’s courageous act emerged from her enduring principles, it was also her emotions that signaled to her that what this bus driver was asking her to do was not in alignment with her enduring principles. When the bus driver commanded that she get up from her seat, Rosa said, “I felt a determination cover my body like a quilt on a winter night.”20 Her emotional acuity played a role in guiding her toward staying true to herself, her purpose, and her values. In fact, when she described being arrested, she stated, “I only knew that, as I was being arrested, it was the very last time that I would ever ride in humiliation of this kind.”21 The emotional experience of humiliation was her indication that this was not okay in any way—it served her and history well on that historic day.

How often do you stop to witness, identify, and experience your emotions? If someone asked you to label all the various emotions you felt in the past few hours, would you be able to do it? Take a moment to look through the following questions to assess how much emotional acuity you currently have in your life.


How Much Emotional Acuity Do You Presently Have in Your Life?

•   Do you regularly notice what you’re feeling?

•   When you notice yourself feeling something, are you able to understand what caused your feelings?

•   Do you have a large vocabulary of various words to describe feelings in particular?

•   Are you comfortable experiencing your feelings?

•   How often do you use your feelings as data or information?



The average person experiences a large range of emotions in a single day. You may start the day off feeling peaceful, find yourself feeling rushed commuting to a work meeting, then hopeful about a success at work, and then disappointed and worried about your child after receiving a call from school that he or she was acting out. In our fast-paced world of work and life, it can be a challenge just to have the time and energy to clearly identify our feelings, let alone manage them. Through this lens, it can be tempting to consider emotions as just background noise or even a nuisance, but they’re anything but this. Emotions aren’t right or wrong or good or bad. Emotions are data. They send you important signals about your environment, interpersonal relationships, your values, work culture, and about things in your life you might want to shift.

Emotional acuity is all about being able to tune in to the important information and signals your emotions are sending to you, thoughtfully evaluate this information, and then act with intention based on these data. Just like a flight dispatcher helps a pilot chart a clear flight path by relaying information about winds, turbulence, and other conditions, your emotions provide you with powerful insights to help you stay in alignment with your meaningful pursuit and principles.

Gaining the skills and knowledge to understand and use your emotions goes a long way in evaluating your effort and is key to maintaining a steady personal pulse both in work and in life. By noticing your emotions, you can find clues on how to respond to them. As author of Emotional Agility and thought leader in this area, psychologist Susan David, so aptly states: “Emotional agility means being aware and accepting of all your emotions, even learning from the most difficult ones.”22

• • •

“It’s my hamstring again. They say it’s a level two strain. I think they’re overestimating it. My physical therapist wants me to rest it. I don’t want to miss practice anymore,” Julian says softly with a deep southern accent. He sits across from me in a chair that looks almost toy-like compared with his large frame, which fills the room. It’s his rookie year as a professional athlete, and he’s struggling with waiting out his injury. We’ve been working together for some time, and I’m finding myself concerned about him constantly pushing himself to train beyond what his coaches and team have laid out for him.

“Julian, I’m so sorry to hear that you’ve reinjured your hamstring. I can’t imagine how disappointing this must be. I thought you still had two weeks to go on the active recovery roster. Can you tell me how this happened?”

“I got off the roster early because I was feeling better. I told them my pain was fine. I’m a football player. Everyone is sore. Everyone is in pain. So what if I have a little pain left? It’s only a little, and I need to train.”

“You’re experiencing a strong need to train more, to push yourself more. Is that right?”

“Yes. In the past, I trained and trained.” Julian pauses, crosses his arms across his chest, and then looks at me with desperate eyes as he goes on: “I’m getting hurt because I’m not training enough, Dr. J. I’m not strong enough. I need to be doing more.”

“Julian. I want us to pause for a moment. Can we dig a bit deeper? I want to understand the emotion driving that strong need to train more. Can you take a moment to really sit back and think about what the feeling is behind that drive?”

After almost two minutes of silence, Julian speaks: “I don’t really know. I haven’t thought about the feeling. I guess I’m scared. If I’m being honest with you, I think my teammates aren’t going to see me as valuable. Everyone is way more talented than me. I’m just trying to stay in the game. I’ve always done that by training more than everyone. I’m the person who has to do more to prove myself.”

There it was—fear. This powerful emotion was spawning from a heavy dose of imposter syndrome. Unrecognized and unaddressed, this fear had taken the reins on Julian’s actions. Fear was pushing Julian to buy into the myth of more, causing him to overtrain and underreport his pain levels. For a long time this fear of losing relevance had likely served Julian, getting him to push far beyond the average person’s range of pain tolerance. However, at this level of performance, it was becoming a limitation. Left unchecked, his fear could seriously harm him and his dream to continue to play football.

It’s important to note that while some emotions such as the feeling of humiliation that Rosa Parks felt can act as important signals that let us know something is very wrong, other emotions, such as fear, can sometimes send significant distress signals. Fear is programmed to protect you. It is what kept our species alive for centuries. In today’s world, though, fear isn’t always functional, as international bestselling author Elizabeth Gilbert aptly described in a webinar interview I did with her: “[Fear is] a very loyal but not very smart bodyguard.”23 Steady-pulse individuals understand that it is vital to be keenly aware of one’s emotional signals in order to assess and respond to them appropriately. They are able to discern which signals are helpful and which may be sending false alarms. They understand that emotions are a powerful mechanism that, if used appropriately, can help them evaluate their effort and sustain their success over time.

Unfortunately, when it comes to emotions, it seems that we’ve developed endless tips, tricks, and advice to avoid feeling them. We distract ourselves. We numb ourselves. We keep busy. Get over it. Feel better. Good vibes only. Think positive. No negativity allowed here. You’ve probably heard all these phrases before. They reflect a growing problem of what I refer to as toxic positivity, which occurs when we attempt to override our actual emotions or authentic experiences about a situation and replace them with “feel good” emotions only.

This idea of wholeheartedly rejecting or avoiding anything that may trigger something other than positive emotions sounds pretty great, right? Shouldn’t it help to keep up morale when we’re hit with a tough project or circumstance at work? Don’t we all need to think on the bright side in order to be more productive? Aren’t innovative solutions hatched from positively imagining a future of unending possibility?

Not so fast.

Trying to avoid anything but positive emotion can backfire in a big way. The number of times I’ve had clients ask me, “How can I make my anxiety go away for good?” is countless. Ironically, the more we try to squash our unwanted emotions, the bigger they grow in size. Research shows us that the avoidance of hardship can in itself lead to more struggle.24 Just think about the last time you told someone to “just calm down” when that person was upset about something. How well did that work out for you? Research shows that accepting, not rejecting, our emotions actually helps us better defuse them and leads to fewer negative emotions over time.25 When we lean too heavily into the toxic positivity trap, we can easily miss and even sometimes completely deny seeing important pain points and problems—the very things we need to see in order to thoughtfully evaluate our effort.

As important as emotions are, in today’s complex world of work, they’ve been tremendously undervalued. We tend to like our leaders to appear confident, which is great. But somewhere along the way, we’ve somehow come to equate self-assuredness with low levels of emotion. We falsely believe that emotions will get in the way of making sound judgments and so make the erroneous decision to simply mute them. The inherent problem in this is that we’re human beings, not robots. We are built to feel.

Emotions are an important design feature of our DNA. Feeling and rational thought are not mutually exclusive; if anything, the combination of both is where true awareness lies. As prominent psychiatrist Carl Jung once said, “Where wisdom reigns, there is no conflict between thinking and feeling.”26 Steady-pulse individuals understand that holding the duality of thinking and feeling is key to sound decision making. They know that just like anything done in excess, disallowing the presence or existence of feelings through denial or minimization casts a shadow over their authentic experience, leaving them prone to blind spots. Furthermore, they realize that balancing their logic with emotion allows them to honor all parts of themselves as thinking and feeling beings.
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Denying emotions, especially in the context of work, can have major repercussions, especially when it comes to such things as connection and empathy. Experiences of failure, love, heartbreak, joy, and pain come with being human. And while not all of these emotions are pleasant or enjoyable, they’re extremely important because it is through these feelings that we share in our common humanity. For example, no matter how different we may be from one another, we can listen to a song about loss and all share in knowing what that experience is like. We all experience certain emotions along the journey of life—emotions are what make us similar in the face of our differences. Unfortunately, toxic positivity tells us that anything but positive feelings and reactions to ideas or opinions is unsafe and unwarranted: “There’s no room for you here! You’re being a buzzkill for our really cool idea. We don’t want your differing opinion or uncomfortable emotion. You’re so negative.” This type of messaging stifles important opportunities for real, candid, and authentic conversation.

• • •

The term psychological safety, coined by Harvard Business School Professor Amy Edmondson, has been found to be one of the biggest predictors of high-performing teams in the workplace. Edmondson defines psychological safety as “a shared belief that the team is safe for interpersonal risk taking.”27 Psychological safety has been shown to significantly increase collaboration, well-being, productivity, innovation, creativity, and more. However, it requires that people in the group feel that they can speak up, politely disagree, or offer a dissenting opinion without fear of being shut down. In contrast, toxic positivity sends a subtle but clear message that there’s no space for anything but positivity. There’s no space for the hard stuff, the real conversations, the respectful disagreements. Toxic positivity can also invalidate personal opinions and emotional range, causing team members to cover their true thoughts and feelings.

In short, denying your emotions is like having a super-sophisticated tool to help you be a better leader, colleague, or teammate who never gets used. When we access our emotional experience, we unlock empathy for our customers, partners, teammates, and employees. And, in turn, we move forward toward solving issues and creating useful solutions both for ourselves and for our work. If you want to have a steady personal pulse, especially in this ever-uncertain and complex world of work and life, you must work to build the core capability of emotional acuity by tuning into your emotions, not by tuning them out.

How to Strengthen Your Emotional Acuity

Step 1: Develop Your Emotional Granularity

Have you ever tried to learn another language and had the experience of trying to come up with a word but being unable to identify the exact word you want to say? In this situation, you likely replace it with something similar but not as accurate. It can feel very dissatisfying to not be able to fully express yourself in the way you want to. This very same process applies to emotions.

Alexithymia is when you aren’t able to express, tell the difference between, or label your emotions. Emotional acuity is the opposite of this. Building this core capability is in many ways like learning a new language. You must expand your emotional vocabulary so that you can make better sense of your feelings. Psychologist and neuroscientist Lisa Feldman Barrett, who has studied the concept of emotional granularity extensively, describes it as “having finely tuned feelings.”28 Emotional granularity is so much more than simply having a rich vocabulary. The idea here is that instead of using large-brushstroke emotions such as happy, scared, sad, or angry, you work to identify more nuanced words for your emotions. And, in turn, you are able to experience the world and yourself more precisely, as the following figure shows.
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Having more words to describe your feelings gives you a broader range of options to understand and ultimately respond to how you are feeling. The larger your emotional vocabulary, the more you’ll be able to specifically name and understand what you’re feeling. This, in turn, leads to increased clarity, awareness, and, ultimately, control in responding to what you’re feeling most effectively. In other words, building emotional granularity gives your brain more precise tools for handling challenges. This ability has a lot of proven benefits, including improved coping with negative emotions,29 quicker recovery from illnesses,30 increased ability to regulate and manage emotions,31 fewer doctor visits,32 and even longer, healthier lives.

The quickest way to foster emotional granularity is to look up a feelings word list online. There are countless ones out there. Find the one that resonates with you the most. (I recommend Plutchik’s wheel of emotion because it illustrates the relationships between primary emotions, including joy, trust, fear, surprise, sadness, anticipation, anger, and disgust, and other, more nuanced emotions.) No matter which list you choose, be sure to print this list out, save it to your phone, or have it in a place that is easily accessible. The next time you notice yourself having a strong feeling, take a moment to pause, pull out the list, and try to find the specific emotion(s) you’re feeling.

Another very helpful thing to do is to simply try to learn a new emotion word each week. I’ve had a client even make emotion word flashcards for himself—on one side, he’d write out the primary emotion, and then on the back, he listed all the related nuanced emotions. This helped him to get familiar with the granularity behind the broader emotions he was able to identify. The main objective here is to be able to hone in on the subtleties of what you’re feeling over time.

Step 2: Make Time to Consider What Your Emotions Are Signaling

In our new world of work, we sometimes rush from thing to thing without stopping to experience and understand the current of emotions we may be experiencing at any given time. Rather than trying to catch your feelings on the fly, try to intentionally set aside time in your week to check in with your emotions. Some of my clients set up a daily emotion check with themselves at the end of the workday. Others set a weekly five-minute hold on their calendar to tune in to and listen to their emotions. Either way, during this time, I encourage you to consider what your emotions may be saying to you.

Although it’s tempting to assume that the first emotion word that comes to mind is what you’re feeling, I encourage you to take the extra time to consider whether that is in fact your precise emotion. Although small, this extra step goes a long way in allowing you to address the feeling appropriately. Loneliness may be telling you that you need connection. Resentment might be telling you that you need to check in with your boundaries. Shame may be telling you to practice some self-compassion. Bitterness may be telling you that you need to forgive. Fear may be making up stories that you’re unconsciously following (and need to be put into perspective). Joy could be telling you that you’re on the right path. Guilt may be telling you that you need to rethink your actions. Trust may be telling you that it is okay to take risks.

DR. J’S COACHING COUCH


How Listening to Your Emotions Can Lead to Calm

One of my clients noticed that she was having trouble sleeping, finding herself up and wandering around the house wide awake at 3 a.m. In our session, I asked her to consider what she was feeling when she couldn’t sleep and what might she be reacting to. At first, she considered that she might be feeling pressured about something, but that didn’t seem to fit because she wasn’t behind on any of her work. Next, she examined whether she was feeling worry, but again, this didn’t fit because she didn’t have anything at stake. She contemplated nervousness, but she wasn’t experiencing much uncertainty at the time. We went through several emotions ranging from agitation, to panic, to fear until we finally landed on overwhelmed. As soon as we arrived at this word, I could see her face soften. The simple act of correctly identifying her exact emotion provided her with much relief. I then asked her what the emotional experience of overwhelm was signaling to her. She was able to determine that her emotion was warning her that she was taking on too many commitments. She was fully booked from morning all the way to late into the evening. Her emotions were sending her a warning signal to slow down. Identifying and naming what she was feeling allowed her to evaluate her effort and define a helpful path forward—she decided to take things off her plate. Now imagine if my client hadn’t made the effort to tune in to the nuance of her emotion and what it was trying to tell her. She might have missed the opportunity to course correct early on.



Remember, your emotions act like your dispatcher, wanting to ensure that you’re charting the most opportune flight path with the least amount of effort possible.


Questions to Ask Yourself to Tune in to the Signals Your Emotions Are Sending You

•   What I am truly feeling right now?

•   What is the name of this emotion?

•   What might this emotion (or emotions) be signaling to me?

•   What do I need to do in response to this important information?



BRINGING THE THREE E’S OF EVALUATE EFFORT TOGETHER

Among enduring principles, energy management, and emotional acuity, you have a fully functional internal instrument panel that allows you to truly evaluate your efforts with more purpose, intention, and awareness. The main objective here is to find time to use and integrate these personal pulse practices in order to obtain maximum benefit.

When explaining this to clients, I like to use the analogy of going to the eye doctor. If you’ve ever had an eye exam, you know the experience of sitting behind that large phoropter. As you sit and look out through the device, the doctor changes the lens and settings while asking you which looks clearer or better as he or she continues to adjust the lens power based on your input as to what provides the clearest focus. Similarly, when you evaluate your effort through the combined “lenses” of enduring principles, energy management, and emotional acuity, you’re essentially setting up conditions to create the clearest focused effort possible, as the following figure shows.
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Ideally, you should use all aspects of your instrument panel together. Like the magnifying glass analogy I used at the start of this chapter, when you consolidate and focus your energy, you can make much more of an impact while still maintaining control over your priorities and energy. What’s the best way to ensure that you’re integrating all of the three E’s of evaluate effort? Instead of grinding away all your effort toward a ton of competing priorities, try embracing the steady-pulse version of the GRIND on a daily basis.


The GRIND (Steady-Pulse Style)

•   Get to know your emotions.

•   Refuel your energy when needed.

•   Infuse meaning into your life and work.

•   Notice what fuels and drains you.

•   Dedicate yourself to following your enduring principles.
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EVALUATING EFFORT IN THE NEW WORLD OF WORK

The myth of more is a very real and compelling thing. In many ways, it is so much easier and more comfortable (initially anyway) to say “yes” to that extra opportunity you’re excited about without stopping to consider whether it’s aligned with your enduring principles, how it will affect you energetically, or what your emotions may be signaling to you. I guarantee you that initially it will feel very uncomfortable to watch potential opportunities go by. But I can also guarantee that in my many years of working with clients, very rarely have I had someone say, “I regret doing less.” Most, if not all, of my clients report that with the discomfort of saying “no” comes a deep sense of relief. They tell me that over time they come to experience a greater sense of control in their life, that their decisions become easier, and that the point of their life begins to feel much more in focus.

Like most of the PULSE core capabilities in this book, evaluate effort goes against a lot of the ways you’ve been conditioned to engage in work and life, especially in a world that is hyperconnected and always pushing the misguided notion that more is better. This being said, building your internal instrument panel won’t happen overnight, but it will get easier and easier over time. And most important, it will be worth it—living a life of meaning, impact, and fulfillment while feeling emotionally and energetically balanced beats busy and overwhelm any day.
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The Steady-Pulse Path

BRINGING TOGETHER THE PULSE CAPABILITIES: YOUR RESILIENCE TOOLKIT

The salvation of this human world lies nowhere else than in the human heart.

—Václav Havel

Congratulations! You’ve arrived at the part of the book that I hope will be the epicenter of positive change for you. It is here that you will be able to take what you’ve learned about the five PULSE resilience capabilities to begin to set forth on a steady-pulse path toward enduring vitality and sustained success in the new world of work.

I encourage you to think of this holistic set of core capabilities as your go-to resilience toolkit. This toolkit consists of a total of fifteen different steady-pulse practices to address all aspects of you as a working human—how you behave, think, nurture your physical and mental reserves, relate to others, and use your emotions. Through the implementation of these personal pulse practices, you can continue to grow and strengthen your core resilience capabilities. Remember, these are lasting practices that you can rely on for years to come to maintain a steady personal pulse and sustain your success while the world of work continues to evolve and change.
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I know at first glance that this looks like a lot. Trying to take in and work on everything that I’ve detailed in the chapters you’ve just read may seem overwhelming. Don’t worry. The last thing I want to do is encourage you to succumb to the myth of more. You absolutely do not have to incorporate all these behaviors into your life at once. While I do believe that these five PULSE capabilities are the foundation of a steady-pulse path in both work and life, how you go about strengthening these core capabilities can vary. That said, I encourage you to think of these personal pulse practices as a periodic table of elements for a resilient life, with many compounds available to you. Mix and match the practices to find the ideal resilience practice combination for you.

My goal in writing this book is to give you more than just information. The intention is to give you a comprehensive set of practical and actionable tools to enable you to construct a steady-pulse life in a way that is highly personalized to your unique circumstances and story. Most growth and development plans are designed for the average person, which usually means they end up feeling like too much for some and not enough for others. Believe me, I’ve read more than my share of professional development books, and what I can tell you is that many take a one-size-fits-all approach. However, if there is anything I’ve learned from my thousands upon thousands of hours of working with individuals from all sorts of industries and walks of life, it’s that a personalized approach to building resilience is absolutely essential for escaping burnout. A one-size-fits-all perspective does not apply here.

There is only one you—with distinct needs, circumstances, life factors, work cultures, stressors, and life experiences. No one knows you better than you do. Likewise, I believe that there are endless definitions of success, and defining what a successful steady-pulse life looks like for you—instead of the one that society bestows on you—is extremely important. Finding the right combination of personal pulse resilience practices isn’t a one-time process but rather something I hope you’ll return to frequently, thoughtfully refining and strengthening them over time. Most of my clients tell me that the benefits of the steady-pulse path ultimately turn into an enjoyable and reinforcing set of practices. My hope is that you will experience this as well. In the words of Socrates, “Just as one person delights in improving his farm, and another his horse, so I delight in attending to my own improvement day by day.”1

Now that you’ve done the work of understanding and experimenting with each of the personal pulse practices outlined in this book, it’s time to focus on the ones that are going to make the biggest impact on you at this time in your life. In the vein of evaluate effort, I encourage you to take a moment to pause and ponder these questions:

•   What chapter did I find myself most excited by?

•   Which concept did I find myself feeling most interested in?

•   Which of the five PULSE core resilience capabilities did I find myself thinking about or talking about with friends, colleagues, or family members?

•   Which of the five burnout-backing myths resonated most with me? (For reference, you can find all five in the following box.)


Burnout-Backing Myths

The myth of the maverick. The belief that innate talent is the primary reason why some people achieve more than others.

The myth of mental toughness. The belief that mental resilience is something you’re either born with or not.

The myth of always be hustling. The belief that in order to stay on your competitive edge, you must be constantly productive.

The myth of solo success. The belief that successful people are primarily self-made and self-reliant.

The myth of more. The belief that taking on more tasks will improve your chances of success.



Reflecting on these questions will help you to identify which PULSE capabilities you want to deeply commit to enhancing in your life moving forward and into the future. Once you’ve determined which of the five PULSE capabilities you would like to zone in on, you can then decide on which corresponding personal pulse practices make most sense for you to lean into given your unique circumstances, strengths, and goals. This is very much a “choose your own adventure” process. While you may determine that you need a lot more Pace for Performance plus a bit of Secure Support in your life, someone else may need more Evaluate Effort plus one practice from Leverage Leisure. Here are some examples of client goals and their corresponding combinations of personal pulse practices.

Example 1
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Example 2
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Example 3
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Example 4
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Your goal is to find the right combination of personal pulse practices that corresponds most with your current personal and professional goals. Take on as much or as little as feels realistic and feasible for you. My wish is that you come to view this book as more of an operating manual. Not only is this resilient toolkit here to foster your vitality now, but you can also mix and match these practices to help buffer against burnout when hit with new setbacks or life changes in the future. That said, I hope that you pick it up regularly, flip through it, reread sections, gather instructions and tips, and experiment with the various pulse practices as your life circumstances change or evolve. Remember, this toolkit is here to serve you for the long haul. The more worn down and marked up the pages in the book become, the better!

I want to make sure to emphasize that the steady-pulse path isn’t necessarily the easier path. Maintaining this fixed set of core resilience capabilities is not a quick fix. Becoming a steady-pulse person will take effort and dedication. This new way of showing up in work and life contradicts many of the notions you’ve been conditioned to believe about what it takes to be successful. I can guarantee that it will feel uncomfortable at times to incorporate these new behaviors, skills, and mindsets into your way of being. Try to think of this discomfort as a sign of growth. Anytime you work to defy convention, you will be met with resistance, especially within yourself. Just as you think that you’ve found your way into newfound vitality and balance, you can rest assured that the burnout-backing myths I’ve outlined in this book will start whispering messages in your ear, attempting to coerce you into buying into them once again. It is up to you and those around you who secure you with support to protect and nourish your personal pulse. Every loop, dip, rise, and turn of the proverbial rollercoaster of life brings with it just as many opportunities to get bumped off course as there are to lean into this fixed set of core capabilities to keep you secure and steady as you go.

Although the steady-pulse path will require dedication, accountability, and commitment, the effort is worth it. I unequivocally believe that you need to be equipped with more than mere grit to live a truly successful life in today’s ever-changing world of work. Without a fixed set of core resilience capabilities, you will run the risk of damaging yourself and your chance to make an impact on the world and in your life. Instead, you will be left exhausted, busy, overwhelmed—in short, burned out. There is a better way. The steady-pulse path will allow you to live and work with vitality and a personal pulse that sustains you for the long haul.

• • •

Years ago, when I was first starting my meditation practice, I was extremely focused on keeping a disciplined schedule for myself. I would wake up every morning at six on the dot to sit for fifty minutes. My earnest commitment to this practice felt weighty and important. So did my meditations. That was until I was fortunate enough to see the Dalai Lama speak. The day of the event, I found myself anxious with anticipation about the deep dialogues and conversations that would emerge from this person of great wisdom. The morning started with a brief meditation. With my prayer beads tightly clenched in my hands, I closed my eyes and committed myself to focus on my breath. The auditorium went silent, and an air of seriousness swept over the room. However, after a good length of time, an effervescent giggle began to ring out throughout the space. Shortly thereafter, we were told to slowly open our eyes, and when I did, the first thing that came into focus was the Dalai Lama fully laughing with the most joyous smile spread across his face. Instead of a somber prayer or a gentle word of wisdom, in a jovial voice, he joked about jet lag and how he almost fell asleep during the meditation. I was completely caught off guard. There, in that moment, was the most profound learning I took away from that day and perhaps that entire decade of life: even the wisest of us, the ones with perhaps the most responsibility and pressure of any of us, can find a way to live with lightheartedness—and, most important, their humanity—on their path to doing serious work and making an impact on this world. Serious work does not have to rob you of your health, humanity, or well-being. If anything, maintaining your vitality is a necessary ingredient to do great work in our increasingly complex world.

While we tend to think of mental breakthroughs when we do professional development work, I believe that by going back to our core human capabilities—the very things that allowed us to survive as a species for centuries—to address our alarming and serious global burnout epidemic can result in a deeper transformation. Having a set of core capabilities to ground us in the face of constant change and innovation creates deeper awareness and newfound vitality in our hearts. In fact, the Greeks have a word, metanoia, which stands for “a radical change or transformation of the heart.” Free from the crushing weight of society telling us that we have to be more, achieve more, hustle more, produce more, we take back the space needed to uncover our authentic selves. And, the more peace we have within ourselves, the more peace we will in turn project into the world. As such, we show up to our work, families, communities, and lives more engaged, energized, empathic, and productive. You benefit, your community benefits, your workplace benefits, and your customers benefit. By choosing the steady-pulse path, you are starting the journey toward awakening yourself and your heart to the truths of sustained success. The new world of work will be better off for it. I commend you for starting down the path!
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Steady-Pulse Teams and Organizations

BUILDING RESILIENT WORKPLACES AND TEAMS: AN INDISPENSABLE BUSINESS STRATEGY FOR THE NEW WORLD OF WORK

Take care of your employees and they will take care of your business. It’s as simple as that.

—Richard Branson

For this chapter, I’m going to be taking off my coaching hat and donning my consultant hat instead, so if you notice a slight change in tone, this is why. I’ve chosen to do this because this is where the systems approach—of fostering resilient people, teams, and organizational processes—to burnout prevention happens. And, as I stated in the Introduction, people are at the heart and soul of every organization.

Companies are made up of systems of people. The resilience of an organization depends on the interconnection of the individual, team, and organizational levels. In other words, whether or not an organization flourishes is directly related to the resilience of its people, teams, and culture. By expanding investment in fostering resilience practices beyond the individual level, a mutually supportive process is created. Enhancing the function of a work setting to promote and foster resilience-based practices creates more opportunity for individuals and teams to thrive, which, in turn, lends to sustained organizational success.

In contrast, initiatives that focus only on individual employee resilience often fail to account for the impact that the team and the overall workplace environment may be having on people’s well-being. Burnout research provides clear and consistent evidence that the roots of burnout stretch far beyond the individual into the work environment.1 A review of three decades of research by Janne Skakon and colleagues, at the University of Copenhagen, discovered that leaders have a significant influence on their people’s affective well-being, job satisfaction, and job stress.2 Researcher Hilde Hetland and colleagues have examined how perceived leadership impacts burnout in the information technology sector and have found that perception of negative leadership behaviors “is more important for burnout than perception of positive leadership styles.”3 In addition, research has found that organizational factors play a crucial role in the development of job burnout among professionals.4 Christina Maslach and Michael Leiter’s extensive research has found that “the structure and functioning of the workplace shape how people interact with one another and how they carry out their jobs. When the workplace does not recognize the human side of work, then the risk of burnout grows, carrying a high price with it.”5 In short, failing to foster team leaders and workplaces that promote pro-resilience practices is missing a significant part of the burnout equation.

Today’s world of work is one that is turbulent and full of change. To succeed in an environment of rapid disruption, organizations and teams must tap into a different set of skills than their predecessors. Remember, burnout does not discriminate—it affects organizations of all sizes and industries. Investing in nurturing steady-pulse people and teams is an opportunity not only to create sustained success for your organization but also to successfully adapt to and flourish in the new world of work. What follows are four key reasons why steady-pulse organizations will have a competitive advantage in the new world of work.

1. Agility Is Not Enough

Given that the workplace is changing at a bewildering pace, teams and organizations need to be increasingly adaptable and flexible. However, as much as you may want to focus on nurturing agility because of this, you may be surprised to learn that having an agile team and organizational culture is only one piece of the puzzle for sustained success in the new world of work.

Research has found that building agility alone—without resilience practices—can produce unanticipated negative consequences. In other words, simply building agility among your teams and within your organization is not enough. A scientific survey of 2,000 full-time employed adults found that highly agile employees who possessed low resilience had an increased risk for depression (27 percent) and anxiety (54 percent).6 They also had an increased absenteeism rate of 5.7 days per year. By contrast, the study also revealed a profound multiplying effect when you combine agility with resilience. In particular, the study found that those with both high resilience and high agility are 78 percent more likely to seek out a new skill and keep up with relevant innovation. In addition, the study indicated that high resilience scores corresponded to 30 percent higher creativity and that “highly resilient people are 28 percent more able to adapt to changing circumstances and score significantly higher on important agile attributes.”7 In essence, resilience and agility together act as a booster for employee engagement whereas agility with little to no resilience can put your people at risk for burnout.

2. Performance, Retention, and Engagement

Not surprisingly, research has reported a powerful link between burnout and retention problems that, along with business costs, substantially impact team morale and engagement.8 Without the resources, support, and resilience capabilities, people can experience the negative impact of a non-steady-pulse organizational culture or team.

Emotional stress and physical health issues seriously impact the motivation, productivity, and functioning of people. Not only does this lead to serious deterioration of engagement and performance at the individual and team levels, but it also translates to the organization’s performance as a whole. If left unchecked, these problems eventually result in turnover. A study conducted by Kronos Incorporated and Future Workplace discovered that 95 percent of human resources leaders report that employee burnout is sabotaging workforce retention.9 On the flip side, resilience among employees has been associated with greater job satisfaction, work happiness, organizational commitment, and employee engagement.10

3. People-First Brand

Providing fancy perks such as free food, yoga classes, and Ping-Pong tables is far from a winning strategy in the war on talent in the new world of work. Top-talent people value being valued and seek companies that have a human-centric brand. In fact, 75 percent of job seekers consider an employer’s brand before even applying.11

With remote work becoming more common, especially in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, the hard line between work and home is becoming increasingly blurred and, in some cases, nonexistent. Top-talent people no longer see their personal and professional development in different buckets—they want to show up to work and grow as people. We know that culture matters in shaping an organization’s brand. Having a people-first culture where talented people can show up as their best selves, plug into a meaningful mission, and thrive is a true competitive advantage in the new world of work. People crave sustainable workplace practices and purpose-driven work cultures that take their employees’ well-being seriously. They don’t just want to be in an organization that mitigates risk factors of burnout; they want a company that proactively invests in providing conditions for vitality and steady personal pulses.

4. It Is the Right Thing to Do

Although some leaders may be motivated to have a steady-pulse organization for the business case of improved performance and quality of work, the most successful leaders and managers I’ve worked with intrinsically care about the welfare of their people. For them, it is a matter of morals and ethics. To paraphrase a comment that one of my former clients (who has won awards for her leadership abilities) often makes: When you step into the role of a leader, you are committing yourself not only to the responsibility of your team’s performance but to your team’s well-being as well.

The most effective leaders authentically believe that preserving their people’s resilience is a fundamental aspect of their job. They hold themselves accountable for the vitality of their people and desire to see their people show up with motivation, engagement, and steady pulses. They don’t buy into the misnomer that burnout is the responsibility of the individual. Instead, they know that how they show up, the decisions they make around establishing a culture, and the daily ways they engage with their people can have a significant effect on whether talent flourishes or flatlines. It is from this place of acknowledgment of responsibility that vibrant, steady-pulse organizations emerge. As you can see in the following table, weak-pulse leaders have mindsets and behaviors that leave individuals and teams exhausted, less innovative, and disengaged, whereas steady-pulse leadership practices embrace thoughts and actions that lead to energized, engaged, and creative people and teams.
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CORE COMPONENTS OF STEADY-PULSE LEADERSHIP

John Gottman is a widely recognized psychologist whose impressive depth of research has enabled him to predict which couples would stay together and which would divorce with more than 90 percent accuracy. He and his research associates have discovered that the difference between happy and unhappy couples is the balance between positive and negative interactions during conflict. In fact, Gottman has identified that the “magic ratio” for sustaining a happy marriage is 5:1.12 This means that for every negative interpersonal interaction, a stable marriage has at least five positive interactions. When explaining this to clients, I often use the analogy of a relationship piggy bank. If you continuously add more deposits to the bank than withdrawals, when hit with a setback or challenge, you can still live off the savings for some time without breaking the bank.

Although your organization or team isn’t in a marriage, this group of individuals does spend a lot of their waking lives together doing work while also navigating interpersonal and other challenges. If you are able to provide your people with positive deposits in their resilience bank account, when you are hit with stressors or changes, there are more savings to withdraw from to counterbalance this adversity. The more a leader can deposit into their organization’s and team’s steady-pulse bank reserves through steady-pulse leadership practices and policies, the more buffered your people become.

Alternatively, when you neglect to invest in developing and maintaining your company’s pulse, you can find your organization, teams, and people in debt when faced with a challenge. The key to keeping your organization’s resilience bank full is to increase steady-pulse conditions and practices on a day-to-day basis by following the “ABCs of Steady-Pulse Teams and Organizations,” as the following figure shows. Specifically, leaders can increase their team’s resiliency by making sure that they are working to set up conditions, practices, and policies that promote agency, benevolence, and community.
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WHAT DOES THE PEOPLE LEADER HAVE TO DO WITH IT?

So what’s a people leader have to do with creating conditions for resilient steady-pulse teams? A lot. One of the most important factors in building a resilient team is you, because managers account for 70 percent of the variance in team engagement.13 Your direct reports don’t work in a vacuum. Whenever you take psychologically healthy people and place them in an environment that doesn’t play to their core resilience capabilities, over time, they will be left exhausted, cynical, and ineffective. When stressors begin to affect team performance and morale, you are the one who can either contribute to or buffer your people against burnout.

Research suggests that one of the most powerful ways people leaders can improve employee well-being and resilience is through day-to-day actions. Research shows that having a harsh boss is linked to a number of mental and physical health problems (even including heart problems) in employees. As Bob Chapman, chief executive officer of Barry-Wehmiller, says in Jeffrey Pfeffer’s book, Dying for a Paycheck, “According to the Mayo Clinic, the person you report to at work is more important for your health than your family doctor.”14 On the other side of the coin, research demonstrates that people leaders who are caring, fair, and supportive have more loyal, engaged, and vibrant employees. The following sections provide a deep dive into what you can do as a leader or manager to build a steady-pulse team across the three dimensions of agency, benevolence, and community.

Agency: Fostering Autonomy

Leadership is not a person or a position. It is a complex moral relationship between people based on trust, obligation, commitment, emotion, and a shared vision of the good.

—Joanne Ciulla

A major contributor to burnout is unrealistic work demands. How much are you checking in with your team members to determine whether the workload you’ve given them is too much, too urgent, too complex, or underresourced? And most important, how much are you working to give your people control over how and when they work?

Unfortunately, many leaders inadvertently weaken the pulse of their people and teams by imposing demands on them while simultaneously removing their sense of control and providing inconsistency in the work environment. Setting unrealistic changing deadlines, rearranging business travel, imposing last-minute changes to important initiatives without involving your people, or not explaining the rationale behind the changes is a recipe for learned helplessness.

Learned helplessness happens when someone continuously faces an uncontrollable situation and eventually stops trying to change their circumstances, even if eventually presented with the ability to do so. The term was coined in 1967 by the American psychologists Martin Seligman and Steven Maier. The pair was conducting research on animal behavior that involved delivering electric shocks to dogs. Dogs that learned that they couldn’t escape the shock stopped trying in later experiments, even when it became possible to avoid the shock by jumping over a barrier. In essence, uncontrollable events adversely affect motivation—if you can’t predict or influence what is going to happen to you, you’re eventually going to give up. Why put effort into something you can’t control or improve? Not only this, such behavior hurts morale and creates stress.

In order to avoid sending your team down the path of learned helplessness, you must prioritize agency. Specifically, I recommend the following management practices.

Communicate Clear Implicit and Explicit Expectations of Job Role Success

When people don’t know what they are really responsible for and when roles are ill-defined, it’s hard to feel in control of one’s work. According to Gallup’s State of the American Workplace Report, employees are 2.5 times more likely than other employees to be engaged if they strongly agree that their job description aligns with the work they do. Sadly, only 41 percent of employees strongly agree that their job description aligns with the work they are asked to do.15 This can become a major problem if your employees are being held accountable for work that doesn’t align with the work on which they are being evaluated.

Steady-pulse leaders understand that a key aspect of bolstering agency in their people is empowering them by doing much more than simply telling their employees what their job is. Rather, they clearly construct a picture of what success and outstanding performance in the role look like and how the role aligns with their team and organizational goals. Furthermore, they involve their people in setting expectations and check in regularly to make sure that there is a clear understanding all around. If faced with a change in priority or a pivot in strategy, steady-pulse people leaders also make it a point to meet with their direct reports to recalibrate and fine-tune job expectations and roles. They do not take for granted the power of giving their people clarity on their role, type of work, and expected contributions to the team and organization as a whole.

Ensure that Workload, Resources, and Time Constraints Are Realistic and Feasible

If your people do not have the right resources or tools to complete their jobs, they’re bound to experience a low sense of agency. Not only does being given goals that are nearly impossible to achieve create low levels of control—whether due to lack of proper time, equipment, support, and materials—but it also induces high levels of stress. For example, too heavy of a workload combined with inadequate resources and a tight deadline is anything but conducive to rest, recovery, and success. Unfortunately, Gallup has found that only “3 in 10 U.S. employees strongly agree [that] they have the materials and equipment they need to do their work right.”16 This applies to both tangible resources (such as office supplies, funding, inventory, and team size) and intangible resources (such as time, IP, and executive sponsorship).

Your people want to succeed in their jobs; it is your role to set up conditions in which they have the resources, time, and appropriate workload to actually be successful. Steady-pulse people leaders don’t just sit back and expect their people to advocate for their needs in response to mismatches between workload, resources, and job demands. Instead, they bring their people alongside and involve them in setting goals, identifying resources needed, and determining whether the workload, work complexity, and time constraints are all realistic and feasible to as much an extent as possible. Additionally, if necessary, they work to advocate on behalf of their teams for more resources and are transparent with their teams about what they can and cannot provide.

Invest in Meaningful Personal and Professional Development

Research shows that a lack of development and career growth is one of the top reasons employees leave a job. It is human nature to want to make progress. It is the evolutionary survival drive that pushes us to continue to advance the world around us. Progression gives us a sense of accomplishment and, in turn, agency. By contrast, working hard to accomplish something and yet never feeling as though you are making meaningful progress can lead to discouragement, learned helplessness, and eventually burnout. If you want to keep your employees around and engaged, you need to invest in their personal and professional development. Yet, as important as this is, Gallup has found that globally, only three in ten employees strongly agree that someone at their place of work encourages their development.17

Steady-pulse leaders understand the power of attending to their people’s personal and professional development. They don’t wait until a quarterly performance review to have performance and pro-resilience conversations. Rather, they make it a point to check in and monitor how their direct reports are progressing in each one-on-one meeting they have with them. When teaching leaders how to have coaching-style development conversations with their people, I make it a point to train them on how to do personal pulse check-ins on their employees’ core resilience capability development. The five core PULSE capabilities I’ve outlined in this book finally give leaders and managers a tangible way to discuss and monitor the development of evidence-based resilience practices in a manner that is extremely personalized to each person’s unique talents, strengths, and needs. Your employees’ progress in developing their PULSE capabilities absolutely needs to be monitored, assessed, discussed, and supported in your one-on-ones on a regular basis.

Finally, steady-pulse people leaders understand the power of feedback in giving their employees a sense of clarity and control. Just like a good coach, these leaders work to support their people by collaborating with them to set developmental goals and then regularly give feedback tied to those goals in a way that is both personalized and meaningful.


Steady Pulse Leadership Practices that Promote Agency

Define concrete roles. Ensure that each team member has a specific job description, understands his, her, or their role, and is aware of his, her, or their expected contribution to the company.

Equip your team with proper tools. Set your employees up for success with the right tools to succeed in their work.

Provide adequate resources. Ensure that there are sufficient funds to execute strategies effectively.

Enable your people’s futures. Whenever possible, align work streams with your employees’ personal and professional development goals.

Trust people to do their job. Avoid micromanagement. If you don’t trust your team, team members won’t trust you.

Be flexible. When a deadline or goal is unrealistic, modify it to ensure feasibility.

Be responsive. Respond to markers of increased stress and/or reduced morale in your teams by involving members in making changes to work conditions.

Keep reasonable work hours. Set boundaries around when you will contact your people. Unless absolutely necessary, avoid contacting them on weeknights, weekends, or holidays.

Be realistic when assigning tasks. Be sure to delegate an amount of work that is challenging but not overwhelming.

Provide objective feedback. Your team members should know what you expect of them and how they can improve.



Benevolence: Do No Harm

Do the best you can until you know better. Then when you know better, do better.

—Maya Angelou

With the uptick of change and disruption that the new world of work brings with it, things like trust, fairness, and acknowledgment go a long way toward creating an environment where people feel steady and secure. Benevolence is about acting and endorsing policies that reflect trustworthiness. Malevolence, by contrast, is about choosing to behave opportunistically at the expense of others. Do leaders or managers sometimes present an employee’s innovative idea as their own? Is there pay transparency at your organization? Do you consider who in your organization carries the brunt of emotional labor? Are you making it a point to handle promotions and performance evaluations fairly and appropriately? Do some employees get acknowledged for contributions while other’s efforts go unnoticed?

No matter how prestigious your company is or how many rewards you offer, if an employee finds himself or herself on a team or in an organization that does not foster goodwill, those perks won’t go very far. When people find themselves in a system in which their coworkers are disrespectful, management is doing something dishonest, or there is an absence of fairness, you’re bound to find your people rendered with weak personal pulses. Considering this, it doesn’t come as a surprise that research has found that inequitable workplaces or workplaces that don’t practice what they preach can impact a person’s mental health and ultimately their outlook on the job. As outlined in the Introduction of this book, Professor Christina Maslach’s research has found six types of mismatches between a person and a workplace that lead to burnout—the absence of fairness, conflicting values, and insufficient reward are three of the six.18

People leaders who tolerate unfairness, dishonesty, and lack of appropriate recognition literally cause harm to their employees. Steady-pulse organizations foster trust, openness, equity, and respect. Benevolent teams and workplace cultures value every person who contributes to their success through equitable practices, values-aligned action, and employee recognition. I recommend these leadership management practices to foster benevolence:

Commit to Equitable Practices

Equity at work means fairness. Such things as unequal workload or pay, promotions being handled inappropriately, unequal access to resources, uneven recognition, poorly handled grievances, and more can easily create a significant mismatch in an employee’s experience of fairness. Equitable practices and policies confer respect, whereas unfairness generates emotional distress, emotional exhaustion, and mutual distrust between management and staff. With inequity, your people will no longer feel a need to be loyal when they aren’t treated fairly. Exclusive focus on the bottom line indicates to your people that they come in second. By contrast, equity fosters employee morale because, as far as opportunity goes, there are no hidden agendas. Equity offers a clear rationale for employees to invest themselves in their company.

Steady-pulse people leaders understand that providing their people with clearly outlined criteria for advancement, as well as straightforward policies and procedures for measuring performance, goes a long way toward establishing trust. Steady-pulse leaders are also willing to look at their biases (such as favoritism) to consider where they may be unconsciously or consciously acting in unfair ways. They use objective criteria to make sound judgments and elicit feedback from their peers and others in order to ensure that they’re holding themselves accountable toward the promotion of equitable practices.

Gallup has found that only 21 percent of employees strongly agree that they have performance metrics that are within their control.19 Steady-pulse people leaders understand that they must become more like a coach than a manager by having regular performance conversations that foster a collaborative approach. Toward this end, steady-pulse leaders promote transparency by openly talking about the allocation of benefits, perks, and promotions.


Types of Bias to Watch Out For

Attribution bias. This is the tendency for people to overemphasize dispositional or personality-based explanations for behaviors observed in others while underemphasizing situational explanations.

Availability bias. This is the tendency to focus on immediate examples that come to mind when evaluating a specific topic, concept, method, or decision.

Confirmation bias. This is the tendency to look for or favor information that confirms beliefs that one already holds.

Appearance bias. This is the tendency to make judgments about someone based on surface characteristics (clothes, dress, or speaking style).

Halo effect. This is the tendency to overestimate someone’s abilities on many domains when they’ve only shown that ability in one area.

Overconfidence bias. This is the tendency to overestimate our skills, abilities, intellect, or talent.

Similarity bias. This is the tendency to gravitate toward people similar to ourselves. This might mean hiring or promoting someone who shares the same race, gender, age, or educational background.



Act with Integrity

Another significant contributor to burnout in the workplace is a mismatch in values. This can happen when an employee holds a strong value about something and his or her leader asks that employee to do something that is out of alignment with that value. Further, if a leader begins acting out of alignment with the company’s mission (which employees deeply believe in), this would constitute a mismatch in values. Steady-pulse people leaders understand the importance of being a conscious leader who speaks and acts with integrity, leads with authenticity, and holds themselves accountable. This means that they take the time to invest in deepening their self-awareness, including monitoring their influence and being intentional about their choices, actions, and decisions.

Steady-pulse leaders understand that they must also work to help their employees find opportunities for alignment with the company’s goals and objectives. They make a deliberate effort to incorporate company values in their hiring process and reinforce their company values in communications. In addition, they take the time to understand their direct reports’ core values and work to set up work conditions that align with them.

Senior leaders who want to nurture resilient teams and organizations need to ensure that their initiatives and choices are thoughtfully made with integrity and in alignment with company values. If a senior leader often talks about his or her organizational commitment to well-being and balance but then continuously provides his, her, or their people with pressing deadlines and unreasonable workloads, his, her, or their people are going to become suspicious of the gap between saying and doing.

Recognize, Affirm, and Reward Accomplishments

No one wants to continue to work hard and bring value to a company if their efforts are ignored or underappreciated. When employees expect to be rewarded unfairly, they perform more poorly (so that their perceived effort matches the inadequate reward they expect) and eventually become disengaged and cynical. By contrast, when employees feel that they and their work are valued, their satisfaction and productivity rise, and they are motivated to maintain or improve their good work. For example, Gallup has found that “3 in 10 U.S. employees strongly agree that in the last seven days they have received recognition or praise for doing good work.” The report goes on to say, “By moving that ratio to 6 in 10 employees, organizations could realize a 24 percent improvement in quality, a 27 percent reduction in absenteeism and a 10 percent reduction in shrinkage.”20

Steady-pulse people leaders understand that it is their job to make sure that their employees feel valued for their work contributions. They recognize that appreciation is a fundamental human need. They also understand that recognizing employees for their contributions doesn’t just mean monetary incentives; it also means social rewards (such as appreciating their work). Steady-pulse people leaders who successfully recognize and reward employee accomplishments know that the first step in doing so requires them to make a concerted effort to actually look for and identify opportunities to praise their talent. They’re aware that they can easily miss out on opportunities to notice and appreciate someone’s work if they’re not tuned into this important behavior. Moreover, steady-pulse people leaders acknowledge that recognition needs to be meaningful and personalized (versus general and vague) and make it a point to customize their acknowledgments accordingly.


Steady Pulse Leadership Practices that Promote Benevolence

Do the right thing. Make sure that decisions are fair and ethical. Avoid asking employees to complete tasks that may challenge their values or elicit ethical concerns.

Accept responsibility. Admit your mistakes and acknowledge your limitations.

Be transparent. Communicate your intent regularly. Be honest with your people.

Use objective criteria. Establish clear, unbiased criteria in advance of making decisions.

Treat everyone fairly. Don’t play favorites. Create team rules that you expect everyone to respect and follow.

Act with consistency. Be consistent in your behavior, expectations, and choices. Do what you have said you will do.

Invest in self-awareness. Work on being able to uncover your implicit and explicit biases.

Don’t gossip. Adhere to honesty and confidentiality. Do not discuss one team member with another behind his or her back.

Celebrate. Celebrate team progress on small milestones (as well as the big ones).

Acknowledge, reward, and promote. Each employee’s contribution to the company should be acknowledged and rewarded regularly and appropriately.



Community: Promote Positive Relationships

I suppose leadership at one time meant muscles; but today it means getting along with people.

—Mahatma Gandhi

Your employees’ day-to-day experiences come down to connections and interactions with other people in the organization. These interpersonal exchanges play a major role in your people’s experience of the organization. This social world that your employees find themselves in influences their thoughts, feelings, and outlook. As I explain in Chapter 4, we are social beings. To ignore your people’s need for connection is to ignore their human nature. Do you create situations where people can authentically get to know each other? Do you make it a point to value every employee’s input? Do you put in the work to establish psychologically safe group discussions that allow for respectful dissent? Are you making it a point to set and reinforce norms that honor compassion and mutual respect? If a team member makes a mistake, is it held against him or her?

Research identifies a breakdown of community as one of the main mismatches between a person and his or her job that contributes to burnout. When elements of a community are fragmented, your people’s personal pulses will weaken, and ultimately, your team, business unit, and organization will suffer. By contrast, research shows us that when individuals possess a solid sense of affiliation with their colleagues, they in turn take more positive action to benefit the business. Teams and organizations increase their resilience when community conditions result in committed people working in cooperative relationships based on respect and trust.

Managers and leaders who treat their employees like resources instead of people create conditions that make employees reluctant to build meaningful connections with one another. When an organization demonstrates low commitment to its people and the organizational community as a whole, employees have less impetus to make commitments to one another. Teams and workplaces that prioritize belonging, psychological safety, and care for their employees as whole people will find themselves with a flourishing community of committed employees who are intrinsically motivated to promote positive relationships. What follows are leadership and management practices to foster community.

Bolster Inclusion and Belonging

When there is a sense of acceptance, safety, and inclusion, employees experience a feeling of security and authentic support. This is the birthplace of positive relationships. Steady-pulse people leaders recognize that their people are motivated by an inherent desire to form interpersonal links and connections. Steady-pulse people leaders also understand that while having an intention to create a diverse workplace is important, it is not enough. Instead, they make a concerted effort to create a culture where everyone feels as though they are welcome, included, and belong. To accomplish this, they work to set up conditions that promote a true sense of inclusivity and belonging, one in which all employees, from all groups, have representation and voice. Steady-pulse people leaders understand that a crucial part of their role is to establish team and organizational norms that communicate the value of diverse perspectives, have zero tolerance for disrespect, and make it safe for their people to have candid conversations with each other.

Foster Conditions for Psychological Safety

As mentioned early in this book, the term psychological safety was coined by Novartis Professor of Leadership at Harvard Business School Amy Edmondson, who defines it as “a shared belief held by members of a team that the team is safe for interpersonal risk-taking.”21 A psychologically safe environment empowers employees to share their selves and their ideas without fear of negative consequences. A climate based on mutual respect and interpersonal trust enables teams to harness the power of diverse ideas and viewpoints, which, in turn, leads to higher levels of creativity and innovation. This type of engagement is powerful in promoting an employee’s sense of contribution. Steady-pulse leaders and managers understand that creating a safe, nonjudgmental space for people to share their opinions freely can create empathy and also a feeling of community. They recognize that a big part of this is making sure that each of their employees’ opinions count by encouraging open-mindedness, learning from one another, and the freedom to be imperfect. Furthermore, having a diverse workforce does not guarantee that your people feel a sense of inclusion or belonging—it’s very difficult to feel a sense of belonging if you feel psychologically unsafe. The higher the level of psychological safety, the greater is the likelihood for teams and organizations to realize the benefits of diversity through greater inclusion and belonging.

Care for Your Employees as People

Your employees are humans—they are not simply capital, boxes to check, or labor to use. They need to know that their leader and organization care about them as people. While it is one thing to have an organization or its leaders to communicate that they care about their people, action goes much further in actually making employees feel cared for.

Steady-pulse people leaders make it a point to know their employees as people and show an interest in their lives. They know about their people’s interests, passions, families, and dreams. They genuinely want to make a personal connection with their teams. They remember important information such as birthdays, anniversaries, and other significant events. Steady-pulse people leaders understand that while personal connection is important, this doesn’t imply that they have to become “best buddies” with their people—they simply have to care about them.


Steady Pulse Leadership Practices that Promote Community

Listen. Take time to practice active listening with your people.

Be approachable. Work to keep lines of communication open so that your team members feel like they can talk to you.

Be responsive. When an employee expresses frustration or concern, address it. Make sure that the employee knows that you are taking appropriate action or give an explanation as to why you can’t meet his, her, or their needs.

Create a zero-tolerance policy for uncaring behavior. If a team member engages in undermining, shaming, or any behavior that discourages others to speak up, such as saying, “That question is ridiculous,” don’t condone or ignore this behavior. Intervene and share how such statements can impede creativity and innovation, including the sharing of concerns, ideas, and questions. Instead, encourage productive and thoughtful dissent.

Practice genuine curiosity. Ask team members to weigh in on their thoughts and expertise.

Hold space for vulnerability. Set norms that make your people feel as though they do not have to hide their imperfections.

Practice compassion. Notice when your employees are having a tough time at work.

Value intersectionality and diverse perspectives. Do not ignore differences; instead, highlight the value of diversity.

Recognize courageous acts. When a team member makes himself or herself vulnerable by offering a new idea, asking a question, or sharing a mistake, acknowledge and appreciate these acts of courage.

Foster balanced conversation. Pay attention to how your team operates. Is everyone given an opportunity to speak up? Are some more silent than others? Work to foster equal speaking times for everyone.

Be open-minded. Use open-ended questions to learn from your employees. Challenge them to take risks, think critically, and offer their perspectives freely.

Honor people’s lives outside of work. Allow for sick days, mental health days, flexibility to take care of family issues, and vacation days.



WHAT CAN ORGANIZATIONS DO?

The key to cultivating an organizational culture that sustains engagement and high-quality performance is fostering a solid foundation of resilience by going beyond simply mitigating drivers of burnout. Rather than taking a deficit approach that tries to fix something that is broken, I encourage you instead to ask this question: How can my organization improve our employee experience to uncover and implement a fixed set of practices that bolster individual, team, and organizational resilience?

The good news is that the process to do this is fairly straightforward. The steps I’m about to outline in this section follow basic design thinking principles. In essence, I encourage you to think of your employee experience as your product. Correspondingly, your employees are your customers. Your design objective is to optimize for the ABCs (agency, benevolence, and community) of steady-pulse organizations and teams while minimizing the “bugs” and other “glitches” in the system, as the following figure shows.
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Setting the Stage

Gather the right materials in order to set the stage for the design process.

Step 1: Create an Employee Experience Journey Map

•   Take a clear inventory of your employee experience from end to end through the practice of journey mapping. Journey mapping is a well-known design research tool used to gain insight into how a customer (in this case, your employees) experiences a service, process, or product, with the goal of making informed improvements to deliver a better experience for future customers.

•   Create an employee experience journey map by documenting the key touchpoints your employee goes through all the way from recruitment to offboarding. Many employee journey maps include the following phases: recruiting, onboarding, training, performance, career development, and exit. Be sure to identify moments that matter that are unique to your employee experience.

Step 2: Develop or Select a Survey

•   Develop or license a survey that assesses for burnout and well-being levels of your workforce.

Design Process

Engage in a four-stage cyclical series of steps in order to engage in continual (versus one time) improvement.

Step 1: Discover

•   Send out surveys to collect quantitative data about your employees’ overall thriving. Be sure to capture at what phase of the employee experience each respondent is in.

•   Conduct qualitative interviews from a representative sample of people across your organization about their experience of agency, benevolence, and community at each key touchpoint in the employee experience.

•   Gather insights and key themes.

Step 2: Diagnose

•   Examine findings to look at organizational wellness overall. For example:

•   Is there a specific area in the organization that has higher than normal levels of burnout or an area that has higher than normal levels of employee well-being?

•   Map findings onto the employee experience journey to uncover problem areas in your employee experience. For example:

•   Is there a problem with burnout at a certain touchpoint in the employee experience?

•   Map findings onto the employee experience journey to uncover what’s working in your employee experience. For example:

•   Is there a touchpoint in the employee experience that is associated with higher levels of well-being?

Step 3: Develop

•   Conduct “customer empathy” interviews with a representative sample of people at your organization about the results.

•   Ask them about possible solutions to remedy the “bugs” in your employee experience design. For example:

•   Which of the ABCs of steady-pulse people leader practices would provide optimal impact for addressing the problem areas found in the diagnose phase?

•   Involve your people in the development of solutions. For example:

•   How can this information be used to design and develop meaningful changes that are conducive to agency, benevolence, and community?

Step 4: Deploy

•   Roll out new interventions, and monitor and measure impact to repeat the four-step process again.

Finally, while wellness initiatives can be helpful, research suggests that people leaders are where significant impact can happen. Through this cyclical process, your organization can shape a steady-pulse employee experience that promotes and fosters resilience-based practices. In this way, you are building a mutually supportive process at all three levels (individual, team, and organization) that not only mitigates the drivers of burnout but also increases leadership behaviors that promote personal and professional success and vitality.
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Live with meaning
Live inthe now

Keep growing

Be present

Always keep learning
Lead with curiosity
Pursue adventure

Live with honor

Live in balance
Prioritize my health
Practice nonattachment
Guard my energy

Letgo

Be a “learnatic”
Commit to passion

Lead with compassion

Practice gratitude

Be kind to myself

See the shades of gray
Getinto my stretch zone
Get comfortable with less
Stay connected

Actwith integrity
Startwith empathy
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THE 3 S's OF LEVERAGE LEISURE

SILENCE: SET RULES FOR YOUR TECH
Weak Pulge

QUESTIONS TO ASK YOURSELF
«"Am | aware of my digital use tendencies?
> « Do | have clearly defined rulec in place for my tech uce?
« What acpecte of my technology habite do | want to keep, tweak,
atart, or ctop?
Steady Pulce

SANCTUARY: MAKE TIME TO CONNECT WITH THE NATURAL WORLD

Weak Pulse

QUESTION TO ASK YOURSELF

* What percentage of my week did | cpend outdoore?
« Have | formally added times to be in nature into my cchedule?

‘Steady Pulce

SOLITUDE: SPEND TIME WITH YOURSELF

el Poloe QUESTIONS TO ASK YOURSELF

« Am | comfortable with cimply being? Why or why not?
« Do | know how much solitude time ic beneficial for me?
« Do take advantage of opportunities to cimply be each week?

‘Steady Pulce
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Circles of Support Map

Circle

Circle 2

Crcle 1
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THE WHEEL OF WEARINESS

Magsive & Poorly

Defined Goal

Mindless
Attempt

® Discouragement

ntapped 4 ® Untapped
Learning Vearnis
® Lowered

Self-Efficacy

No Reflection
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“A powerful evidence-backed framework for living and working with resilience
well-being in our rapidly changing world of work. This book is a much-needed breath of fresh air.

- oo Wall Street Journal bestselling author of Emotional Agility

THE
BURNOUT

sFI

Dr. Jacinta M. Jiménez

P





OEBPS/f0060-01.jpg
Weak-Pulse Thinking
(Downward Spiral)

Steady-Pulse Thinking
(Upward Spiral)

Concern: “I'm not meeting my dead-
lines for the first time. This is very
bad. I'm not the manager | thought

I was.”

Curiosity: “| wonder why I'm
suddenly missing meeting dead-
lines. Maybe it is because | have
three new team members. | bet
they must be worried about the
missed timelines as well. I've had
a strong track performance as a
manager prior to this.”

Criticism: “Now everyone is

going to think | wasn't ready for
this promotion. They're probably
right. If | was capable of managing
large teams, | wouldn't be in this
position.”

Compassion: “| am human. | can't
do everything perfectly all the time.
This is just a temporary setback.
The fact that I'm so worried about
my team speaks to how conscien-
tious | am as a manager.”

Consumed: “I must prove to them
that I'm not a bad manager. | can't
lose my job. I've worked too hard for
this promotion. | must push harder.

I need to light a fire under my team
and get them to work harder too. |
must turn this around before Friday.
It's go time!”

Calibration: “Given these thoughts,
I'm going to make a plan to discuss
the possible causes as to why I'm
falling behind with my boss and
then present her with a plan for
how | can approach this temporary
setback. I'll need to provide some
encouragement to my team as well
because they're probably feeling
worried t0o.”
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THE STRETCH SPIRAL

PLAN

PRACTICE

New learning
informe next
modification of
development plan,

at exactly
didn't work?

&)

Why exactly
did it work?

What could
work better?,
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NOT GRANULAR GRANULAR

=

Humiliated
Rejected
Ingecure More Understanding
Anvious =
Scared 4 \n Awareness
Shocked and Control
Worried

I_Frighhned _
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Mind reading

All-or-nothing
thinking

Situation: You say hi to your manager in the hallway.
Typically, she greets you with a large smile; this time,
however, she gives you a slight nod and walks quickly
past you.

Thinking error: She must be annoyed with the email
I'sent her last night. Oh no.

Reality: She was running to use the restroom before an
afternoon full of back-to-back meetings and thus couldn’t
stop to say hi.

Situation: You have one bad sales quarter after along
streak of surpassing your targets.

Thinking error: The market is changing. Our product has
lost relevance. We're failing.

Reality: The company is just having a tough quarter
because of a number of other factors that aren't related
to the product.
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3 E's OF EVALUATE INSTRUMENTS COMBINED CLEAR FOCUSED
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Goal

Write down your large goal here.
tmprove public speaking skills

Plan

Break down your large goal by thinking about past experience

with that goal.

* Based onyour experiences related to this goal, write
down the conditions that would most likely put you in your
stretch zone.

1 begin to feel stressed whew thave to talk in front
of five or more people and speak longer than five
minutes.

Based on these conditions, develop a specific practice plan.
* Whatexactly do you plan to practice?
Speaking for a slightly longer amount of time (tew
minutes) at wy next team meeting. Note: | have six
people om my team, so it doesw 't feel overwhelming in
terms of audience size, which allows me to focus just
own increasing the length of time t speak for.

¢ Whatare the exact criteria by which you will measure your
progress? Keep this simple. Focus on one or two things max.
1Ay “um” too many times whew [ talk. So t will focus
ow: reducing the number of times (say “wm” whew
speaking.

* What Stretch Zone Barometer number would you give this
practice plan?
Ud vate this as a 6.5.
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Accomplishment
Collaboration
Competence
Excellence
Generosity
Influence
Performance
Respect
Self-expression
Tranquility
Wisdom

Affirmation
Communication
Creativity
Focus
Honesty
Inspiration
Productivity
Risk taking
Service
Trust
Wealth

Ambition
Community
Determination
Family
Humility

Love of learning
Quality
Security
Stability

Truth

Wonder

Beauty
Compassion
Efficiency
Genuineness
Impact
Loyalty
Recognition
Self-esteem
Success
Well-being
Wholeheartedness
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Teaching
Being present
Writing
Connecting
Innovation
Discipline
Kindness
Optimism

Speaking
Science

Logic

Intuition
Problem solving
Willpower
Storytelling

Emotional intelligence

Helping
Technology
Curiosity
Integrity
Influence
Empathy
Persistence
Negotiation

Design

Creativity
Organization
Big-picture thinking
Status/platform
Humor

Leadership

Critical thinking
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3 MAIN ELEMENTS OF COMPASSION

@ TNKNG = "l underctand you."

@ rfeeLNe =D " feel for you"

@ VOTWVATON = "l want to help you"
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High-level problem
statement:

thave serious nomophobia.

PULSE core capabilities
identified:

Leverage leisure

Personal pulse practice
combination:

Silence





OEBPS/ch4.jpg





OEBPS/ch3.jpg





OEBPS/f0168-01.jpg
Evaluate Effort Inctrument Panel

Enduring Principlec: Energy Expenditure: Emotional Acuity:
Your 'heading indicator’ to Your "tachometer’ to encure Your ‘dicpatcher’ to keep
help guide you in a you're cruicing at a cteady you abreact of the 'weather
dicection that ic values- pace and not over-exerting conditione’ in which you're
aligned and meaningful. energy or ucing too much operating in.

“fuel’ too quickly.
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Rating
Observation Log (0-10)

Date ‘ Time

Who am | with?
Whatam | doing?
What's the environment like?

How do | feel?
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CONTINUOUS
UPWARD
SPIRAL

..
CONCERN

i

CURIOSITY

CALIBRATION

COMPASSION|
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YOUR 5 CORE CAPABILITIES

BEHAVIORAL cooNmYE PYSICAL SOCIAL EHOTIONAL
Pace for Undo Untidy Leverage Secure Cptlute
Performance Thinking Leicure Support Etfort
Toct g pecoal T gt ot [ DR [
o prfecinst e ot gt i ot pomce o e snd
ot g hat 0 attens. ot an repnch dnctaty sk ot
et e . pph g ot ond
sty

YOUR PERSONAL PULSE RESILIENCE PRACTICES

Plan 1| | curiosity 1| | stence Belonging || |Enduring

Create old plane dentify unhelpful Create a healthy Harness compacsion | | Principlec.

for growing your thinking patternc relationchip with to enhance Reskze your

abilities without o enhance dlarity technology. belonging for meaning and purpoce
overeserting of thought. gourcelf and for greater clanity

il o and decicion making
 yourceli. 5  othere. |

Practice 1| [compascion Sanctuary Breadth Eneray

Set up conditione Develp celf- Replenich and Build @ dverce management
1o practice compaccion to rectore your network of support | | Menea¢ your
ke n order to challenge critcal mental and and enhance your precivc energy,
get maximum thinking, phycicel energy cognitive ok gty

[ vt [ ueng nature.” | | Resivity.

Ponder [ Solitude Boundaries Emotional
Gather the right Eccape Give to othere Acuity
information 4o learn productiity-stc whie avaiding Recognize and
from your effort and make cpace a helper's recpond to your

and avoid the in ueeful ways. for cef-amarenecs | | hangorer. anctine

el of wears appropriately.
[ e of wearnece. | | [ i crestonty, ) | K
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Ideal Behavior/ Difficulty
I Want To: Current Behavior New Rules to Change
Keepit Reading the newsonmy | I'm fine with this behav- N/A
commute to work. iorbecause | geta lot out
of this time.
Checking social media | I'm fine with checking in N/A
once a day. daily. I enjoying keeping
up with whatis going on
in my friends’ lives.
Tweak it Checking my LinkedIn Checking my LinkedIn 4/10
feed five times per day. | twice a day, before and
after work. Turn off notifi-
cations to help me to not
checkitin between.
Stopit Checking my phone first | Make my bedroom a 3/10
thing in the morning. gadget-free zone.
Reaching for my phone Keep my phone in my 6/10
while waiting in line. purse. Be presentin the
moment!
Having my phone nearby | Make dinner time a 210
when eating dinner with | technology-free time.
my family.
I'have allowed notifica- | Change my app settings 110
tions for most of my apps. | so that | only get notifica-
| get pings nonstop. tions for things that are
necessary.
Bringing my phone with | Leave my phone at my 410
me when | have lunch desk whenlgotolunch
with coworkers. with my coworkers.
Startit No space for silence Add two ten-minute 7110
from my devices in my chunks of empty space in
day. my daily work schedule.
I don’ttrack my screen Begin to check my 1/10
time regularly. screen time usage once
aweek.
I'reach for my phone a lot | Ask myself “why” each 8/10

throughout the day for no
reason!

time I reach for my
phone.
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Idea Difficulty | Rank
Join a personal interest- or hobby-based community 6/10 6
group thatwould likely connect me with people in

different industries than me.

Reach outto my circle 4 acquaintance Rachel and ask 3/10 3]
her if she’d like to meet up for coffee some time.

Attend a conference on a field that overlaps butisn’t 4/10 4
directly in my industry.

Go to a lecture or meetup event thatisn't even in my 5/10 5
industry.

Begin checking in more with circle 3 friends Anisha and 2110 2
Tal Lee.

Change my behavioral patterns. Go to a different 1/10 1

coffee shop, dog park, or workout class in order to
expose myself to new social hubs.
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Myth of More

Evaluate Effort

How can | squeeze thisin?

More opportunity equals more
success.

Is this something | want to do?
How much time will this take to do?

What's initforme?

Does this align with my purpose?

More opportunity equals more
potential for distraction.

What do | want to do the most?
What level of energy will this require?

How will this impact me emotionally?
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Time Boundaries Examples
Lateness * Asksto:

When itis okay for — Pick your brain.

people to contactyou —Run an idea by you.

Favors —Meet up to network.

Free labor

Teammates who frequently turn to you to help
them putoutafire.

Someone who frequently cancels on you at the
last minute.

A colleague who shows up late to a meeting and
then runs overtime.

A client who continuously calls at random times
throughout the day.

Emotional Boundaries Examples

Disclosure * A coworker that frequently pulls you aside to vent

Venting or complain.

* Feeling the need to take responsibility for

Holding space for )
another’s feelings.

others’ emotions
* Letting another’s feelings dictate your own.

Intellectual Boundaries Examples

Thoughts * A coworker who repeatedly dismisses or belittles

Ideas others’ thoughts.

* Ateammate who takes credit for your idea.

* Acolleague asks to use your new idea in an
upcoming talk.
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STEADY PULSE ORGANIZATIONAL DESIGN PROCESS

/ DISCOVER
Repeatt
‘ * Think of your
employee experience (EX)
oc your product, @
® (NS o nane  wioe

our customere.
 GOAL: Optimize for ABC.

DepLOY

DEVELOP
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THE ABC'S OF STEADY PULSE TEAMS AND ORGANIZATIONS

Foster Autonomy:
Communicate clear implicit and explicit
expectations of job role success.
® Encure workload, recources, and time

conatraints are realictic and feasible.
© Invest in meaningful peronal and
profeccional development. Promote Pocitive Relationchipe:
Bolcter inclucion and belonging.
® Foster conditions for peychological safety.
® Care for your employeec ac people.

Do No Harm:

© Commt to equitable practicec.

o Act with integrity.

© Recognize, affirm, and reward
accomplichments.

WHAT DOES THE PEOPLE LEADER
HAVETO DO WITH IT?
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Upward Stretch Spiral

Pace For
Performance
In Action

PRACTICE
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Weak-Pulse Thinking
(Downward Spiral)

Steady-Pulse Thinking
(Upward Spiral)

Concern: “Oh no, this isn't good.
My boss doesn't value my ideas.

I wish | hadn't started this new role
by offering so many. I'm sure

I overwhelmed him.”

Curiosity: “I wonder why my boss is
shutting down my ideas so quickly.
I know that he said he hired me for
my ability to bring fresh ideas to

the table. | wonder if I'm missing
something here.”

Criticism: “Why did | decide to start
off by going full-on with offering

my boss new ideas? What's wrong
with me? I've ruined my chance

to make a good firstimpression. |
should've waited a bit to approach
him with my ideas.”

“He’s a jerk for telling me that he
hired me for my ideas and then, as
soon as | start, just shooting them
all down. Working for him is going
to be hell.”

Compassion: “It is okay that |
approached him with ideas. This
is what gives me purpose and
gets me excited about work. My
eagerness shows my enthusiasm
to contribute to my team and the
company.”

“Maybe he is under a lot of
pressure right now. | know that my
boss is still in the process of hiring
two others for our team. Maybe
he’s preoccupied with that. | really
don’t know because | can't read his
mind.”

Consumed: “| hate that I'm not
being valued for my strengths. And
now | can't talk to him about it be-
cause I've already approached him
too many times and likely made my-
self look like an idiot. I'd just better
lay low, back off from offering ideas
for a bit, and see if this helps.”

Calibration: “Given these thoughts,
I'm going to make a plan to discuss
my concerns with my boss. | don't
know if I'm overwhelming him,
whether he is preoccupied with his
hiring quotas, or if something else
entirely different is accounting for
why he is shutting down my ideas.
Id better check in with him to get
clarity.”
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Mini Macro Mega
Micro (20 minutes— | (2 days (1 month
Mode (1-20 minutes) | 1day) ormore) ormore)
Silence Don't check Putmy phone | Doonesilent | Take a six-
my phone awayand out | meditation month or
while waiting | of sightforall | retreatayear. |year-long
inline. meals. sabbatical at
Uy mynext some pointin
Keepmy Check my vacation, my career.
phone out of emails at challenge
sightduring my | scheduled myself to be
one-on-ones | timesin my fully offline for
withmy direct | day, notjustas | atleastthree
reports. they comein. | days.
Screen-free
Sundays!
Sanctuary | Listento Spend twenty- | Take ayearly
nature sounds | five minutes weekend
while working. | outside atleast | camping trip
. three times per | outdoors by
r;’:]ﬁ]";';vnf:ifr:v week. myself around
utes of work, Tybirtdey.
getup and look
outthe win-
dow for afew
minutes.
Solitude Spend two Just sitand Take a yearly
minutes before | be duringmy | weekend
each meeting | commuteinto | camping trip
to pause, cen- | work onthe outdoors by
termyself, and | Caltrain. myself around
justbe. Aoy my birthday.
one-hour
check-in
meeting with v

myselfinto my
calendar.
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Corresponding Boundary Rules: Boundary Rules:

YourValues | Needs What | Won't Do What 1 Will Do

Focus I need uninter- I won't be available | will say “no” to requests
rupted chunks for meetings, calls, thatinterrupt orimpact
of time in my or chats during my this time.
schedule. focused time. il o e nicate i

my team about when my
chunks of focused time are
onmy schedule.

Compassion I need to find Iwon'thelp with I will focus on helping
waystogiveand | requests outside my others through compas-
connectwith dedicated helping time | sionate actions during
others that slot. specific time slots in my
doesn’tdrain me. _— weekly schedule.

I won't help with things

thatare time intensive | | Will respond to requests

ordon'talignwithmy | for help outside my helping

values, interests, or time by letting them know

strengths. that | can help them during
my dedicated time slot.

Family I need time and I won'tengage in I will ask colleagues not to
energy thatis work calls or emails call me home about work-
fully dedicated on weekends unless related matters after a
to family time. absolutely critical certain time.

Stability I need to stop | won't automatically When faced with a request
indiscriminately | say “yes” to any for help, | will pause and
responding to request that comes evaluate what needs to
ad hoc requests my way. be done, when it needs
throughout my to be done, and who is
day, which end requesting this need before
up throwing me responding.
ok I need to think about
Gl whether | can committo

the request, | will state that
I need time to think about it
prior to committing.

Self-esteem I need to make | won'tsay “yes” to If someone shows up to a

sure thatmy time
and energy are
respected.

requests for help in
which | feel “forced”
o give.

meeting more than ten
minutes late, | will cancel
itand communicate to that
person why.
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Make sure that your plan is realistic and feasible to

practice.

* When will you practice this goal in the coming week?
We have our weekly meeting on wednesdays. t can do
itthen.

*  Whatis your plan to ensure thatyou'll be able to practice?
L will talk to my boss and see if L caw do a short presen~
tation in owe of our upcoming meetings.

Make a plan to get feedback.

*  Willyou ask someone to give you feedback? If so, did
you tell them the criteria by which you will measure your
progress?
L will tell wy friend and teammate (who is a great
speaker) about wmy goal of reducing my “ums” and
ask them to observe mee in the meeting and write down
any feedback they have for me.

 Will you monitor yourself? If so, how?
L will pay attention to how I feel as the time goes on
and what did and did wot work (iw terms of my prep
for the talk). ( will be swre to block off five minutes
after the meeting to log my key learnings to consider
wodifications to my next plan.

Practice

Maximize for focused practice.
* Make sure to minimize distractions.
ttwrned my phone off.

* Besureto focus intently on whatyou're doing.
madle sure to be fully focused on my efforts. even
dlid two minuctes of deep breathing to center myself
beforehand.

* Remember to treatyour practice session like an
experiment (i.e., it doesn't matter if you nail it or fail it. It
matters that you gather information on what did and did not
work).

{ went bnto the practice with am experimental mindset
by reminding myself ' there to Learn and observe
eyself, it doeswt matter f | nail it or fail it.
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THE 3 B's OF SECURE SUPPORT

BELONGING: ACT WITH COMPASSION

Weak Pulse

WAYS TO BUILD BELONGING

* Leverage positive emotional contagion.

+ Look for opportunities to be a belonging champion.
« Practice compassion with care.

Steady Pulce

BREADTH: DIVERSIFY YOUR NETWORK
Weak Pulse

WAYS TO CREATE NETWORK BREADTH
\nctead of « Build connections u.th people who have differing viewpoints,
backgrounds, and experience.
+ Ectablich and invest in both weak-tie and strong-tie
 breadth ~ connections.

Steady Pulse

BOUNDARIES: SET VALUE-BASED BOUNDARY RULES

Wealc Pulce WAYS TO DEVELOP HEALTHY BOUNDARIES

* Look {or value-aligned opportunities to help.

« Prioritize requests baced on importance.

o Set concrete rules for what you will and
won't do baed on your values.

Steady Pulce
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High-level problem
statement:

U exhausted. L want to veclabm my
vitality.

PULSE core capabilities
identified:

Evaluate effort + Leverage Leisure

Personal pulse practice
combination:

Enduring principles + energy
wmanagement + silence + sanctuary
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High-level problem
statement:

U feel ineffective in taking on new things.

PULSE core capabilities
identified:

Pace for performance

Personal pulse practice
combination:

Plan + practice + ponder
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High-level problem
statement:

t am struggling with cynicism and need
wore nourishing relationships in my Life.

PULSE core capabilities
identified:

Secure support + Leverage Leisure

Personal pulse practice
combination:

Belonging + breadth + boundaries +
enduring prinoiples
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BOUNDARIES
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UNFOCUSED ENERGY

FOCUSED ENERGY
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THE 3 C'< OF TIDY THINKING

STEP 1 CHOOSE CURIOSITY OVER CONCERN

LI ‘QUESTIONS TO ASK YOURSELF
“Wnat thoughtc am | having?
+ Can 1 trust thece thoughte to be true andfor accurate?
« What ic the evdence (for and againet) thece thoughtc?
« Might I be engaging in come thinking errorc?

STeady Pulce

STEP 2: CHOOSE COMPASSION OVER CRITICISH

Weak Pulce

‘QUESTIONS TO ASK YOURSELF

* What would | cay to a friend who wa in
thic cituation and having theae thoughte?

Steady Pulce

STEP 3: CHOOSE CALIBRATION OVER BEING CONSUMED.

Weak Pulce ‘QUESTIONS TO ASK YOURSELF

« Given my increaced awarenec around thic
thought, how do | want to proceed?

‘Steady Pulee
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Situation

Briefly describe the situation and concerned thoughts.

Curiosity

Can I trust these thoughts to be true and/or accurate?
Why or why not?

Whatis the evidence for and against these thoughts?
Might | be engaging in some thinking errors?

Compassion

What would | say to a friend who was in this situation and
having these thoughts?

Calibration

Given my increased awareness around this thought, how do
I want to proceed?
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WHY YOU NEED PERSONAL PULSE PRACTICES

What we think the journey to success What the journey to success actually
looks like: is like:

A bumpy upward climb A rollercoacter ride
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COMMON THINKING ERRORS

Mind Reading: You assume you know what
other people are thinking.

All-or-Nothing Thinking: You interpret
everything in binary categories, causing you
to perceive events as either good or bad.
Everything is black or white, virtuous or evil,
victory or defeat.

@Q@

Mental Filter: Despite being presented with
many positive and/or neutral factorsin a
situation, you tend to focus and dwell on
negative aspects only.

Fortune Telling: You predict something bad
is going to happen and you consider it to be
a fact even though there isn't evidence to
support your conclusion.

-ﬂ o

Personalization: You conclude that every
negative event that happens around

you could be your fault or reflects your
inadequacy even when you are not
responsible forit.

Should Statements: You create pressure for
yourself by saying “I should do this” or “I
must do that.” When you fail to accomplish
it, you end up feeling defeated and
unmotivated.






