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Introduction

One night in May, I got a call from my invincible longtime friend Liz. She was in a panic.

“I’m not sure what’s going on with me,” she confided. “I’ve completely lost my motivation to work out.”

Now for most of us, a resistance to exercise is everyday life, but for my friend Liz it was a true reckoning. Since the first day I met her, more than twenty-five years ago, she’s jumped out of bed every day at 5:30 a.m. to exercise. She’s run ultramarathons, done Ironmans, and climbed literal mountains. She exercised her way through graduate school, a twelve-year marriage, and two pregnancies. She’s like a Marvel Comics superhero. Liz’s superpower has always been her insane physical prowess. So when she called me that night saying she hadn’t exercised in six months, my antenna went up.

“It’s not like I lie on the couch all day and mope,” Liz told me. “So it’s definitely not burnout. You know me. I’m resilient.”

I stayed quiet and listened, but as a Harvard-trained doctor with an expertise in stress and burnout, I recognized what I call the resilience myth—the idea that putting your head down and powering through rough times is what resilience is all about (see Chapter 1). I could hear the familiar voice of the resilience myth when Liz said, “I’m working constantly. My mind never shuts off. But I can’t shake the feeling of being really depleted. Every morning, I hit snooze on my alarm and don’t exercise at all.”

She sounded more exhausted than I’d ever heard her.

“What do you think is going on?” she asked.

My diagnosis was pretty clear. “You have chronic stress and atypical burnout,” I told her.

Of course, she didn’t believe me right away. It took another twenty minutes of my relaying the hard scientific data on stress and then having her answer some questions I often ask my patients so they can score their stress level, from 1 (low) to 20 (high); see Chapter 1.

Despite her history of invincibility, Liz’s stress was definitely in the high range. Together, her three symptoms—an inability to unplug from work, feeling depleted, and a stark change from her usual exercise habit—pointed to the picture of chronic stress and burnout. By the end of our conversation, she was convinced.

“How do I fix this?” Liz asked me. “Nothing I’m doing is working.”

My suggestion was a regimen of some simple and actionable lifestyle changes, beginning with only two changes at a time. These changes were practical and easy enough for her to incorporate into an already overscheduled life. She could start them that same day.

Three months later, Liz was on her way back to bouncing out of bed at 5:30 a.m. for a five-mile run, and she’s never looked back.

In this book, you’ll find out how and why each of my simple research-backed techniques helped my friend Liz and how they can help you, too. In these current times, stress and burnout aren’t the exception, they’re the rule. In several nationwide surveys people said that the past few years have been the most stressful time of their entire professional lives,1 and more than 75 percent of adults have experienced burnout.2

Stress and burnout are two of the biggest and most universal issues plaguing our modern world. The good news is that they’re both fully reversible and can be overcome by using the small, actionable techniques described in this book. Using the techniques, mixed with a healthy dose of self-compassion, you can overcome your stress and burnout in about three months.

This isn’t about the latest fad, fix, or hack to improve overnight. Your brain and body are too smart for hacks; they see right through them. This book offers sustainable, far-reaching, and long-lasting changes, along with a couple of powerful mindset shifts, that can teach you how to reverse your biology of stress for good.

Contrary to what you may have been told, stress isn’t a sign that you’re weak at handling the demands of everyday life or that you’ve failed as a human being. Stress is a normal part of the human experience. I mean, if my invincible friend who seems to be part of the Marvel Universe could feel the impact of stress, then so can you.

You’ve been misled by modern society and our current hustle culture that stress is a sign of weakness, an embarrassment, something to cover up and hide at all costs. But stress isn’t the enemy; our cultural perception of it is. Allow me to debunk all of these negative notions about stress for you.

As a doctor, I’ve dedicated myself to specializing in the biology of stress, burnout, mental health, and resilience. I’ve done a deep dive into what stress is and how it can and often does become unhealthy for each of us at one time or another. I’ve uncovered why it goes undiagnosed and how the current treatments only offer temporary fixes, not long-term solutions for any of us.

Here’s the secret that the multibillion-dollar wellness industry doesn’t want you to know: life without stress is biologically impossible. Forget those false promises you might have read or seen that tell you that you can magically get rid of stress forever if you take this or try that product. That’s false advertising!

Stress is one of life’s great paradoxes. It’s the most common experience we can have as humans. But instead of unifying us, it isolates us, making us feel alone in our struggle. While running a stress-management clinic in Boston, I saw this play out every day, one patient at a time. But when I was invited to speak to large international audiences about my findings on unhealthy stress and my science-backed techniques to reset it, I fully grasped the vastness of the stress paradox.

I’ve had the opportunity to communicate with tens of thousands of people from all walks of life about the impact of unhealthy stress and burnout on mental and physical health. No matter where in the world I’ve shared my work about stress with people, I’ve found one very astonishing similarity. Regardless of their country, age, or occupation, each person’s stress concerns were almost identical. Whether a factory line worker in Asia, a CEO in Europe, a tech programmer in Silicon Valley, or a childcare provider in North America, the one thing they all had in common was how they defined their concerns with stress. They grappled with the demands of their roles at work; their commitments as parents, caregivers, and partners; and most of all, how the shifting expectations of their daily lives affected their mental and physical health. In my experience, these patterns have been remarkably similar across a variety of cultures, sometimes down to the precise wording of the questions I’m asked about overcoming an individual’s stress experience.

We may each have a personal stress story, but after conversations with thousands of people all around the world, I’ve uncovered and summarized five universal truths regarding stress. Chances are, if you’ve struggled with your stress these past few years, then you’ve experienced at least one—but very likely all five—of these universal concerns.


	I feel anxious when faced with uncertainty, and I struggle to control my emotions during difficult experiences.

	I don’t feel rested in mind or body and spend most days feeling depleted.

	I have so much stress that I accomplish very little, yet at the same time, I feel too burned out to be productive.

	I have so many roles to fill between work, family, and community that I have little sense of myself anymore.

	I don’t find any purpose and meaning to my life while I face so many personal or professional struggles.



If one or more of these five concerns resonates with you, it may seem like your life has been taken over by stress.

The truth is, stress is a natural part of your life, as much as feeling hunger or needing to sleep. Stress is in fact an important default pathway in your brain. It’s deeply tied to your lived experience and so essential to being human that it’s the very foundation on which your brain, body, and biology are built. Stress isn’t the enemy. It’s what makes you, you. It’s the driving force that gets you up out of bed every morning and propels you forward throughout the day.

Chances are, everything good in your life was created because of a little bit of stress. You graduated and got your first job as a result of healthy stress. It helped you start a new friendship with your current best friend. When you’re rooting for your favorite sports team every season, a little healthy stress is involved. It has even helped you take your favorite vacation and plan for the next one. Healthy stress has had a guiding hand throughout your life in big and small ways.

A healthy amount of stress is important because it’s an adaptive response to life’s many demands. It serves a functional purpose to move your life forward, but only when it’s dialed to the right frequency for you. The key is to figure out just how much stress is too much stress for you.

Stress becomes unhealthy when it’s dysfunctional and out of tune with the frequency of your life. When stress starts having a life of its own and becomes a runaway train, that’s when it gets difficult to manage and contain. This type of runaway stress no longer serves a beneficial purpose in your life. It becomes counterproductive and can end up being harmful to your health and well-being.

My goal is to help you reset your stress, learn how to manage it using healthy boundaries, and eventually master the skills and techniques needed to decrease your unhealthy stress so it doesn’t consume every aspect of your life. You can’t erase all of your stress forever, but you can get rid of the dysfunctional, unhealthy stress in your life that keeps you feeling depleted and burned out.

The 5 Resets in this book, which I’ve developed through my extensive experience in helping people understand and reduce stress, will teach you how to pump the brakes and slow down your runaway, counterproductive stress and reset your brain and body so that stress can serve you, not hurt you. What does it mean to reset your stress? A reset clears any pending errors and brings a system back into optimal condition. As you already know, you can reset a stopwatch, a broken bone, or a computer. This book contains insights, techniques, and principles for how to reset your stress.

Within each of The 5 Resets you’ll find information and easy-to-apply tools that are backed by scientific research and have a proven track record with patients in my professional life, whose stories will illustrate the why and the how of each technique. You’ll find out how to rewire your brain and body for less stress and more resilience from the inside out through incremental changes over time. The 5 Resets are:


	Get Clear on What Matters Most. This reset will get your head in the game by cultivating the right mindset to rewire your brain and body.

	Find Quiet in a Noisy World. You’ll learn techniques on how to protect your mental bandwidth by minimizing external influences.

	Sync Your Brain and Your Body. With this reset, you will focus on simple and effective techniques to help your brain and body serve you better during periods of high stress.

	Come Up for Air. You’ll learn practical and actionable techniques to cement your newfound wisdom into the constraints of everyday life.

	Bring Your Best Self Forward. This reset will teach you a powerful new language for your brain and body to redefine your relationship to stress.



Within The 5 Resets, you’ll discover clearly defined and manageable ways to work with your biology, rather than against it, through fifteen specific, research-backed techniques that will help you rewire your brain and body for a whole new level of resilience and far fewer negative effects of unhealthy stress, day by day. How can I be so sure? Because I’ve had the honor of witnessing thousands of patient transformations, and I want you to join the success stories I share in this book.

Perhaps like me, your privacy is important to you. I want you to know that every technique I include in this book can be done privately in your own home, or silently, without anyone around you even knowing you’re practicing a technique to manage your stress or burnout. You won’t need to do anything special, such as set aside extra time, join a gym, or purchase equipment. The techniques are free and simple and will not draw any unwanted attention to your practicing stress management in your professional or personal life. Everything you’ll read in The 5 Resets has one purpose: to help you make huge strides in managing your stress and burnout, cultivating the right kind of resilience and fostering a deep sense of health and well-being.

From combating the burnout of work and parenting, managing the grief of losing someone dear, or the overwhelm that comes from having a new medical condition, I’ve helped many people over the past twenty years navigate the most challenging times in their lives and taught them how to recover and rebuild themselves from the inside out. Unquestionably, we’ve lived through uncertain and rapidly changing times in the past few years, which have taken a huge toll on our mental and physical health. We’ve faced their harsh repercussions on ourselves, our loved ones, our workplaces, our schools, and nearly every aspect of our daily lives, not to mention the overall economy and state of the world. But even if you feel like your life is in shambles, my deepest belief is that you have all the tools within yourself to rise up, meet the challenge of the moment, and become stronger than ever. Your time is now, and I’m going to help you by offering easy guidance that you can follow every step of the way.

I’ll walk with you through each of The 5 Resets so you arrive at your destination with a clear understanding of how stress impacts your brain and body and, most importantly, what you can do to feel better, calmer, and more empowered to take control of your life again. Each technique is a simple, practical, and action-oriented tool to help you outsmart your biology, reset your stress, and supercharge your resilience. I’ve applied all of these techniques to my own life during my personal stress story. I know the benefits they’ve had for me and how they’ve also helped the many patients I’ve cared for over the years. My own journey as a doctor, researcher, and patient (we’ll get to that in Chapter 1) has shown me that at the center of every human story is a theme of resilience. I’ve seen this play out hundreds of times with my patients, and I know there’s a story of resilience within you.

Through my nearly two decades of training, clinical work, and research, I’ve had the great privilege of observing the inner workings of human beings up close. I’m the keeper of so many stories that began with stress and pain but ended in perseverance and triumph. If you’ve picked up this book, you’ve already taken the first most important step to less stress and more resilience. You may have spent many days feeling stressed, burned out, and completely depleted. You may be wondering whether you’ll ever get through the dark tunnel of stress and return to a life where you feel more in control and have a better frame of mind. You may not believe me, but I promise that if you follow through with The 5 Resets, your story of resilience is the one you’ll be telling. Just like my friend Liz the superhero, you have the superpower of resilience that’s just waiting to emerge, and I’m going to help you discover it.





1

What’s Your Stress Really Telling You?

I was dripping with sweat even though I was standing still. I was dizzy. Inside my chest, I felt something new, different, and terrifying. A stampede of wild horses. The air was being knocked out of me. I had a hard time catching my breath.

I was in the cardiac intensive care unit in a city called “the most dangerous city in America” in 2007. But I wasn’t a patient; I was the doctor. At that moment, I was calmly and methodically making my patient rounds, something I’d done every day for the previous two years.

I was the doctor in charge and fully in control, but in my body, things felt out of control. I was at a standstill in the doorway of a patient’s room, trying hard to stop whatever was happening inside me, quite seriously wondering whether I should be the patient in that hospital room instead.

The nurse I was working with immediately sensed something wasn’t right. She told me to sit down and brought me some orange juice to drink. Seconds later, the feeling passed, and we both laughed it off. “It’s probably just low blood sugar from working overnight and not eating enough,” she said.

I’d been on call the night before, and we’d had many hospital admissions. I’d had no time to eat a full meal, stay hydrated, or even use the bathroom—common occurrences for doctors in training. But still, something else seemed off, and the sensation had me shaking in my scrubs, literally. What had just happened to me?

I’d been working eighty hours a week in my medical training for the previous few years, spending every third night in the hospital on overnight call. It was a coveted training program for the real-world exposure we received, an ideal learning environment for young doctors like me. But the unpredictable and harsh reality for doctors in training could be intense and sometimes shocking. One night, I saw a pregnant woman being wheeled on a gurney into the trauma ER with bullet wounds in her abdomen. We saw some gruesome stuff, but there wasn’t a spare moment to pause, catch our breath, or process what we witnessed. We simply kept going. There was always another seriously ill patient who needed our attention.

If I had a few minutes to spare in the hospital, I’d grab a cold turkey sandwich and a supersize caffeinated drink from the cafeteria and eat on my feet while making notes in patient charts. I rarely saw sunshine, except through the hospital windows. I didn’t exercise unless you count running from one patient room to the next. My sleep was erratic, at best. If things were quiet on overnight calls, I would catch a couple hours of rest in the doctor-on-call room on a worn-out bunk bed. On busy nights, I didn’t.

It’s how the medical trainee world worked at that time. There was no spare moment to process anything, good or bad. We didn’t have the right terminology to describe the emotional aspects of our medical trainee experience. The words “self-care,” “stress,” and “burnout” didn’t exist in my vocabulary nor anyone else’s two decades ago in the clinical world.

I never questioned any of it because I wanted to be counted as someone who could handle it all, like I had been taught to do.

Many years before I felt those wild horses in my chest, a teacher at medical school had told me, “Pressure makes diamonds, Aditi. By the end of medical training, you’re all going to be gleaming diamonds.”

I believed him. I became strongly rooted in that belief. I loved the thrilling intensity of my work, so I unknowingly bought in to the resilience myth (see below) and persevered through every stage of my trainee experience because, hey . . . diamond in the making here.

But my body told a different story.

That day in the cardiac ICU was the first and last time I ever felt those wild horses during my waking hours. Instead, the palpitations followed me home and visited my body at night just as I was relaxed enough to fall asleep. I’d be jolted awake by the scary, out-of-the blue sensations. After a half hour or more, I’d drift off to sleep, exhausted and in need of rest. Of course, I was terrified. But I kept it to myself. I thought it was a passing phase. I’d heard about medical student syndrome, a phenomenon where you feel your patients’ symptoms. Since I was the doctor in the cardiac ICU taking care of people’s hearts, maybe I had just become more aware of my own?

What I didn’t know then that I do know now is that my bedtime-only palpitations were a classic manifestation of the delayed stress response. When we’re stressed, our brains have an uncanny ability to rise up and meet the moment by compartmentalizing inconvenient aspects of ourselves that don’t help with our immediate self-preservation. But after the acute stressful experience has passed and things have settled down, like at bedtime, our true emotions come to the surface. It’s something I’ve seen and recognized in my own patients and thousands of other people over the past twenty years. But when it first happened to me, nothing made sense. My palpitations continued for weeks, every single night, just as I lay my head down to sleep. Once my rotation in the cardiac ICU was finished, I thought it would all resolve. But it didn’t. It continued on, night after frustrating night.

Completely fed up with this unsolvable issue, I finally hit my limit and went to see a doctor. I wanted to find a solution quickly and get back to my life as it had been before the nightly stampede. I was perplexed because even though I knew about the physiology of the body, I still couldn’t figure out what was happening to me. I decided to cut to the chase and have a full workup. I had blood tests for electrolytes and infection, thyroid hormone levels, and anemia markers; multiple blood pressure and heart rate checks; an electrocardiogram; and even a heart ultrasound. My results came in.

The doctor smiled enthusiastically. “Everything looks great. It’s all within normal limits.”

She was happy. I was confused.

“Maybe it’s stress?” she said reassuringly, as she ushered me out the door. “Try to relax when you can. I know it’s hard with medical training. I’ve been there.”

I wasn’t reassured at all.

It seemed impossible that the very real symptoms I was feeling could be due to stress. Seriously, how could something so benign like stress affect me physically with such force and intensity? It didn’t make sense. I’d already gone through so many stressful experiences in my medical training, why would stress suddenly affect me now? Stress didn’t happen to resilient people like me! I thought I’d be immune to the harmful effects of stress. I had a reputation for an incomparable work ethic, and I wore that label proudly like a medal of honor. There’s no way that stress had backed me into a corner. I left the doctor’s office in disbelief and with no real solutions to my struggle.

Not seeing any other options, however, I took the doctor’s advice and found ways to relax more. Whenever I had a rare day off, I watched movies, spent time with family and friends, went shopping, and even tried a spa. It didn’t change anything. Every night, the stampede came back at bedtime.

Relaxing more wasn’t working. I didn’t need a distraction; I needed answers. After one particularly grueling thirty-hour work shift at the hospital, I walked past a yoga studio in my neighborhood. On a whim, I went in and took my first yoga class. I was still wearing my hospital scrubs. I stretched and twisted myself into poses that were strange to me. I learned some new breathing techniques.

That night, I slept more soundly than I had in weeks. The horses still showed up, but they were less intense and left more quickly. Could a yoga class have that effect or was it a coincidence? I had to know. I decided to test my hypothesis and began taking yoga classes twice a week. My teacher also gave us some breathing exercises to do at home. They were simple techniques that I could integrate into my daily life without having to shift my whole schedule. I also started walking to and from work. I drank less caffeine during the day and went to bed earlier whenever I could. If I wasn’t on call, I began silencing my phone at bedtime.

Even though I had no scientific proof that any of this was helping me, I slowly started to feel better. My wild mustang stampede every night slowly became more like a trot of circus ponies across my chest.

For the next three months, even while working eighty hours per week, I committed to a plan of daily walks, an early bedtime, less caffeine, and yoga and breathing exercises. My palpitations diminished little by little, and one night they disappeared completely, never to be experienced again. That was almost twenty years ago. They’ve never come back. And I can’t say I miss them.

I found my way back through the dark tunnel of stress by testing techniques that were new to me, making lifestyle choices that transformed my body’s response to stress by tapping into the mind-body connection—the idea that our thoughts and feelings can directly affect our bodies in both positive and negative ways (see Chapter 5). Because I had this new experience, I wanted to do everything in my power to protect my mindset.

Eventually, the scientist part of my brain kicked in. What the hell had happened to me with stress, and how had I found my way to the other side? I wanted to uncover the scientific rationale behind my experience. I dug deeply and researched extensively, reading everything I could on the biology of stress. Like Alice in Wonderland, I entered a new and vibrant world that was outside of my conventional medical training. How is it that stress, the most common phenomenon to happen to nearly every human on the planet, wasn’t something we talked about or offered real solutions for in a doctor’s office?

I knew what I had to do next. I wanted to become the doctor I desperately had needed and hadn’t been able to find when I suffered from my stress experience. I wanted to be the one to give stressed people, like me, tangible and scientific tools they could use in their busy everyday lives to transform their own stress, the same way I had done for myself.

So that’s what I did.

I applied for and was accepted into a clinical research fellowship at Harvard Medical School where I studied the biology of stress and the mind-body connection. In my research, I uncovered the startling finding that even though 60 percent to 80 percent of visits to a doctor have a stress-related component, only 3 percent of doctors counsel their patients on stress management.1 My personal experience with my own doctor lined up with this research. I bet it has for you, too.

You might be wondering why, if stress is such a common culprit for physical symptoms and medical issues, it has been so ignored by conventional Western medicine? Why doesn’t your doctor talk about stress as the reason you’re not sleeping through the night? Or when you tell your doctor you feel queasy every Sunday when spending time with your in-laws, why hasn’t he or she ever brought up stress? Is the neck pain that happens every Tuesday morning during your weekly team meeting at your job caused by stress?

Stress is today’s buzzword—we see it everywhere in the news and on social media—but when it comes to linking the negative effects of runaway stress with our medical symptoms, there’s a gap. Stress still lives in the shadows of the conventional Western medical system and hasn’t taken center stage, despite it being ever-present in nearly all doctors’ visits.

Whenever someone asks me what my specialty is, I say, “I talk to patients about the elephant in the exam room—their stress. I also address the emotional component of chronic illness and serve as a bridge between high tech and high touch.”

So much of clinical medicine involves the latest high-tech treatment. It’s what makes our conventional medical system one of the best in the world. I’m a huge proponent of that system when it comes to acute, life-threatening conditions because it saves millions of lives. But along with our emphasis on the many high-tech interventions, we need to equally value the high-touch aspects of medical care that have been far too neglected. Doctors need to make patients feel like people first and conditions second, to help them feel seen, heard and understood for their lived experience, which is difficult for us to do well in our current medical system.

This isn’t about the failings of individual physicians. Doctors find ways to move mountains every day for their patients, despite the larger systemic forces at play that get in the way of doing their jobs. It’s never about an individual; it’s about a broken system. Most doctors would wholeheartedly agree.

Thankfully, the larger medical system is finally acknowledging the elephant in the exam room. They’ve got no choice but to do so, because global events in recent years made everyone sit up and take notice. Stress and burnout started happening in record numbers to patients and doctors alike. The healthcare system realized that it was in a pandemic of stress. The silver lining is that we’re finally waking up to this reality. The perception of stress management is shifting from something that used to be a luxury, to something that’s now considered a necessity for physical and mental health.

If your doctor hasn’t asked you about your stress, it’s not because they’re unaware that stress is a major concern for you right now. Most doctors simply don’t have the time, tools, or resources to directly address your stress, especially during a short office visit. They have a long list of pressing medical issues they must monitor in you as their patient: diabetes, heart disease, and the risk of cancer, to name just three common ones. Studies show that for doctors to do their jobs properly, they’d need to work a total of twenty-seven hours a day.2 Doctors are held to impossible standards and manage a packed agenda with every single office visit. Is it any wonder that a conversation about stress in a doctor’s office is sidelined for another day? Ignoring the impact of stress on patient health isn’t due to the failings of individual doctors; they’re doing the best they possibly can within an overwhelmed system. This is about the systemic failings of a broken healthcare system that prioritizes sick care over health care.

Conventional medical care is finally moving toward acknowledging just how much stress can affect a patient’s health. In 2022, a national panel agreed that American adults younger than age sixty-five should be screened for anxiety by their doctor because unhealthy stress is so pervasive, and anxiety is the most common stress-related medical condition.3 This historic decision could help to transform conventional health care in the near future, but we still have more work to do to build awareness in the medical system about the pervasiveness of stress.

The other big hurdle for doctors, besides their limited time with each patient, is that stress isn’t a one-size-fits-all model. Stress shows up differently for each individual, which makes it challenging to identify and treat from the medical perspective. One patient may experience insomnia, headaches, or mood fluctuations, while someone else’s stress takes on the form of palpitations, stomach issues, or pain. The list of stress symptoms is vague and vast, which is why we in the medical community call stress a diagnosis of exclusion—meaning, before we can label your physical symptom as “stress-related,” we first need to exclude all the other possible causes for it, like a medical condition involving your heart, lungs, blood, or brain, among other causes.

If you’ve had a full medical checkup done and your doctor told you that everything looked okay and your symptoms could be related to stress, you’re in good company with those 60 percent to 80 percent of doctors’ visits that discover the same thing: it’s the stress contributing to the symptoms. Stress has also been found as an aggravating factor in nearly every medical condition, from a benign common cold to a more serious condition like a heart attack. Nearly every medical condition, including anxiety, depression, insomnia, chronic pain, gastrointestinal issues, arthritis, migraines, asthma, allergies, and even diabetes, can be worsened by stress. That’s not to say that stress causes these conditions—because that’s scientifically inaccurate—but it certainly can make each of them worse.

You might have recognized some of your own stress symptoms in this short list, or maybe your stress shows up in other ways not listed here. After years of studying stress, I can attest to the fact that stress is extremely versatile: it’s a multi-hyphenate performer. It can manifest in ways that are both highly unusual and also very common. Sometimes stress can show up as two things at once. Regardless of how stress shows up for you, the first thing I want you to know is that you’re not alone. Maybe you’ve gone a long time trying to ignore your stress symptom or symptoms, but it’s now out of hand and you’re ready to do something about it.

This was true for Olivia, a married stay-at-home mom of three teen boys, who found her headaches getting worse as her sons were becoming more independent, learning to drive, and staying out later with friends.

As Olivia revealed to me, “I used to have headaches only rarely. Now I’m stressed from raising teenagers, so my headaches happen three or four times every month.”

Olivia’s doctor had done a complete workup and had determined that the headaches were stress-related, which Olivia didn’t feel was very helpful information. “I’m not saying he’s wrong, but it doesn’t make the headaches any easier to handle,” she told me. “I seem to be in a nonstop difficult process of adjusting to my sons and their growing independence. I feel like I have to load them up with precautions to prevent anything bad from happening to them, and then I still worry all the time. They see me as overprotective and are constantly trying to negotiate the rules I set. My oldest is seventeen and the youngest is thirteen. I’ll have to pull myself together and get through it, but how will I be with five more years of this headache pain?”

I could see that Olivia was reaching her breaking point.

Like Olivia, most of us have been taught from a young age that tolerating a high level of discomfort is what inner strength is all about. We mistakenly call it resilience. I’m here to tell you, that’s not true resilience. What often gets labeled as resilience is the very thing that depletes us in the long run, both physically and mentally. It’s what I call the great resilience myth.

The Resilience Myth

From a strictly scientific point of view, resilience is your innate biological ability to adapt, recover, and grow in the face of life’s challenges. But resilience doesn’t function in a vacuum. You need stress for resilience to show itself.

Resilience can be defined as “the ability to cope with shocks and keep functioning in much the same kind of way as before.”4 It is a healthy biological phenomenon. But it’s often confused with toxic resilience, which is a warped view of this definition and can include unhealthy behaviors like pushing past boundaries, productivity at all costs, and a mind-over-matter mindset. It’s the Energizer Bunny mentality, and it can get you into trouble. The foundation of our modern world is built on toxic resilience. As a child in school, you were rewarded for always holding it together. By adulthood, this is the norm whether you’re at home, work, parenting, caregiving, or in your community.

I’ve witnessed this false expectation every day in my clinic. A patient will walk in with a big smile on their face. They seem happy, relaxed, and calm. But then the door closes and they burst into spontaneous tears the moment they have some privacy with me. No matter their age, occupation, or family background, once they feel they can tell the truth about their stress, the floodgates open. It’s far too common and a real indicator of just how universal yet isolated we feel in our personal stress struggles. Another aspect of toxic resilience is that we feel shame about needing advice or help, so we resist asking for it until we have no choice. Everyone comes to this realization in their own time.

Miles came to see me at the insistence of his wife because she was concerned with his inability to sleep well. He was sleeping about four hours per night, and for the previous few months he’d been running on fumes most days, with dark circles under his eyes. As a manager of twelve employees in a software engineering division, and with two young children at home, Miles was starting to have other health issues, like high blood pressure.

He perched on the edge of the chair in my office, waiting for the appointment to be over.

“Look, I know my wife is worried,” Miles said, trying to make light of it. “I’m going to be fine. I’m under a lot of pressure at work. You know technology. I have to keep up with constant changes. I’m responsible for keeping my division on pace.”

“Which has to be difficult if you’re going into work without much sleep,” I said.

Miles waved the comment away. “Listen doc, I was a champion athlete in college. I would get up to train at four in the morning, every morning. I’m used to pushing through to get results. I’ll probably sleep better after things are back on track at work and once my kids are a little older and not as dependent.”

“In the meantime, there are some simple techniques that could help you feel better now,” I offered.

“I’m sure those are great for your other patients,” Miles said, “but I’m okay. My dad never missed a single day of work. I’m built from sturdy stock. I’m only here because my wife asked me to see you. So it was nice to meet you, doctor. Have a great week.”

I wished Miles well and watched him walk back out through the waiting room.

Miles was primed with another aspect of toxic resilience. We’ve learned to tell ourselves that we’ll engage in self-care at some future time—when we aren’t so busy, when the kids are grown, when we’ve reached a work goal, when the pressure is off, when we have a vacation week, when there’s more money in the bank, when we retire. Regrettably, we give self-care the least attention when we need it the most.

Toxic resilience has been around a long time. In the depths of the Great Depression, the politician Al Smith is credited with saying, “The American people never carry an umbrella. They prepare to walk in eternal sunshine.” Eternal sunshine is a lot of pressure to live up to, and it’s the perfect slogan for a culture that rewards toxic resilience. This book isn’t about learning to walk in eternal sunshine. That’s not realistic, feasible, or even sustainable.

Unlike Miles, you may be at a place where you’ve realized that the levels of stress and burnout in your life are no longer sustainable. You want to see measurable and daily improvements in the way you feel. In the chapters that follow, I give you all the tools you need to create tangible and concrete change so you can overcome your unhealthy stress and reveal your innate and wondrous resilience—the real kind.

The Canary in the Coal Mine

Let’s start by redefining your relationship to stress through a short exercise that helps you identify the problem that’s disrupting your life the most. It’s called the canary in the coal mine.

Coal miners in the nineteenth century took canaries into the mines with them to monitor the amount of deadly carbon monoxide in the air. The miners couldn’t tell, on their own, if the air quality was getting into a danger zone, but the canary could. By listening to the canary sing, the miners would know the air was toxic if the bird fell silent. Without paying attention to the canary’s song, the workers might have pushed past their limits, risking their health and well-being—even their lives. The canary always alerted the miners before permanent, long-lasting damage had been done to them, before they hit a point of no return.5

We human beings are notoriously bad at knowing our limits, and even when we do know them, we often exceed them. We each have a canary within us that signals danger—when we’re moving in the wrong direction with our stress. It lets us know when our lifestyle isn’t working in our best interest and that we should take action to make change before things move too far in the wrong direction. The canary song that got my attention was my palpitations. They made me sit up, take notice, and make changes in my life and how I lived it. My patients’ canaries have alerted them to their stress through insomnia, anxiety, depression, headaches, allergies, heartburn, nausea, dizziness, pain, or recurrent flares of an existing medical condition. Symptoms such as these can tell you it’s time to pay attention, slow down, give yourself a little compassion, and make a change.

Like many of my patients, you may have hit your limit and can’t ignore your own signs, your canary song. Your symptoms have become a problem for you. But realizing that you need to sit up, take notice, and want to make a change, is what brought you to the techniques in this book. Your canary’s song is letting you know it’s not too late to get your life back. Within these pages you’ll find the directions you need to get out of the dark cave of stress and burnout and finally give yourself that breath of much-needed fresh air.

Let’s begin with a short quiz of five questions in which you can get an overview on your own stress level, your own Personalized Stress Score. The questions are very similar to ones that I would ask you during an office visit. But since we aren’t together, in person, I want you to have a way to qualify your own starting point to less stress and burnout.

Try your best to answer all five questions as accurately as you can. Take your time and think through how each question applies broadly to your life over the past month. Then add up the numbers in parentheses to discover your Personalized Stress Score.

YOUR STRESS SCORE











	
1. In the past month, how often have you noticed your canary’s warning signs?





	
Never (0)


	
Almost never (1)


	
Sometimes (2)


	
Fairly often (3)


	
Very often (4)





	
2. In the past month, how often have you felt overloaded or unsettled by your stress?





	
Never (0)


	
Almost never (1)


	
Sometimes (2)


	
Fairly often (3)


	
Very often (4)





	
3. In the past month, how often have you felt depleted or low energy because of your stress?





	
Never (0)


	
Almost never (1)


	
Sometimes (2)


	
Fairly often (3)


	
Very often (4)





	
4. In the past month, how often have you experienced disrupted sleep because of your stress?





	
Never (0)


	
Almost never (1)


	
Sometimes (2)


	
Fairly often (3)


	
Very often (4)





	
5. In the past month, how often have you felt that stress has interfered with your day-to-day life and everyday activities?





	
Never (0)


	
Almost never (1)


	
Sometimes (2)


	
Fairly often (3)


	
Very often (4)







Your Personalized Stress Score can offer you a glimpse into how your stress may be affecting your everyday life. This stress quiz isn’t meant to diagnose or treat your stress, but rather, as an educational tool that can give you some insight into how stress manifests for you.6 Does your stress feel healthy, manageable, and contained—in proportion to the demands of your everyday life? Or does it feel like runaway stress, imbalanced and out of proportion to your everyday life? Your Personalized Stress Score can help you discern the differences in how adaptive stress and maladaptive stress may be showing up for you. The lowest possible score is 0 and the highest you can score is 20. You’ll notice that the higher the score, the higher the likelihood of maladaptive stress, and the lower your score, the lower the likelihood of maladaptive stress. Now that you have your initial Personalized Stress Score in hand, how do you feel? Surprised, overwhelmed, confused? Or maybe all of these?

When my patients have answered these questions as a check-in for their stress, they’re often disheartened by their high scores. The first thing they say is, “But I’m resilient! I’m not supposed to feel stressed. That doesn’t happen to people like me.” Does that sound familiar? Yeah, it does to me too. Those were the same words I said to my doctor during my own stress struggle. The truth is, an unhealthy amount of stress can happen to anyone, and the first step to overcoming it is to have a healthy dose of self-compassion as you navigate this new world.

Here’s the good news: no matter what your stress score is today, you have the power to change it with small but mighty adjustments. We’re going to walk the path to less stress together. With each step, we’ll make simple tweaks that work with your biology, rather than against it, to get to your destination of healthy stress.

I’ve asked my patients similar questions to those within this stress quiz over the years, and they’ve become helpful guideposts for my patients to gauge their unhealthy stress levels along their stress journey. In the same way you’d monitor your blood pressure regularly, I invite you to retake the stress quiz every four weeks and check in on how your stress score is improving. It’s highly motivating to see that score start decreasing because of the changes you make, as it’s been for my patients when they’ve used The 5 Resets in their lives. You’ll be amazed just how quickly your brain and body respond to these techniques to rewire your brain for less unhealthy stress and more authentic and long-lasting resilience.

You might be thinking that many of your life’s stressors can’t be changed, at least not now. I get it. It’s not like you can stop paying your bills, ask your boss to change personalities, turn your aging parents into young people again, or snap your fingers and have your toddler potty-trained, your house clean, and add an extra five hours to your day. The purpose of The 5 Resets is to help you navigate your real-life stresses in real time. Retreats, spas, and personal days are great, but measurable progress in overcoming your everyday stress happens when you apply these techniques to your messy, everyday life.

The Tea Kettle of Stress

I’m a tea drinker. In the mornings, I have a strong cup of Irish Breakfast tea with fresh grated ginger, a little brown sugar, and a splash of cold almond milk. I sip my tea and practice my Sticky Feet (a technique you’ll learn about in Chapter 6). It’s a morning ritual that keeps me grounded in the calm of the moment, helps me plan my day, and primes my brain and body for what’s ahead. It’s my morning reset.

One day, as I was waiting for the water to boil, I thought about the parallels of the humble tea kettle and my own experiences with unhealthy stress over the years. Even though my nightly wild horse stampede during my medical training was my only experience with acutely debilitating stress, I’ve been through many experiences over the years that created unhealthy stress for me. Studying for board exams, moving to a new city, and buying my first home were high-pressure times when stress began to gradually accumulate in my body to unhealthy levels. I would feel on edge, be unable to relax and wind down, and occasionally suffer from fitful sleep that left me exhausted the next day. I knew I had very little control over these external events, but because I’d been through my stress episode with the wild horses, I was especially attuned to any signs of unhealthy stress in my body. I now knew that I could control my internal experience of these events, offset my stress, and prevent it from accumulating by using certain scientific principles and techniques.

As I waited to brew my morning tea almost two decades after that first incident with the wild horses, it came to me that our bodies are like tea kettles when it comes to a buildup of unhealthy stress. I realized that my various stressful experiences over the years had taught me effective ways to practice the techniques to release some therapeutic steam. They prevented my unhealthy levels of stress from boiling over.

When you’re experiencing unhealthy stress in your life, consider how a tea kettle works on a hot stove. As the water heats, steam builds up inside the kettle. You can lower the heat by turning down the burner, but the reality of our lives is that most of our stresses—such as work, child or elder care, health issues, and school—are external and can’t be changed in the moment. Our attempts to change our external environment aren’t always in our control or they don’t go as planned. We often lose our sense of agency, which can leave us feeling powerless. So we give up on our attempts to control our stress, believing that we must tolerate it or learn to live with it no matter how we feel. But there’s another, better way!

If we stop focusing on the external, unchangeable factors and instead put our energy into changing our internal environment, the water inside the tea kettle, change is possible in spite of the heat. We can feel better by releasing the buildup of stress, like opening the lever on the tea kettle’s spout to release steam. The 5 Resets will teach you how to release that therapeutic steam.

The Stress Paradox

When I was overwhelmed with my own stress as a medical resident, I took a class that was offered to doctors on staying mindful and present during stressful moments. (You’ll learn a technique from this class in Chapter 5.) In an early session of Mindfulness for Healthcare Providers, my teacher, Dr. Michael Baime, told our group, “You know the intensity you’re feeling as you’re living your life? Every single person feels that same intensity living their life. Remember that as you move through the world as a doctor treating patients.”

That moment crystallized something deep for me. I’ve thought about his words often. How can something like stress, which makes a person feel so very alone, also be happening to millions of people simultaneously?

Stress is the most common and unifying experience we have as human beings. We’re all living life with the same intensity, but we go through the experience feeling completely alone. We’re completely isolated in our togetherness with stress. It’s one of humankind’s greatest paradoxes.

Years later, as a doctor with a busy medical practice, I’d look around my packed waiting room in the hospital and think to myself, “If only my patients could talk to each other, they’d feel less alone because they’d discover that every person here is suffering from the same thing, each in their own way.”

According to data from 2015, if you’re in a room with thirty people, at least twenty-one of them are likely feeling stressed and burned out just like you.7 That’s not to minimize your individual struggle with stress. Each journey is unique and valid. But if we understood exactly how unifying the impact of unhealthy stress has been for so many of us, we’d be able to normalize the experience, which would minimize the shame and isolation we feel about it in the first place.

In clinical medicine, the act of naming a difficult experience and sharing your story with others with the same lived experience is the basis of group therapy. Being a part of a group and sharing similar stories can help you heal and be deeply therapeutic. In scientific terms, it’s called the group effect. Unfortunately, what I’ve seen in my everyday experience with patients is the anti–group effect when it comes to stress. Millions of us feel stressed, but no one wants to be identified as someone who is stressed, which shows you just how entrenched the resilience myth is in our culture. I wonder how different things would be if we routinely encouraged group therapy for stress and burnout in the medical setting? Offering free group therapy for everyday stress and burnout would bring people together in a powerful and validating way, helping to unify the many people who struggle alone with their stress. Consider this book as group therapy for your stress.

A Global Snapshot of Stress and Burnout

The rise in stress around the world has accelerated in recent times. Back in 2001, the World Health Organization estimated that one in four people was at risk for developing a stress-related disorder in their lifetime like anxiety, depression, and insomnia.8 By 2019, the WHO declared burnout an “occupational phenomenon” and designated it as an official clinical syndrome.9 This was big news at the time, and the new designation helped validate an experience many workers were having and continue to have today. Some might say that stress was the original pandemic. If there’s one silver lining from the events of our recent past, it’s that stress and burnout are finally getting the recognition they deserve in the world.

It’s hard to overstate the impact the past few years have had on our individual and collective stress and burnout. In one survey conducted in February 2022, almost two-thirds of Americans said their lives were forever changed by the COVID-19 pandemic.10 And another 2022 survey found that mental health has replaced the pandemic as Americans’ top health concern.11 Nearly 70 percent of people feel that the past several years have been the most stressful of their entire professional careers, and nearly that percentage again of people experience at least one feature of burnout.12 This has led, in part, to an eightfold increase in serious mental distress, including an increase in stress-related disorders like anxiety, depression, and insomnia.13 Amidst this backdrop, there’s been a growing and unmet need for mental health services.14

Recent years have also broadened our understanding of what constitutes burnout. What was once considered a purely occupational phenomenon is now infiltrating every sector of life, including parenting and caregiving. In one recent survey, nearly 70 percent of parents reported experiencing burnout.15 As a parent myself, I can attest to this wholeheartedly, and my hunch is that the real extent of parenting burnout may be far greater.

When envisioning someone with burnout, you’re likely to imagine a person with classic characteristics like lack of motivation or feeling disengaged and apathetic. But what modern-day burnout looks like has changed. In one study, 61 percent of people working remotely from home during the pandemic said they found it difficult to disconnect from work even in the presence of burnout.16 This new face of burnout is what’s making it harder to identify it in yourself and others, just like my resilient friend Liz, whom you met at the start of this book.

These bleak statistics aren’t meant to get you down but to show you how pervasive stress and burnout are. If you’re feeling this way, I hope this helps you see that you aren’t alone.

Why Me? Why Now?

Lina had a long history of lupus, a common autoimmune condition. For the previous decade, she had been under the care of an excellent team of capable doctors, while maintaining her full-time job as a court reporter and taking care of her eight-year-old twins as a single mom. Lina made an appointment with me at the recommendation of her mother, who was worried about her daughter’s chronic stress. At our first visit, I asked Lina to describe how stress had impacted her body.

Lina was taken aback. “I never thought about how stress works or that it could affect my symptoms,” she said. “I just thought my stress and my lupus hung out together without ever talking to each other.”

I turned my chair toward hers and said, “I have a question. Do your twins affect each other?”

“Constantly,” Lina said. “It’s like they’re in the same body. If one is in a bad mood, then the other one will be soon. If one starts laughing, the other one does and then they can’t stop. They know each other’s soft spots, too.”

“That’s the same with your lupus and your stress,” I explained. “Your lupus affects your stress, and your stress affects your lupus.”

“I do have more stress when my lupus symptoms are acting up,” Lina said.

“Or more stress causes your lupus to get worse,” I said. “If you have problems during a court case, what happens with your lupus symptoms that week?”

“Oh, every day has a challenge or two. But if it’s a long and complicated case, I make it through my nine-to-five job and then my finger joints swell and turn red over the weekend. And I’m exhausted!”

“It sounds like you hold up during short-term challenges, but when it becomes chronic stress day after day, your body reacts,” I said.

“I’ve had that happen many times,” Lina admitted, wide-eyed with the realization of how her stress and lupus symptoms reacted to each other. “And at home, too, like when both the twins came down with strep throat at the same time and couldn’t go to school or daycare.”

“So you were stuck without help?” I asked.

“Yes. I was so fatigued, in pain, and anxious about calling out of work,” she nodded. “I felt like I couldn’t handle it, like I was both a bad employee and a bad mom.”

“You’re not alone in your feelings,” I consoled her. “So many people feel this way and suffer in silence, thinking that they’re being weak.”

Lina shook her head slowly and looked down at her lap. I could see how weary she was in her struggle with stress.

People like Lina, and most likely you as well, are the reason why I wanted to develop a clinical practice focused solely on stress management, especially since 97 percent of people have never had stress management addressed at doctor visits.17 Lina had spent most of her adult life as a stressed patient within the conventional medical system, yet none of her doctors had explained to her how stress worked in her brain and body.

“Did you want to say something else?” I asked her.

“Yes, but it feels selfish to say because I know horrible things happen to people all the time and my life isn’t that bad compared to many other people,” Lina said. She turned her face toward the wall. It was obvious that it was difficult for her to say what she next told me.

“Dr. Nerurkar, I try to be a good person, pay my bills, take care of my children, and be there for my mom if she needs help. I guess I feel angry, you know? I already have an autoimmune disease. If that makes my stress worse, and stress makes my symptoms worse, it feels hopeless. I want to know: Why me? Why now? What did I do wrong?”

“Lina, you didn’t do anything wrong. Even when we’re doing our best to handle life, our brains have a response to stress that is as old as time,” I explained.

“Are you telling me that I was born with a response to stress?” she asked.

“That’s right,” I said. “And it answers the ‘why me, why now?’ question.”

At that point, I gave Lina a quick crash course on how the brain responds to stress, and it opened up a whole new understanding for her. This quick explanation of how the human brain responds to stress has benefited many of my patients, like Lina, and I hope it gives you a deeper understanding of what’s happening inside your brain, too.

But before we head into that discussion, I’d like you to begin by allowing some compassion for yourself now that you know stress and burnout are no longer the exception for the majority of people. Even if you were taken aback or disappointed by your Personalized Stress Score, remember that most of us (including me) have been socially conditioned to accept the resilience myth in our lives. We believe we’re supposed to be able to push through and handle everything without questioning the myth. Now that you’ve tuned in to your canary singing and it’s become loud and clear, you can’t put off caring for yourself in this therapeutic way any longer.

Stress and burnout aren’t the exception anymore, they’re the rule. The good news is that both stress and burnout are fully reversible. But before you can get to work on reversing your stress and burnout, it’s helpful to understand how your brain responds to chronic stress. You now have more insight into how stress manifests for you outwardly in your daily life, so let’s take a look at your biology of stress from the inside out as a way to clearly understand what stress is doing internally to your brain and body. When you know why and how stress and burnout hijacked your brain, you’ll find it easier to use the techniques of The 5 Resets to rewire your brain and body for less stress and more resilience.
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What Your Brain Thinks About Stress

To have the best overview of The 5 Resets, it’s helpful for you to have a baseline understanding of what happens to your brain and body during challenging, stressful moments. Your doctor may have never explained the science of stress, but knowing a little more about how unhealthy stress can take aim at your brain and body will help you better understand why it’s important to reset and release its grip on you.

Under usual circumstances, when you’re not particularly stressed, your brain is led by the prefrontal cortex. If you put your palm on your forehead, it’s the area of the brain right behind your palm. Your prefrontal cortex helps you manage your day-to-day life decisions. It can plan your kid’s birthday party, organize your desktop files, think through how to hang curtains, or in which order to give two presentations at the fall conference. The prefrontal cortex can look at your options and choose renting a van instead of a sedan, whether you should wear business casual or jeans to an event, or even help you make a decision about which jar of pasta sauce to buy at the grocery store. These brain tasks of planning, organizing, and decision-making are known as general executive functions. In real life, a lot of what the prefrontal cortex does could be considered “adulting.” When you’re feeling calm without much stress, you’re pretty good at adulting, but under the influence of stress, things can go awry.

Under stress, your brain is led by the amygdala, a bean-size structure located deep in the brain. The amygdala is also known as the reptilian brain or lizard brain, because although humans have evolved, this part of the brain has not. The amygdala is cave dweller mode and has been with us since the beginning of time for a very good reason. It’s focused on survival and self-preservation, and it’s in charge of your fear response. When it senses a threat, the amygdala activates your stress response, called fight or flight. It recruits other brain areas like the hypothalamus and pituitary gland to make the hormone cortisol, which activates your adrenal glands to make adrenaline—which helps you either fight a threat or flee from it. These three entities—the hypothalamus, pituitary gland, and adrenal glands—form what we call the HPA axis, which is the main highway for stress in your body.

When you’re driven by the amygdala on the HPA highway, fear and stress are the dominant mental states. Your heart beats faster, you breathe more quickly, and you become hypervigilant. This fight or flight response has served the human species exceedingly well when cave dwellers were escaping the deadly jaws of predators. But now, the only predators you face are the ones that never seem to let up on the attack: relationship conflicts, job expectations, bills, family pressures, and deadlines of all kinds—so your amygdala stays activated in the background. Your amygdala is your emotional brain, not your logical brain, so even though you may logically understand that a work deadline isn’t exactly a life-threatening circumstance, your amygdala can’t discern the difference.

If during a moment of heightened panic with a deadline you’ve felt doom and gloom and said to yourself, “My boss is going to kill me if I don’t finish this,” that’s your amygdala talking.

The modern brain doesn’t get a chance to reset back to normal, baseline levels because of the high levels of chronic stress in your life, like constant deadlines and financial pressures. Stress is what keeps your amygdala active, day in and day out.

Your brain and body were expertly designed to handle acute stress really well, but chronic stress creates an overuse problem for the amygdala and the stress response. You can tolerate cave dweller mode for a short time because your brain and body were designed for survival and self-preservation. But if it goes on for many months or years at a time, burnout can set in. This cognitive glitch is the key to understanding why your stress and burnout have been stuck at unprecedented levels.

A corporation that invited me to speak to their 450 employees about stress sent a young junior associate, David, to pick me up at the airport. As we got to talking while sitting in traffic, David told me about his pandemic experience, working at home for fifteen months, and how his life had been going since his employer had requested everyone return to the office.

“I was stuck in my studio apartment, trying to work on a tiny table in the corner,” David said. “It was okay at first, because they said it would be only two weeks, maybe three. No big deal, right? Then the pandemic ramped up in full and they told us they didn’t know when or if the offices would reopen. I felt totally trapped and isolated.”

“Lots of people are right there with you,” I told David. “We all thought it would be a tiny blip in our lives, a short sprint of laying low and quarantining. Then, reality set in and we were all like ‘Now what?’”

Perhaps you can relate to these feelings. When most of us thought the COVID crisis would be a short-term inconvenience, our brains were primed and ready to handle a limited burst of stress. We all hunkered down and waited for the acute threat to pass. But the threat persisted, with no clear end in sight. The sprint turned into a marathon with no finish line. This was a different beast to our brains, which were no longer in acute threat mode, but rather in chronic threat mode.

We were told to hang in there. For three years, headlines promised us the Roaring Twenties after the pandemic was over. A time of reckless abandon. As I read the articles, I remember thinking, “This is false advertising because that’s not how human brains work when it comes to stress.”

“It’s weird,” David said. “I actually feel worse now than when I didn’t know if I was going to get sick, or what would happen to my job, or when I’d ever get to fly home to see my family, or even keep up with paying my rent.”

I asked David, “In what way do you feel worse?”

“I’m really down. I never was before. And even simple things like responding to work emails or trying to get to the Laundromat and back makes me feel overwhelmed. I mean, you’re a doctor. Does it sound like I’m losing it?”

“If you’re losing it, then so are millions of people around the world,” I answered.

The pandemic marathon led to mental health consequences because the human brain is not meant to sustain large amounts of stress for long periods of time without a reset. “Don’t blame yourself. It’s not you, it’s your biology of stress,” I explained to David. “What you’re experiencing is a normal, healthy, and expected biological response to chronic stress.”

“It’s good to hear I’m not just a featherweight. Still, I gotta ask, why now? Now that everything has returned to normal, you’d think I’d be all good,” David said. “But I’m not. I can’t seem to man up and get out of this funk.”

If the way David feels is close to what you’re going through, here’s the reason: you’re experiencing a delayed stress response. During acute crises, your brain rises up to meet the challenge because, as humans, we’re hardwired for survival and self-preservation. We always find a way to address our immediate needs. You will rarely find someone in the midst of calamity who is emotionally falling apart for the entirety of the calamity. Of course, it can happen, but it’s rare.

Your brain is built like a dam that recognizes acute crisis and holds it all together so that you can do what is needed in the moment. Then once the acute threat has passed and you feel psychologically safe, the dam breaks, you let your guard down, and your true emotions come to the surface. It’s a deluge.

Maybe you were perfectly okay during the acute crisis. Perhaps you were even complimented for your ability to hold it together at all costs. But now, you’re more irritable, depleted, keyed up, depressed, unfocused, anxious, or all of the above, depending on the day or time. You feel very different from your usual self. It’s not a personal choice or a shortcoming; it’s your biology. It’s how the human brain is designed. I’ve seen this same delayed stress response play out hundreds of times with so many of my patients. It’s why I had the stampede of horses at night after a stressed workday.

“I don’t get it,” my patient Raquel admitted to me, leaning her head into her hand. “Why am I feeling so upset now?” Earlier in the year she had come to see me to help her manage the stress of a new cancer diagnosis. At that time, she was incredibly calm and stoic, and didn’t shed a tear. She had a plan in place for surgery, radiation, and chemotherapy. Her oncology team recently had claimed her treatment “a success” and given her a clean bill of health. She was happily discharged from their care and told to follow up for routine care in three months. Then, seven days later she came to see me in my office. She was distraught, anxious, and weeping uncontrollably and very confused by her emotions.

“I just got the good news that I’m cancer-free,” she told me with an exasperated sob. “I should be out partying, but I’m a mess. I can’t sleep. I’ve never been so anxious. I have so much doom and gloom. This should be the happiest time of my life! It makes no sense at all.”

“Actually, Raquel, this is what happens, and it makes perfect sense,” I said, handing her the box of tissues. “During your cancer treatment, your defenses were up. Your psyche was under an acute threat, so you shored up your inner reserves and all of your vigor to get through radiation and chemotherapy for many weeks.”

Raquel nodded in relief as I explained to her that once her treatment course was complete and her oncologist gave her the good news, she felt psychologically safe to allow for her true stress response to show itself. Suppressing her emotions during treatment wasn’t a conscious or intentional choice on her part; it’s just how the human brain is wired to respond to acute threats.

“Look how strong you really are,” I told her. “Your psyche overcame the stress of facing cancer and won.”

A delayed stress response like Raquel’s is a normal and expected part of the healing journey after an acutely stressful event like cancer. But it doesn’t have to take a health scare to activate this delayed response. Acute stress or trauma in any aspect of life can bring this about.

I studied the delayed stress response when I worked in refugee health with a WHO Collaborating Center in Geneva, Switzerland. Most of us can’t imagine having to flee our homelands, leaving behind everything except whatever we can carry in our arms. Refugees, like those in recent conflicts, appear incredibly resilient as they make their way to a completely unknown future or have to live in tents in refugee camps. It’s when they are at long last in a safe place, either a new country or back in their homelands, that many of their true mental health issues surface.1

Even without the extremes of a cancer diagnosis or a refugee experience, a delayed stress response can happen to anyone, especially since we’ve all endured difficult experiences together over the past several years, when our collective mental health took a hit beginning in early 2020. We were mentally prepared for a pandemic sprint, but instead we got a pandemic marathon with an ever-extended finish line. We were unprepared for the cognitive shift, a major change in our thinking, once we understood it wouldn’t be over after a couple weeks of quarantine, as originally expected. In doctor-speak, we went from an acute condition to a chronic one. Unfortunately, the result was that our brains had to withstand unusually high levels of stress for an extended period of time.

Now that you know about the delayed stress response, you can see how the high stress, pressure-cooker situation of our collective recent past can be the cause of the rampant burnout and mental health challenges of the present and most likely into the near future.

If there’s a ray of light to this dark cloud of traumatic events, it’s that we went through the experience together. The fact that so many of us are experiencing the delayed stress response is what makes this moment ripe with the promise of healing and possibility. We now have a huge opportunity to normalize and validate our shared experience and, most important, to reset our stress to a healthy level and overcome our burnout. You now have the perfect opportunity, through The 5 Resets, to make huge positive strides in your stress, resilience, and mental health.

Stress is a whole-body phenomenon. We get waves of negative emotion, the familiar feelings of reaching a boiling point and experiencing doom and gloom. Whatever your sensory experience of stress might be, the origin of stress starts in the same place—the brain. Specifically, stress starts in an area called the hippocampus in the brain’s limbic system, according to scientists at Yale University.2 The limbic system is your emotional center, and the hippocampus is responsible for learning and memory. So if stress is born in the same place as learning and memories are made, stress can be considered a learned response. And as with any learned response, it can be unlearned and retrained in a better way. That’s the first premise of why your brain can be rewired for less stress.

The second scientific principle behind rewiring your brain for less stress is based on one of the greatest discoveries in brain science: neuroplasticity. Before your eyes glaze over with this doctor-speak, it’s just a fancy word for your brain’s ability to change.

It turns out that your brain is a muscle that grows and changes on the basis of the ever-changing conditions of your life. This applies to different parts of the brain, the connections between areas of the brain, and even among individual brain cells. If your biceps can get stronger by doing bicep curls, you can also train the muscle of the brain. It’s like pumping iron, but in this case pumping neurons. Your neurons, or nerve cells, make connections with each other to carry and transmit updated and new information between areas of the brain and throughout your body’s entire nervous system. They are good at finding the quickest route between two points, but it takes a number of trips to really establish a solid new connection. The brain is always establishing new routes and, the good news is, for the most part you can choose to strengthen the helpful ones through repetition. The more you engage in a new habit, the stronger that brain pathway becomes. Neuroplasticity is the phenomenon of your brain being able to change on the basis of what it experiences and is the foundation for this book.

Before the discovery of neuroplasticity, the scientific community thought that the brain you were born with would be the same brain you’d be stuck with for life. Yup, a real grab bag. But through new brain imaging techniques like functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) and electroencephalography (EEG) we’ve learned that the brain’s structure, cells, and connections grow or shrink according to your behaviors.3 Neuroplasticity is what gives you the ability to rewire your brain.

As you gradually begin to train your brain for less stress and more resilience, it’s important to keep in mind what I call the Resilience Rule of 2. Your brain is a muscle, just like your biceps. You wouldn’t dream of bench pressing one hundred pounds of iron without working up to it. Well, your brain also needs to gradually work itself up to being reshaped. You need to give yourself a little practice to pump your neurons too.

It’s tempting to go fast, but when you use the Resilience Rule of 2 to make slow and gradual changes to your brain—only two at a time—the changes become easier to incorporate into your everyday life and don’t feel as difficult. And those changes are more likely to stick around for the long term and become a part of who you are, rather than something you do every once in a while.

The Resilience Rule of 2

My patient Adam was hell-bent on fixing his stress problem when he came to see me in early March. From the outsider’s perspective, he looked like a man in control. His business was growing year to year, and he had a busy family life raising two teenage daughters with his wife. Adam was a self-described achiever, “striving for excellence” in anything he set his mind to. And he had recently set his sights on fixing his stress once and for all.

“Here’s the deal. I was feeling super burned out last year,” Adam declared. “I knew I had to make changes, so my New Year’s resolution was to go full court press on my stress.”

Adam showed me a three-ring binder that was at capacity with a hundred pages of stress interventions he’d already tried. “I’m hacking my way to less stress,” he said.

Determined to make a radical change, Adam had completely overhauled his lifestyle starting on January 1. He had a checklist for his sleep, food, exercise, and energy levels. If it was trackable, he was logging it. He had kept this up, on his own, for about two months, but his enthusiasm was waning. His determination had turned into another source of stress.

As he closed his binder, he seemed defeated. “I’m here because I can’t do it anymore,” he told me. “I was doing everything all at once. I didn’t know what was working and what wasn’t. It’s frustrating.”

“This is how our biology reacts during huge lifestyle overhauls,” I said. “We’ve been misled to believe that a person can and should make a lot of radical changes quickly. But what happens is our biology rebels against trying to change too much too fast.”

“Probably the reason most New Year’s resolutions don’t last,” Adam said.

“Exactly,” I concurred. “We set these all-or-nothing resolutions and end up feeling worse about ourselves when we can’t keep it up.”

“I noticed that on January 2, my gym was packed at seven thirty in the morning,” Adam said. “Yesterday, there were only about eight of us using the machines. I used to go every day. Now, I’m really pissed at myself because I make it there only twice a week.”

I assured him that his declining enthusiasm and sense of overwhelm were normal and expected. There was nothing wrong with him; in fact, there was everything right with him. His biology was working exactly as it should during a huge lifestyle overhaul. “It’s the Resilience Rule of 2,” I explained. “It’s why we can’t make too many changes at once if we want those changes to stick—no matter how enthusiastic and ready we are for them!”

When it comes to how your brain responds to change, even positive change registers as stress to your brain. You may have the best of intentions to improve yourself, like Adam did, but you can make only two new changes at a time if you want those changes to last and be sustainable. Anything more than two at once and your system has a higher risk of overload. It wasn’t Adam’s fault that he couldn’t keep up with his plan. It wasn’t a lack of discipline or motivation. It was his biology.

The fact that your brain registers even positive life changes as stress was discovered by two researchers in the 1960s. Drs. Thomas Holmes and Richard Rahe were two psychiatrists who wanted to understand how life changes affected stress and health. They studied five thousand patients and picked forty-three of the most common life events to determine whether the event led to stress.4 The events ran the gamut, from graduating school to getting a new job, buying a home, achieving an outstanding personal goal, getting married, having a child, getting divorced, retiring, and experiencing the death of a loved one. Each life event, both challenging ones and joyful ones, had a particular score. The more life events a person accrued, the higher their stress score and the greater the likelihood of their developing an illness.

This landmark study solidified our understanding of life stress and the brain. It showed us that even “positive life changes still require some effort to adapt and regain stability” and therefore could have negative stress consequences.5 My approach to patients is built on this understanding. Even changes for the better, the good kind of change, can be perceived as stress by the brain and body.

I was taught early in my medical training that if I wanted my patients to make positive changes to their lives, such as having better sleep habits, improving their diet, or quitting smoking, I could recommend only two new changes at a time if I wanted those changes to be sustainable in a patient’s life. Otherwise, there was a greater chance that the changes wouldn’t stick. The basis for this approach comes from the early work of Holmes and Rahe almost sixty years ago, and doctors have applied these findings ever since to help their patients make lasting, positive lifestyle changes. Through my research on stress, I realized that it was significant for patients to have a clear understanding of the concept so they could apply it to their lives. I began to call it the Resilience Rule of 2.

Adam may have wanted to hack stress by using the everything-but-the-kitchen-sink philosophy, but I advised him to try the Resilience Rule of 2 instead. We focused on two key areas in his life that needed attention: sleep and exercise. I gave him my resets for both (which you’ll learn in Chapters 4 and 5), and he was able to follow both because his mental bandwidth wasn’t tied up with any other changes.

So Adam and I started out with two simple techniques. When he came to see me for his follow-up a few months later, we added two more changes.

Since the changes were introduced gradually, two at a time, his brain had time to adapt to the stress, even if it was the good kind. And that made all the difference.

Your Lifestyle Snapshot

When I saw Adam in my office, I was able to ask him a series of questions to gather all the information I needed to craft his personalized stress-management prescription. Through a long conversation, Adam answered the questions on my lifestyle inventory, and together we created his plan of care. My clinical decision-making includes many such conversations with my patients, along with other pertinent data, such as their medical conditions, symptoms, and preferences, so that I can tailor a stress-management prescription targeted to their individual needs.

Even though I can’t speak one-on-one with you, you can think of this book as our conversation. I want to simulate for you the experience that my patients have with me during an appointment.

To do this, take a few minutes to take a Lifestyle Snapshot. Ask yourself the same questions I would ask you if you came to see me in the clinic—questions about your sleep, media use, sense of community, exercise, and diet. When you see your written responses, you can get a clearer picture of where you are at this moment—which aspects of your life you are excelling at, and which areas need a little improvement. Once you have your Lifestyle Snapshot, then you can go through The 5 Resets and their corresponding strategies and fold them into your life.

YOUR LIFESTYLE SNAPSHOT

Your Sleep

Bedtime


	What time do you get into bed? _________

	What time do you fall asleep? _________

	What activities do you do two hours before bedtime? _________

	Do you have difficulty falling asleep? _________

	Do you have difficulty staying asleep? _________



Awakening


	What time do you wake up? _________

	What time do you physically get out of bed? _________

	Do you wake up feeling rested? _________



Sleep Quality


	Do you have fragmented sleep? _________

	If yes, approximately how many nights per week? _________



Your Media Use


	How many hours per day total do you spend in front of a screen (this includes your phone, computer, television, and other electronic devices with screens)? _________

	How often do you check your phone for emails, social media, or messages (for instance, about every half hour, every hour, or every few hours)? _________

	Do you check your phone for emails, social media or messages first thing in the morning before getting out of bed? _________

	Do you wake up at night to check your phone for emails, social media, or messages? _________



Your Sense of Community

Home Environment


	Do you live alone or with others? _________

	If you live with others, how would you characterize your relationships with them? _________



Social Network


	Do you feel like you have family members or friends whom you can depend on? _________

	Do you feel a sense of community? _________

	If you had an emergency at four o’clock in the morning, are there at least two people you could call for help? _________



Your Movement Inventory


	How many times per week do you exercise, on average? _________

	What kind of exercise do you do? _________

	How long is each exercise session? _________



Your Daily Diet


	Do you minimize eating processed foods? _________

	Do you crave processed foods and sweets (like cookies, potato chips, and cake) on a regular/daily basis? _________

	Do you engage in emotional eating, that is, eating when you’re bored, stressed, or tired? _________

	Does your diet include vegetables, fruits, lean proteins, and whole grains? _________

	Are you on any special diets? _________



You’ve now taken an important step in demystifying your stress by bringing your regular routines and habits into sharper focus with a Lifestyle Snapshot. Because unhealthy stress is incrementally compounded or reduced through such habits, it’s helpful to have this snapshot of what you do most days. When it comes to the difference between healthy and unhealthy stress, as author and podcaster Gretchen Rubin says, “What you do every day matters more than what you do once in a while.”6

Unhealthy stress is caused by many overlapping factors—not just one thing—but when you hear your canary sing and you feel its effects, your habits can become a tangled mess. When your stressed brain is in survival mode being led by your amygdala, it’s hard to discern whether your regular habits are helping you or hurting you. You’re left in a jumble of heightened emotions, trying to make it through each day.

Taking a Lifestyle Snapshot and looking at it carefully starts to shift your brain out of survival mode and into thriving mode, which is led by the prefrontal cortex. Your Lifestyle Snapshot is an overview of where you currently are, and the fifteen techniques within The 5 Resets are the way to where you want to be. You can use those techniques to rewire your brain and body for less stress and more resilience.

As tempting as it may be to bring all the techniques into your life immediately, similar to what Adam was trying to do, try to work with your biology by using the Resilience Rule of 2. Begin with two techniques at a time, and once you’re feeling good about them, add two more. Otherwise, your road to less stress will feel, well, too stressful. Change is tricky for the brain and body, so go slow and try to keep a healthy dose of patience as you proceed. Your experience reading this book, for instance, should feel calm, healing, and therapeutic—what has long been called bibliotherapy—and not add to your stress!

 Patience is needed because it takes a little longer than eight weeks to create a new habit. (You’ll learn more about the science of habits in Chapter 5.) A visual record of your progress can help, so as you’re starting out, keep a checklist of your progress. You can be as high-tech or low-tech as you wish with your checklist. Some of my patients use paper and pen, others use a calendar, and others use an app. Whatever your mode to record your reset, use it daily to help strengthen the brain pathways of habit formation. After your initial enthusiasm slows down, you may need a nudge to keep going. Having a visual cue, like a checkmark that you can complete every day, can be a gratifying push in the right direction.

The magic of The 5 Resets is that they are practical, actionable strategies firmly rooted in science: by working with your biology rather than against it, you can optimize your ability to make healthy, lasting changes to your stress, burnout, and mental health. You’ll soon feel the satisfaction of success.
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The First Reset: Get Clear on What Matters Most

How great would it be if the Google Maps or Waze apps on our phones could give us real-time directions for how to change our unhealthy stress? We could relax and know that we would arrive at a better place one or two suggestions at a time.

These navigation apps on our phones work because we know where we are starting and where we want to go. Once we tell the app our destination, the technology gives us step-by-step instructions on the easiest way to get there. Even though I don’t have a voice-activated solution for your stress and burnout, the First Reset is all about your getting clear on your destination—what matters most, your personal priority—and getting you into the right mindset to easily arrive at that destination.

Perhaps you’re thinking “I don’t know where to begin.” That’s not uncommon. Stress and burnout have jumbled your navigation tools and left you adrift. So the very first step is to shift your brain circuitry from survival mode into a healthier mental state of psychological safety and self-trust. Together, we’ll cover three techniques—Uncovering Your MOST Goal, Creating Your Backwards Plan, and Finding Your Buried Treasure—to help you crystallize your goals for less stress. Let’s discover what matters most to you by bringing it into sharper focus with this First Reset.

Stepping into Your Growth Mindset

I want you to know that as much as stress is a part of your biology, so is resilience. No exception. No matter how far from resilient you may feel right now, it’s still an innate part of who you are. It may be dormant and buried deep inside you today, but through the techniques in this book you’ll uncover your resilience over the next few months. I’ve witnessed it with countless patients in my clinic, and I believe in your success story, too. Stick with me!

The most empowering aspect of this relationship between stress and resilience is that if your brain can be taught how to experience less stress, it can also be taught how to build more resilience. Though resilience is an innate quality within you, only time, patience, and practice can strengthen it. You may be a bit anxious and uncoordinated at first, like when you first learned to swim; but surprisingly, you need the presence of healthy stress for your resilience to show itself.

Healthy stress is the swim instructor who pushes you to make it to the edge of the pool on your own, and resilience is what keeps your head above the water, even if your arms are flailing around the first time. With time and patience, you’re going to be gliding through the water with strong, confident strokes even when healthy stress challenges you.

Since our brains have the biological ability to physically change, adapt, and grow to serve us better, it also means that you as a person have that same ability. Embracing the idea that change can help you become wiser, stronger, and more adaptable is the essence of the growth mindset. You may have heard of the growth mindset in corporate or business settings, but this mindset is highly applicable to your mental health too. The growth mindset is your brain’s workaround from unhealthy stress to healthy stress, and it uses your innate resilience to stay in motion.

Moving Through the Three Zones of Fear, Learning, and Growth

When Jeanette came to see me, she was convinced that her brain couldn’t change. “I think my brain is permanently broken,” she said, thumping her cane on the floor in frustration.

Jeanette, a fifty-eight-year-old apartment building manager, had suffered a recent stroke, affecting her ability to walk well. After a short hospitalization, she had continued going to physical therapy every week, but the whole ordeal had understandably caused a lot of stress.

“I’ve tried to reduce my stress in all kinds of ways, but nothing’s fixing it,” she told me.

I asked Jeanette why she went to weekly physical therapy appointments. “Because they’re teaching me to walk again,” she said. “Two months ago, I could barely walk down a hallway. Now, I can walk around the block. I may not need this cane much longer.”

“That’s incredible progress in two months!” I said. “If you can learn to walk again, then your brain isn’t broken.”

Jeanette started to smile. “Well, my partner will be happy to hear that. We’re hoping to go on a cruise with some friends this spring.”

“I think that’s a wonderful goal, Jeanette. Your brain has the capacity to do amazing things. We’re going to start physical therapy for your brain together!”

We laughed at the thought of it, but it was the truth. The work we were about to embark on was like physical therapy for Jeanette’s stressed brain. In the same way the muscles in her legs were learning to balance and walk again, her brain was a muscle that would soon learn to have healthy stress.

I could see in Jeanette’s eyes that she was feeling more hopeful and was starting to believe in her brain’s ability to change. We began our work right then and there.

Jeanette was already living in the Growth Zone. She just didn’t know it yet.

You may have heard of the Comfort Zone. But there are three other zones that we move through when we’re faced with an acute stress or unexpected circumstances that push us out of our Comfort Zone: the Fear Zone, the Learning Zone, and the Growth Zone.1

Jeanette had entered the Fear Zone because of her unexpected stroke. At first, she spiraled into a panic. She was initially unable to walk on her own, and this naturally overwhelmed her. She couldn’t imagine how she’d ever be able to do daily, routine things again. Thoughts of being permanently disabled led her amygdala to remain in constant survival mode. In the Fear Zone, Jeanette’s ability to reorient herself toward a better future was limited.

Over the next two months, with the support of her physician team and physical therapists, Jeanette began to stand on her own and take steps with a walker. Her confidence increased gradually, and soon she was walking down the hallway with her cane and then around the block. She felt less afraid and more in control. Jeanette was heading into her Learning Zone.

Jeanette had already begun her efforts toward recovery, but in the Learning Zone her amygdala settled down and her brain slowly accepted the fact that she didn’t have to live in fight-or-flight mode any longer. Her brain’s neuroplasticity had already kicked in. She was learning how to manage the limitations created by her unexpected situation. In the Learning Zone, Jeanette was able to shift her focus and attention away from survival mode and into improving her circumstances day by day.

At her first visit with me, Jeanette was at the beginning of her Growth Zone. She had made significant progress with her physical challenges and wanted to make the same progress in her stress. She was now ready to bring The 5 Resets into her life. In the Growth Zone, Jeanette had started to create sense and derive meaning from her difficult situation. She reflected on her recent difficulties and how she had worked to overcome them. She was open to the new challenge of learning how to reset her stress because, having recently overcome a challenge, her self-efficacy had gone up. She had more confidence in her skills and ability to reset her stress.

The three zones are a gradual, progressive journey we all take during setbacks. First, there’s the unexpected change that causes acute stress (Fear Zone). Our brains then move past survival mode and we gradually learn ways to adapt to this change (Learning Zone). Finally, we gain a new perspective from the experience (Growth Zone). One way or another, we learn something new from what we’ve been through. It doesn’t have to be an acute physical stress, such as Jeanette’s stroke. It can be a wide scope of unexpected changes: a job loss, having to move, the end of a relationship, the death of a loved one, a natural disaster, a dramatic change in finances, or discovering that a long-held belief isn’t true. What causes acute stress for one person can be very different from what causes it for someone else.

Like Jeanette, you’ve also been using the Growth Zone mindset without knowing it. In the wake of the pandemic, one universal experience that you very likely shared with others was being thrown into an unexpected change that created acute stress. In March 2020, you probably started your pandemic quarantine in a state of fear or panic, along with everyone else. Because it was a new unknown and felt like an immediate danger, your brain’s self-preservation mechanism automatically went into overdrive. Your primal fear for safety was stoked, especially since there were no quick solutions to defeating this life-threatening virus. Was it going to get much worse? No one knew. Many of us lived in this scary mindset and Fear Zone for most of 2020. It’s what compelled some people to hoard toilet paper and hand sanitizer.

By 2021 and into 2022, your brain had slowly adapted to the changes. You learned to put boundaries around your fear, so it no longer consumed your waking hours. You likely were still frightened of the many unknowns—I know I was, even though I’m trained in public health. But you developed skills to contain your fears. You became aware of ways you could protect your health, which you hopefully used. Through your lived experience, you gradually, and unknowingly, moved out of the Fear Zone and into a new Learning Zone. Your path from fear to learning may have been messy and fraught with challenges, but you did it.

By 2023 and 2024, we had entered the postpandemic Growth Zone. Your brain and body may not have fully processed what you had gone through or the ways it changed your life. Even after the threat and restrictions passed, the aftereffects brought on high levels of stress and burnout for many of us. We had lived through the perfect storm with one stress after another without respite, including other recent events that left us feeling vulnerable.

As proficient as the brain and body are at managing stress, they still need time to recover and recalibrate. Without that time, one source of stress compounds another, leading to more stress. Because of this cycle, you may be feeling depleted and wary of your next step. I’m here to lock arms with you and walk forward through the Growth Zone, where you can get a wide-angle view of where you’ve been, process what you’ve experienced, and navigate your brighter future. It’s closer than you think.

The Science of Action

When you’re feeling stressed and burned out, it’s easy to fall into the trap of negative self-talk. You may feel blame and shame. You may ask yourself, “What’s the matter with me?” You’ve learned about the paradox of stress—that is, stress being such an isolating experience despite the fact that we all experience it. But as we’ve seen, when it comes to the very human experience of stress, there’s nothing wrong with you and everything right with you. As one of my favorite meditation teachers, Jon Kabat-Zinn, often says, “As long as you are breathing, there is more right with you than wrong with you.”2

I help people every day to turn their negative self-talk into something that’s more compassionate and helpful. In fact, it’s something I practice in my own life when I feel offtrack.

One day, early in my stress struggle, when I was mired in negative self-talk, I walked into a used bookstore and saw a tattered copy of the 1971 book by psychologist Mildred Newman and her husband Bernard Berkowitz, How to Be Your Own Best Friend. The title made me laugh, and for that reason alone I bought it. I loved that little book. Published before I was born, it felt like my wise grandparents’ insights were being imparted to me whenever I read it, which I did often. I was raised by my grandparents in Mumbai during my early years and that old-time wisdom felt comforting during a time of confusion and chaos in my life. But wow, did I get a lot of good-natured flack and jostling from my family and friends for carrying around that little book like a security blanket. To this day, my brother loves reminding me to be my own best friend. The thing is, the book did its job. I don’t need the reminder anymore.

When you ruminate on your stress and think “What’s the matter with me?,” you may be getting only negative and defeating answers to the question. You are most likely far more critical of yourself than anyone else would be of you or you would be of anyone else.

To get out of this habit of negative self-talk, ask yourself the question that will help you silence your negative self-talk and get you into the Growth Zone: instead of asking “What’s the matter with me?” ask, “What matters most to me?” That’s what Dr. Edward Phillips, founder of the Institute of Lifestyle Medicine and Whole Health Medical Director at VA Boston Healthcare System, encourages his patients to ask themselves. He emphasizes that we can only make changes that align with what matters most to us.

When Wes came to see me, he was caught up in his negative self-talk and unable to make a change. He worked two jobs and single-parented his three children with the help of his mother and father. He had many obligations on his time and felt like he wasn’t making headway in any area of his life, mostly only keeping pace. He felt his stress was catching up to him and would soon affect his long-term health.

Wes’s doctors were concerned about his increasing weight because of his history of high cholesterol and high blood pressure. As we talked in my office, Wes came to the conclusion that to care for his children, he had to focus on his health.

“Right now, losing weight is what matters most to me,” Wes told me. “I want to stay healthy, but I’ve been heading in the wrong direction and putting on the pounds.”

“I eat fast food twice a day,” he admitted, “even though I promised myself I was going to stop. I’ll be slamming myself for having no self-control and then I’ll go all the way in, eating chips and candy from the vending machines at work.”

“I get it,” I said to Wes. “You feel stuck in a pattern.”

“Truth,” Wes said. “And I can’t seem to get out of my own way.”

Wes worked a desk job during normal business hours and was also a security guard in the evenings. His mother and father picked up his kids from school, helped them with their homework and dinner, and then put them to bed. Wes spoke to his children on the phone every night from the parking lot of a burger chain, which was the closest restaurant between his two jobs and where he’d stop for a quick dinner.

Wes was doing the best he could.

“I know a burger and fries aren’t the healthiest things to eat for dinner every night,” he told me, “but it’s easy and cheap and doesn’t interfere with speaking to my kids.”

Before our conversation that day, his doctors had encouraged Wes to lose weight, but they didn’t have the time to fully delve into understanding the mechanics of his life. Wes didn’t suffer from a gap in knowledge or information. He had all the knowledge and information he needed about why weight loss had to be his top health priority. In fact, he had been bombarded by it during his doctors’ visits and in his own online searches. But many of the strategies he read about online about how to lose weight seemed out of touch with and not directly applicable to his lifestyle. He couldn’t spend hours at the gym, eat salads every day, or have home-cooked dinners instead of eating out.

Because Wes was stressed and feeling the intense burdens of work and family responsibilities, his amygdala was in overdrive. He was living in survival mode. He couldn’t get any respite to calmly think through how to bring the knowledge and information he’d gathered about losing weight into his everyday life full of stress.

Wes was like many of my patients. He knew exactly what he had to do but had a hard time putting it into practice because of the many legitimate barriers that existed in his everyday life.

I’ve found that for most of my patients there’s often a gap between knowing something and doing something. My job is to figure out how to close that gap. A lot of the work I do with patients is based on the foundational principles of motivational interviewing, which is a technique used in the medical setting to help patients overcome their barriers to change and close the gap. It’s a way to meet patients where they are to help them figure out what’s most important to them. Three of the most vital elements of motivational interviewing are having empathy, curiosity, and a lack of judgment when understanding how to close the gap between knowing and doing. You can’t do motivational interviewing on yourself, because it needs a trained practitioner for it to work. But you can lean into your own empathy, curiosity, and lack of judgment to help you figure out how to close the gap for yourself.

Wes had been ready to take action all along, but he needed my help to devise a realistic plan so he could achieve his goal. My work with Wes was to help him close the gap between knowing what needed to happen and taking action to make it happen.

For Wes’s Rule of 2, we focused on his eating habits and weight control, because these were his immediate needs that caused him the most stress. And they addressed what he wanted most—to lose weight.

The first intervention was to encourage Wes to pack a quick and healthy dinner at home to take with him to work. As simple a solution as this seemed, Wes’s mornings were so rushed getting the kids ready for school that he didn’t think about his own needs until he had already left the house. Because Wes’s brain was stressed each morning, it was being led by his amygdala, which focused on his immediate need of getting his kids and himself out the door on time—not on his task of planning and preparing dinner, which was twelve hours in the future. Future planning relies on your prefrontal cortex, which doesn’t function optimally when stressed. This is one reason why you’re prone to forget simple things like your keys, wallet, or phone during rushed and stressed mornings.

Wes and I devised a plan of his packing dinner for the next day and having it ready to go the night before when he was under less stress. In the morning, he would simply grab it and go, along with his kids.

For our second intervention, instead of Wes speaking to his kids while he sat inside a parked car, we agreed that a better step to reach his weight-loss goal would be for him to get his body moving during the call. He’d video call with his kids from a park with a pond near his office complex. Wes loved fishing and being on the water, so although he couldn’t fish every day to relax, a walk near water for twenty minutes was the next best thing. He’d speak to his kids about their day while enjoying the benefits of a city waterscape for himself. He took his kids fishing on weekends, so his daily video call from the pond became an extension of their weekend activity together. Then he would drive to his second job and eat his packed dinner during his first break.

These may seem like simple interventions, but Wes’s stress was so high that he was living in self-preservation mode and couldn’t think or plan ahead for the next day. He was being guided by his amygdala, not his prefrontal cortex. These two daily interventions, Wes’s Rule of 2, helped him get his weight stabilized.

This was a major achievement for Wes. It created a change in his body and brain, and caused a ripple effect in his life. His stress improved, along with his energy and motivation. His amygdala was slowly finding its way out of self-preservation mode, and his prefrontal cortex was gaining a stronger foothold. Wes started reviewing his monthly work schedule in advance so he could plan certain days to take longer, thirty-minute walks. With each incremental step, Wes moved closer to his weight-loss goal.

What changed in Wes’s mindset to make change possible? He had discovered what mattered to him in the short term and created what I call his MOST goal.

Your Endgame Reveals Your MOST Goal

Discovering what matters most to you is an essential step in making change possible. This is how I’ve begun nearly every one of my patient visits. The question I ask my patients as they start their journey toward less stress and more resilience is, “What’s your endgame? What does ‘success’ look like to you?”

Sometimes, their answers are immediate and reflexive; at other times a little digging is needed. Over the years, I’ve heard thousands of responses to these questions, such as:

“I want to have less pain so I can travel through Europe this summer.”

“I want my burnout to get better so I have the energy to host Thanksgiving dinner this year.”

“I want a job that doesn’t make me anxious, but I’m too tired to look for one.”

“I want to look good and feel good for my twenty-fifth high school reunion.”

“I want to get through cancer therapy and write a children’s book.”

“I want to have some chaos-free spare time to organize a charity event for my church.”

By thinking about what they want, these people were able to start zeroing in on what matters most to them. Knowing what matters most to you is a powerful catalyst for change. Sometimes, it takes a little thought. If you’re having trouble coming up with what matters most to you, work on discovering your MOST goal.

TECHNIQUE #1: Uncover Your MOST Goal

We each hold within our minds a mental picture or idea of the best version of ourselves. You’re reading this book because you’ve realized how much unhealthy stress has diverted you from that image. That best-self you envision may seem unattainable at this moment, but that’s your stress talking. The resilient you, which is still in there, knows the reason “why” you’re ready and willing to change. Your “why” helps tell you what matters most to you in your near future. Once you identify your MOST goal, you will have the clarity and purpose to move forward.

Here are four suggestions to help you craft your MOST goal with the guidelines of being Motivating, Objective, Small, and Timely:

M: Motivating—Write out a short list of your goals. Then choose one from that list that feels both motivating and within reach. Which goal from your list makes you feel energized and fuels you with a sense of motivation? Even if you feel depleted and burned out at the moment, identify the goal that lights you up and offers you a small sliver of hope. Use that as your MOST goal.

O: Objective—Objective changes that you can regularly monitor for progress, no matter how tiny or incremental, will help propel you forward through the process of moving toward your MOST goal.

S: Small—Choose a goal that’s small enough to virtually guarantee your success. Then you can work toward it without many disruptions to your life, and you will feel a sense of real accomplishment.

T: Timely—Choose a goal that’s time-sensitive. Ideally, you will be able to achieve your MOST goal over the next three months.

If your chosen goal fits within the MOST guidelines, congratulations! You have a guidepost on your way toward less stress and more resilience. Now, write down your MOST goal along with the tentative date three months from now. Mark that date as the official completion of your journey.

From the start, Wes had been clear about his MOST goal, but his sense of overwhelm was a barrier to change. “It feels like there’s a long distance between where I want to be and where I am now,” he said. At first, packing his dinners just seemed like one more thing to add to his busy schedule. “I mean, I’m used to my drive-thru dinners being easy,” he confessed.

Perhaps you can relate to Wes’s dilemma. It’s easier to keep your daily routine on autopilot, stick to the status quo, and suffer in silence. You can usually keep going for a while, but then one day that canary inside of you is warning of bad things to come. Then, you have no choice but to act.

I assured Wes that it was normal to feel overwhelmed and discouraged about making a change. Change is hard. It’s fraught with uncertainty and discomfort, and the human brain is wired to shy away from both. Anticipating discomfort is one of the biggest hurdles to making change possible.3 Even if you know that change will ultimately help your life in the long run, it’s still very hard. “But,” I told Wes, “that discomfort you feel when you’re doing something new and positive for your stress is a signal of growth.”

In one study, people who tolerated a little temporary discomfort while being engaged in different personal growth activities, like writing and educating themselves, were more likely to achieve their goals. The researchers concluded, “Growing is often uncomfortable, but people should seek the discomfort that’s inherent in growth as a sign of progress instead of avoiding it.”4

So being able to tolerate a little temporary discomfort while you’re making healthy changes to your life is an indicator that you’re stepping into your Growth Zone.

Wes was ready to step into his Growth Zone, beginning with the Rule of 2, only a few lifestyle changes at a time. He had gotten clear about his MOST goal and had accepted that he’d feel a little uncomfortable with his new, positive habits on his way to achieving his goal.

“I have to admit,” Wes said, “I really don’t know how to start. Where do I begin?”

I handed Wes a blank sheet of paper. “The way to figure that out is to begin with the end in mind,” I told him. “We’re going to start by creating your Backwards Plan together.”

Planning Backwards, Living Forwards

On a blank sheet of paper, I asked Wes to write the word “End” at the top of the paper and next to it to write out his MOST goal and a date about three months in the future. I suggested that he keep the date loose with lots of wiggle room.

At the bottom of the page, I asked Wes to write the word “Start” and put today’s date next to the word. Then we worked backwards from the “End,” his MOST goal, to the “Start,” where he was today. On the line right below his MOST goal, I had Wes write down what would need to happen right before he reached this milestone. For example, Wes wrote: I’d buy some new pants, in a smaller size, that will look good on me and motivate me to keep going with my weight loss.

On the line below that one, I had Wes write down what he needed to do to be able to buy new pants. He wrote: I need to stay on track with my food choices to lose those next two pounds, like I have been doing every week.

“That’s great, Wes,” I told him. “Now, keep working backwards. What step do you need to take to lose those next two pounds?”

“I’d stay the course of what is working. I eat the dinner I packed the night before. I even have packed snacks, so I don’t use the vending machines at work at all,” Wes said, and wrote it down.

“Okay. Move down a line. What’s the step to having packed food ready to go?” I asked him.

Wes thought about it for a minute, and then wrote, When I get home from my night shift, I’m going to listen to this really interesting mystery podcast while I pack up my food and snacks for the next day and get the kids’ food ready, too.

Wes leaned back in his chair, feeling satisfied. “You know, I like what I’m planning. It’s a really good podcast, and I never have time to listen to it.”

“There you go, Wes. So now we’re close to the bottom of the page, the statement of where you are now. What’s that first step of where you are now to having your meals packed?”

“Okay. Starting on Saturday morning, the kids will go with me to the grocery store, and we can pick out good food for our lunches and snacks and get enough until next Saturday. Then, we’ll go to the store again next week.”

“I think you’ve found a way to start, Wes.”

Wes read over his plan one more time.

Using the Backwards Plan, step by step, he realized that his MOST goal was much more within reach than he anticipated. Having a one-page document in his hand, in his own handwriting, helped him feel empowered with his personalized road map to success. It helped him visualize each step in a concrete and tangible way.

TECHNIQUE #2: Make a Backwards Plan

Try this exercise for yourself.


	At the top of a blank sheet of paper write the word “End,” and next to it write down your MOST goal with a date approximately three months into the future. 

	At the bottom of the page, write “Start” and today’s date. 

	Now work your way down the page as if you were writing out Google Maps directions in reverse, from the finish to the start. On the line underneath “End,” write down the final step you will take right before you reach the “End.”

	Move down another line. Write down the step you will take right before that final step to your goal. 

	Continue to work backwards, figuring out and writing down each step in reverse order. There are no specific number of steps you need to take—only enough to be able to see your Backwards Plan clearly from “End” (achieving your MOST goal) to “Start” (today). 



When you make it stepwise down to your “Start,” you have a complete list of directions to follow, step-by-step.

Your Backwards Plan is a visual representation of your journey in real time. As most great athletes will tell you, if you can see it, then you can be it. Your Backwards Plan helps you overcome the biggest hurdle of change: taking that first step forward into action.

When Wes came to see me two months later, he showed me his Backwards Plan. He’d made it more than halfway through; he had already lost fourteen pounds, and his destination was closer than ever.

“I have to confess, I had a setback for three days,” Wes told me. “It was my work buddy’s birthday, and we went out and had onion rings, milk shakes, and double burgers. It was so good I went to that burger joint the next two nights on my own. I was so mad at myself after the second night. Then, I went ahead and had it again the next night.”

“It’s okay, Wes,” I said. “We feel peer pressure sometimes. I’m sure your work buddy is used to your past routine of eating burgers and fries.”

“He is. And I didn’t want to explain my Rule of 2 to him in case I failed. Then I made myself fail the next two nights.”

“It looks like you turned it back around, though. Our efforts at resetting an old pattern can be on a sliding scale, Wes. That’s where some compassion for yourself can really help,” I said. “I’d like to know what made you go back to your MOST goal?”

“I wish I could tell you that I didn’t want to let you or myself down,” Wes said with a shy smile. “But the truth is, this really great single woman who manages the grocery store where the kids and I shop told me I was looking better and better all the time.”

I started to laugh and so did Wes.

“Hmm, it seems like change isn’t that hard after all,” I said.

There’s nothing better than witnessing patients like Wes experience a whole new level of happiness from working toward and then reaching their MOST goals.

Reaching for Happiness

If I were to ask you a big question like “What do you want out of life?” you would probably say, “I want to be happy.” In fact, “how to be happy” has been one of Google’s most searched terms for the past five years and had its greatest popularity in 2020 when the world was in lockdown. Makes sense, right? Happiness is a seriously coveted goal, not just for my patients, but for most people around the world.

Happiness doesn’t help you get any closer to your “why” because happiness is a vague and moving target. We all want to be happy; it’s a universal yearning shared by every human being on the planet, but research has shown that we’re not very good at predicting what’s going to make us happy.5 For this reason, it’s important for you to get very specific about your endgame and MOST goal and those all-important steps of your Backwards Plan. They are concrete and tangible, whereas happiness isn’t.

Ryan was a thirty-six-year-old music executive who visited me for uncontrolled anxiety. He worked in the music industry with some of the biggest performers in the business. There was no question that Ryan had a life that many people would envy. He owned three condos—one in Manhattan, one in Aspen, and one in Paris. He spent summer months on a yacht in the Mediterranean and winters in Aspen. He had worked hard to achieve this level of success, but now he often suffered from crippling anxiety.

“You would think I’d feel great about where I’m at and being able to afford almost anything I want, but I don’t,” Ryan told me during his first office visit. “I feel like I’m shaking from the inside out. I pace the floor almost every night, all night long. Sometimes my arms and my lips feel like they’re tingling. I can’t even read a book because my anxiety is so bad.” Ryan was seeing a psychiatrist for medications, along with a therapist.

“They’re the only two people I don’t feel afraid to talk to. I used to be the most social guy in the room. Not anymore. I duck out of the backstage door as soon as I possibly can to avoid having to meet and talk to new people.”

He had entered his profession with a clear sense of purpose. He loved music and felt a deep connection to the musical community. At the start of his career, he craved the perks that went hand in hand with his job: the parties, designer clothes, cars, cash, and high-end restaurants; the spoils of a luxury lifestyle. But after ten years in the business, the hectic travel schedule and constant jet lag were taking their toll on his health. He was starting to despise his job, and he longed to quit the industry. He felt numb about his success and was eager to make a change.

After listening to his story, I asked Ryan what had made him happy before his current career.

“I have no idea,” Ryan said. “I barely remember my life before this career.”

“Then go back to before you were old enough to seek out a career,” I suggested. “What was the thing you looked forward to doing when you were a kid or a teenager?”

For the first time during our visit, Ryan smiled. “My best days were with my grandfather. He was in really great shape, even in his seventies. I’d spend the weekend with him in New Hampshire, and he and I would hike in the White Mountains.”

As Ryan was recalling the experience, his face and shoulders relaxed, and his breathing slowed down. “Those were great times,” he continued. “We’d pick a steep trail, climb to the high point, and sit and talk. We’d watch the hawks and sometimes see an eagle. I even liked the days when it rained. Then, at night we’d build a fire pit in my grandpa’s backyard, and I’d play my guitar for him.”

“Do you still play guitar?” I asked him.

“Not in about a decade. It’s bizarre. Playing guitar is what made me totally want a career in the music industry,” he said. “Now, I never pick one up.”

“Did you lose interest?”

“No, I miss it. And I miss my grandfather. He died about four years ago. I bought a condo in Aspen in his memory, but it’s not the same.”

“I’m sorry to hear about your grandfather, but you still have your guitar, right? And, there are mountains where you can still hike, if you want.”

Ryan nodded, already knowing where I was going.

Before he left my office, we set up a plan for how Ryan could reset his stress and burnout. I suggested he begin the Rule of 2 with the activities that he loved most.

Ryan committed to playing his guitar for at least twenty minutes every day for the pure joy of playing. He didn’t have to perform for anyone or even sound good. The goal was to experience how much he loved music.

Although his work travel didn’t always put him close to a hiking trail, he committed to getting out in nature in some way, every single day, and taking a walk. I wanted him to take in the sky, the trees, or whatever form of nature might be around him, even if it was merely in a couple of brisk loops around city blocks.

I didn’t see Ryan again for four months, but we kept in touch through email. After the first two months, he sent a positive update. He had reconfigured his work schedule to travel less than before. He was spending longer stretches of time in his home in Aspen to be near the mountains. He had recently joined a mountaineering club; the man running the club reminded him of his grandfather. He also played his guitar every day and was considering joining a guitar collective in town.

Reorienting his life to pursue more intrinsically rewarding experiences rather than externally validating experiences helped Ryan reset his stress, which had a ripple effect on his sleep and anxiety. The sum of these changes was a balm to his nervous system.

When I saw Ryan in person several months later, it was apparent that he was becoming a changed man.

He felt calm, purposeful, and grounded. His anxiety was much better controlled. His psychiatrist was even considering tapering his medication dosage under supervision because he was doing so well, much better than he had in years.

In four months, Ryan had reset his brain and body and was getting his anxiety in check.

Ryan had many material comforts at his disposal, yet he still found himself stuck in self-preservation mode without a way out. So perhaps you’re wondering, “Why didn’t he figure it out for himself and make a quick pivot? How did he still get so far off track?”

The changes he made were small, simple strategies that he could’ve done anywhere, anytime—playing guitar daily and hiking—but because his amygdala was working in overdrive, it was hard for him to get out of his own way.

When it comes to you and your life, why does change for the better seem to be such an effort instead of something you do simply because it feels good and makes you feel happier? It turns out, there are two kinds of happiness, and each one affects your brain and body in distinctly different ways. Happiness is a complicated construct that uses many different brain areas, but one kind is more lasting than the other, and Ryan was chasing the kind of happiness that doesn’t last.

Two Kinds of Happiness

The first kind of happiness is called hedonic happiness. This was the kind of happiness—centered around pleasure and consumption—that Ryan had initially filled his life with. Delicious meals, tropical vacations, and Netflix binges are all modern-day examples of hedonic happiness. It’s not necessarily about the cost of an item; it’s about how it makes you feel.

When you participate in hedonic activities, like treating yourself to an extra large coffee with whipped cream, splurging on the latest electronic device, or buying yourself a new pair of shoes, you’re giving your brain and body a gift. During these moments, your brain is flooded with dopamine, the pleasure hormone, and you feel an instantaneous rush of joy throughout your body. This kind of happiness is very real to your brain. It’s intended to serve an important purpose: it gives your brain and body a brief, but necessary, respite from the routines of everyday life. Allowing yourself occasional opportunities for hedonic happiness can serve as a temporary release valve to slow down the tea kettle scenario of stress. But in the same way that stress can be healthy or unhealthy depending on the dose and frequency, the same applies to hedonic happiness.

In small doses, hedonic happiness serves an important and vital role for your psychological well-being. But in larger and more frequent doses, it loses its appeal to your brain and body. You can’t depend on hedonic happiness as your primary source of happiness, as Ryan did, precisely because its effects are fleeting and short-lived. By its very nature, hedonic happiness is designed to leave you wanting more. This phenomenon is called the hedonic treadmill.6

Scientists believe that we each have a distinct set point for how much hedonic happiness we can experience. It’s called a treadmill because, except for the initial jolt of joy you get from any hedonic activity, your brain will eventually return to its baseline level of happiness. You can chase the high of hedonic happiness, but you can’t make it last.

One woman, Debra, described it like this: “When I’ve had a tough week at work, I’ll stop at a Louis Vuitton or Gucci store and find a bag that I love. The sales clerks are always enthusiastic and really pay attention to me. Everything is beautiful in the shop, so it’s fun to be there. Then they box up my new bag like a special gift, put it in an elegant shopping bag, and I carry it out. I’m in heaven. However, a couple of weeks later, after the compliments on my new purchase from co-workers are over, my happy buzz ends and the bag becomes just one more purse in my closet. My stress at work hasn’t changed at all, and the stress of my next credit card bill piles it on even more.”

The hedonic treadmill can take many forms. The third piece of cake isn’t as pleasurable as the first, for example, or pursuing a new love interest loses its thrill. Hedonic pleasures become less exciting over time, because the initial dopamine surge levels off in your brain. You’re left back where you started. You can get hooked by craving more and more of the same, or you begin to seek out novelty, to feel another jolt of instantaneous joy.

This isn’t a design flaw of your brain. Your brain’s hedonic treadmill is actually a protective mechanism. Studies show that even if people have wonderful or tragic experiences, they eventually return to their set point of happiness.7 Irrespective of the quality of your external experiences, positive or negative, hedonic happiness helps you cope temporarily in the moment by opening the steam valve on your tea kettle of stress.

After a long day of meetings, speaking to a large group, parenting, and even while writing this book, I’ve craved a good two-hour Netflix binge. Even with very limited personal time, some online retail therapy will give me a dopamine rush. And a spa day is my favorite hedonic fallback. These positive moments can serve as circuit breakers and are fantastic when my stress response is haywire. But without question, they are only temporary fixes that do very little to rewire the brain for less stress in the long run.

We can’t rely solely on hedonic experiences to cure our stress, because the hedonic treadmill is always running in the background. To cure our stress for the long term, we have to learn how to work with our biology. That’s when a new and different kind of happiness comes in. It’s called eudaimonic happiness, and it’s the gateway for curing our unhealthy stress for good.8

“I got approached, as a landscape designer, to help plan out a community city garden,” I heard from Kevin. “It was a project for low-income families to grow vegetables on a lot where an old building had been demolished. Even though I’ve designed green spaces for high-end office buildings, this community garden project has really been satisfying for me. When I’m there, putting the plans in motion, helping the kids plant bell peppers, I never even look at my phone or think about what time it is. It’s a lot of work, but I feel happier than ever. And the unexpected bonus is, my doctor says my blood pressure has gone down!”

Eudaimonic happiness isn’t centered on pleasure and joy, like hedonic happiness is—it’s centered on meaning and purpose. Humans are meaning-seeking, purpose-driven creatures, which makes this kind of happiness the pot of gold on our stress journey. We can keep leveling up on experiences that create meaning and purpose without worrying that the effects will be fleeting or short-lived because there is no eudaimonic treadmill.

You’ve had many eudaimonic experiences in your life, you just haven’t called them that. Think of the experiences that created a feeling of calm contentment. They are the activities that in the long run become growth-oriented. Eudaimonic experiences give you a sense of belonging, community, connection, and altruism. Donating your time for a cause, gardening, learning to play an instrument, painting, cooking meals at a mission, or building a wheelchair ramp for a neighbor are just a few examples of what may provide a eudaimonically happy experience.

Because meaning and purpose are central to eudaimonic happiness and also highly individualized, your idea of what makes you eudaimonically happy will be different from someone else’s. Regardless of the mode to eudaimonic happiness, once you tap into your sense of meaning and purpose, your brain and body recognize what’s happening and respond accordingly in some remarkable ways.

In one study, eighty people were assessed for “hedonic and eudaimonic well-being.”9 Researchers looked at the genomes, the coding within our DNA, of these people and found stark differences in genetic expression. Eudaimonic well-being was linked to a stronger antiviral and antibody response and lower levels of inflammatory markers, whereas higher levels of hedonic well-being had the opposite effect. For the purposes of this discussion, the lower the level of inflammatory markers, the better. This was the first study to show genetic differences in the two kinds of happiness. The key takeaway? Not all happiness is created equal!

According to the researchers, “Doing good and feeling good have very different effects on the human genome . . . Apparently, the human genome is much more sensitive to different ways of achieving happiness than are conscious minds.”10

As clearly seen by this study, our bodies are very good at telling the difference between the two kinds of happiness. The conundrum is that we as people aren’t as good at it!

What Makes Us Happy?

In spite of how much thought and time we all spend trying to achieve happiness, we’re actually pretty bad at figuring out what makes us happy. I asked Dr. Laurie Santos, professor of psychology at Yale University and the host of The Happiness Lab podcast, about why this happens.

“If you ask people what they think a truly happy life would be . . . [it might be] lying on the beach and eating ice cream, something with no stress whatsoever. People have misconceptions when it comes to stress and happiness. A little bit of stress is a good thing,” Santos offered.

As we’ve discussed already, stress is a necessary part of your healthy functioning biology. As it turns out, stress is also important for your happiness.

“Happiness is multifaceted,” Santos continued. “A sense of meaning contributes to your satisfaction . . . because you’re doing things that are meaningful [to you]. That feels good because you’re in flow.”

The state of flow, a term originally coined by psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, is when you are fully immersed in an activity and there’s a sense of ease, mastery, enjoyment, and timelessness.

“People don’t necessarily think of flow when they’re going for leisure after they’ve had a tough week at work.” Santos said. I can understand that. After a long week at work, I want to do the easiest thing possible, like ordering takeout and binge-watching a series on a streaming service. I know that it won’t provide long-lasting happiness, but it does provide short-lived satisfaction in the moment, which is what I sometimes need after a long and difficult work week. Hedonic experiences have a legitimate and valuable role as temporary circuit breakers for your stress. Distraction is a viable coping strategy for stress after a hard day’s work, and hedonic experiences are wonderful distractions when needed. You just can’t rely only on them for sustainable happiness over time.

Santos also says that our intuitions about leisure aren’t always accurate. The easy, leisurely path filled with hedonic experiences can quickly get boring and lose appeal, as it eventually did for Ryan. Ultimately, engaging in leisure activities that involve a bit more of a challenge for your brain can help you create the state of flow, which then can lead to more substantial, long-lasting happiness.

Realistically, it’s ideal to strike a balance between seeking hedonic experiences for short-term gratification along with eudaimonic experiences for long-term meaning and purpose. Both types of happiness add value to your life, but only one has sustainable benefits for your brain and body. Sometimes, when you’ve been running fast on your hedonic treadmill, it can take an unexpected crisis to reassess what matters most in your life.

Carmen was referred to me by her oncologist because she had recently been diagnosed with stage 4 ovarian cancer. Her oncologist had been forthright about her terminal prognosis, but he was willing to try an experimental therapy to possibly slow down the cancer’s rapid progression. Carmen was a sixty-two-year-old lawyer. She worked long hours for many years. Her work was intense, and she frequently oversaw several cases at a time.

“I always told myself that when I was closer to retirement age, I would scale back my work hours,” she explained to me in my office one mild April afternoon. “But the opposite happened. More and more clients needed me. I ended up working more hours than ever before.”

She paused to look at me, to see whether I understood. I did. We are both in the business of helping people in trouble. It’s very hard to turn people away. I empathized with Carmen.

When she was diagnosed with cancer, she tried to continue working on her stack of cases through the course of her treatments, to “stay distracted,” but eventually it got to be too much for her. She had to give up her job.

She almost seemed apologetic for stepping away from work. “I’m not a quitter. I would’ve worked until I was eighty if I could.”

“Do you miss it? Did you enjoy your work?” I asked.

Her answer surprised me.

“Not really. I used to love it when I was younger. But I haven’t enjoyed it at all for the past decade or so.”

Carmen had been born into poverty and had, in her words, “made it out.” She was proud of her accomplishments. She had educated herself and built her career so that she could provide a secure life for herself and her family.

“I’ve never taken anything I have for granted, but this diagnosis has really sidelined me,” she said. “It’s made me question everything.”

Carmen was eager for a reset. “Without my job, I don’t really know how to act anymore. If I can’t say ‘I’m a lawyer,’ then who am I? I don’t want to be known as only a person going through cancer treatments. There must be something else.”

“We’ll work on finding your something else together. What if you consider this time in your life as an open door to do the things that bring you joy?” I asked.

“There’s a good thought. I like that idea,” Carmen said.

“What are the things that bring you happiness?”

Carmen was stumped. “It’s been a long time since I asked myself what I want to do because it brings me joy. I’m always doing things for everyone else—my family, my clients, my community. It’s never about me.”

I read a quotation attributed to Carl Jung and asked her to reflect on it: “What did you do as a child that made the hours pass like minutes? Herein lies the secret to your earthly pursuits.”

Carmen’s face lit up. “I used to love making things with my hands as a kid. I could spend hours making clay people. My sister and I would play with them on the front stoop of our house all afternoon. It was my own little world and it brought me so much joy.”

Then she said, “In fact, where I currently live, I think I bought my house because its front stoop reminds me of those happy afternoons as a kid. We would even sit out there to do our homework. I have great wicker furniture on my stoop now, but I only walk by it. I never take the time to sit and watch the world go by.”

“Let’s start there!” I said.

I suggested she use the Rule of 2 to focus on two things she could do when she left my office to cultivate her sense of eudaimonic happiness. I wanted her to do these activities for the sake of joy, without the need for external validation or praise.

“Let’s add two things to your routine that bring you joy. So today on your way home, stop by an art store and pick up some clay. Start by making one sculpture at least once a week for the next month. Don’t judge yourself as you do it. You’re not showing it to anyone, it’s just for you.

“And the second thing you’re going to do,” I continued, “is spend time making use of those wicker chairs on your stoop, for at least thirty minutes a couple times a week while the weather’s warm. That’s your Rule of 2 for the next month.”

“That’s my prescription? Sitting on my stoop? Doing nothing?” Carmen asked me incredulously.

“You can read or write or do whatever you want to do,” I said. “But I think doing nothing but watching the world go by is a great use of time.”

“It sounds like heaven,” Carmen said.

The starting point with Carmen seemed clear because of the sheer delight on her face when she was thinking of her childhood joys.

Carmen was also working with a skilled team of physicians and psychologists to manage the fundamental aspects of her care, such as sleep, appetite, and coping. Our visits together were an added layer. My job was to support Carmen on her healing journey.

There’s a difference between being healed and being cured. If you have a disease that can’t be cured, you can still be healed. Healing is movement in the direction of positive results, releasing negative patterns and emotions, and can also feel mentally and emotionally therapeutic beyond your physical diagnosis. Regardless of how Carmen’s cancer diagnosis went, my work with her was to help her heal.

Creating a warm, connected, and therapeutic relationship with a patient isn’t just a nice gesture; it can positively influence health outcomes. Studies show that doctors who offer support, reassurance, and kindness can help their patients’ discomfort and symptoms. “The simple things a doctor says and does to connect with patients can make a difference for health outcomes,” write two researchers in psychology.11 From a medical standpoint, Carmen was unlikely to be cured from her advanced stage of aggressive cancer. But our work together could help her decrease stress and create meaning and purpose during the difficult and often demoralizing treatment process.12 Whether or not you’re facing a health struggle like Carmen, it’s helpful to find doctors who make you feel like you’ve had a therapeutic encounter with them.

When I saw Carmen for her follow-up four weeks later, I was wowed by her progress. She had committed to the Rule of 2 in a big way! She had immersed herself in her clay sculptures and created a small art workspace in her home for her ongoing projects. She brought me photos of her work, and I could see that she had some serious talent. She also sat on her stoop for thirty minutes almost every day. She said these two activities brought her so much joy.

I continued to see Carmen every month throughout her healing journey. Her sculptures got larger and more intricate. She told me how one of her friends wanted to have a gallery show of her work because it was so good, and she was considering it—but only if she wanted to. When I asked her how she was feeling, she said, “I haven’t been this content and fulfilled in a long time.” And then she joked, “All it took was a cancer diagnosis to get me here!”

As the months passed, Carmen kept going with her Rule of 2. I’ve had many patients like Carmen, over my years in practice, who’ve made radical changes in their lives when faced with the wake-up call of a terminal diagnosis. Usually, they’re changes the person had already planned to make but then put off or set aside for so many reasons.

I’ve often wondered why it takes something as dire as a terminal diagnosis to make us take stock of what our lives have become. Isn’t there a kinder and gentler way to figure out what matters most?

I’m here to tell you that you can find more eudaimonic happiness starting today. It’s something you deserve to do for yourself, every single day. There’s no need to wait for a crisis. In fact, figuring out your own eudaimonic happiness now might prevent a more difficult wake-up call down the road.

Here’s where your canary can help you. For many of my patients, they often describe a distinct moment of time when they have a personal revelation about what needs to change. But it’s not like in the movies on a beautiful trip where you reach a sunny meadow and reflect on your life. It’s usually a moment that blindsides you on a Tuesday afternoon. You get so fed up with the status quo that you’re desperate for a change. Your canary’s song is impossible to ignore. That moment for me was 10 p.m. every night with the stampede of horses. What was it for you?

TECHNIQUE #3: Find Your Buried Treasure


	Without censoring yourself, write down five activities you did in the past or as a child that brought you joy and made the hours pass like minutes. 

	Pick one or two of those activities that you could begin incorporating into your life starting tomorrow.

	Organize the materials you’ll need for the activity: pens and paints, a musical instrument, a pair of sneakers, a model kit, some gardening tools, or a bike? Chances are you still have them somewhere in your house. 

	Commit to doing one activity for at least ten or twenty minutes every day, even if it’s only riding up and down the street on your bike, doodling on a pad of paper, filling flower pots with soil, or playing scales on an instrument. Even five minutes a day can make a difference. No amount of time or effort is too little to have a positive effect on your brain.

	Put a checkmark on a calendar every day that you do the activity. Even if life gets busy, try not to break your streak of checkmarks. If you skip a few days, it’s okay. It may have been a long time since you allowed yourself to have pure fun. Let yourself start again. 

	Congratulate yourself for every day that you give yourself a checkmark! It’s a day that you’re doing something positive for your brain. You’re slowly rewiring your brain for more lasting happiness. 



The Power of Possibility

Now that you’ve crystallized your “why” and defined what your endgame is and what matters MOST to you, allow yourself to feel the possibility of it coming true. Not necessarily right now, which may not feel authentic, but the possibility of it happening sometime in the near future because it’s within your reach and closer than you think.

Why bother to feel the possibility? Because it’s a way to activate the laws of physics, which help to prime our brains and bodies for change. Not to get too technical, but there are two types of energy in physics: kinetic energy and potential energy. Kinetic energy is active movement, and potential energy is dormant inertia. According to Isaac Newton, energy can’t be created or destroyed; it can only change forms from potential to kinetic or vice versa. When we let ourselves zoom out to consider the possibility of our MOST goal coming true, we start to wake up that dormant potential energy from its status quo state so that it can become the kinetic energy of change.

Harnessing the power of possibility is actually used in real-world achievements all the time, especially when the stakes are high, like in professional sports. There is perhaps no better segment of the population that relies on the power of the mind-body connection than professional athletes. Athletes inherently know that their mental game out of the arena is just as valuable as their physical game in the arena. Sports psychologists are an integral part of any training regimen because they help players rewire their brains to visualize success. Legendary basketball star Michael Jordan, tennis champion Serena Williams, Olympic gold medal swimmer Michael Phelps, and many other elite athletes have reported using the power of visualization to achieve great results.13 Perhaps visualization can help you achieve your own brand of greatness too.

It’s also perfectly okay if you don’t feel very changeable right now or if you’re skeptical about whether you’ll really be able to rewire your brain and body for less stress and more resilience. Trust the physics of the process anyway. Skepticism is a healthy and normal part of this process. I love my skeptical patients because when change does inevitably happen, they’re often the most enthusiastic. In science-speak, they’ve increased their sense of self-efficacy, or the belief that they have the ability to make change happen for themselves. That’s why I’m asking you to start small, to build confidence in your self-efficacy, and know that you have the power to change your energy from inertia to action.

An example of small steps leading to greater self-efficacy is one Dr. Edward Phillips shared with me: One of his patients was reluctant to walk but agreed to walk with her friend twice per week. After a couple of weeks of consistent walking, she came to see him again with a smile on her face. “I know I said I was going to walk twice per week. But I didn’t do what we agreed. I love seeing my friend and the weather is getting better. So I’m walking five days a week!”

“Our bodies are wonderfully adaptable, that’s just basic physiology” says Phillips. “We’re also psychologically adaptable and we yearn to get better. I think, inherently, people want to get better.”

More and more, in our modern-day lives, we don’t meet the challenge of managing stress and burnout because we don’t take stock of exactly what’s consuming our time and attention. If we knew better, we could do better. I know many of my patients are surprised to learn that something they use every day and all day long has been a big contributor to their stress. When they learn about this hidden source of continual stress, which we’ll talk about in the next chapter, they realize they have endless opportunities throughout their day to practice and perfect their self-efficacy.

As you now know, the First Reset is about identifying and making a plan toward less stress, while at the same time giving you something to look forward to every day. Like Wes, you chose a reasonable MOST goal, something that you knew would make you feel a sense of motivation and then accomplishment within a three-month time frame. Once you had that MOST goal, you could visualize it coming to fruition step-by-step by using the Backwards Plan technique. Finally, as you progress to your three-month MOST goal, you can offset stress daily by Finding Your Buried Treasure in the same way Ryan and Carmen did. This simple pleasure that you may have long set aside will help you cultivate the lasting benefit of eudaimonic happiness.

This First Reset and the techniques within lay the foundation for the overall upgrade to more resilience and far less stress that’s available to you now. So let’s keep moving forward together. In the Second Reset, you’ll learn how to find quiet in this noisy world, protect your mental bandwidth, and finally get the rest and recovery your brain and body deserve.
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The Second Reset: Find Quiet in a Noisy World

A message was taped to my office door when I got back from a staff meeting. A former patient, Nicole, had stopped by looking for me. She wrote that she had to tell me about something that had happened to her.

She and I had worked closely the previous year for about five months to help her with her high stress and what she called “my ADHD.” She had seen a psychiatrist who had reassured her she didn’t have a diagnosis of attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder, but she told me she was unable to finish projects and was always distracted. She wanted to learn how to manage her stress so she could improve her focus over longer periods of time.

We had applied the Rule of 2, and Nicole was seeing incredible improvements in her ability to concentrate. She was working to find quiet in a noisy world.

I called her during my next break, with a bit of trepidation that something was causing her acute stress.

“You’re not going to believe this when I tell you,” Nicole said, her voice spilling over with laughter.

I breathed a sigh of relief. I could hear the enthusiasm in her voice. She sounded much better than when she was struggling with stress.

“What’s going on?”

“Two hours! I went two whole hours without checking it once!” Nicole told me. “In fact, I didn’t even open the desk drawer it was in. I had to share this unbelievable milestone with you.” At this point, I started to laugh too. I knew exactly what “it” was: her smartphone.

The most detrimental relationship in your life is most likely the thing glowing in the palm of your hand: your smartphone. Research shows that your relationship with your phone has a great impact on your level of stress and consumes most of your attention and mental bandwidth, much more than your relationship with your partner or kids or even your extended family and work colleagues. You may perceive your smartphone as harmless and relaxing, a respite from the daily grind, but it actually has the opposite effect. It’s blatantly rewiring your brain for more stress. Recent statistics show that almost half of us spend five to six hours a day on our phones, and we physically touch our phones about 2,617 times a day!1

Smartphones aren’t the only source of digital noise causing stress in our lives: screens of all kinds, including cable TV, tablets, and computers, also steal our mental energy and attention. Most of us know that spending too much time on these devices is “bad” for us, but as a doctor I can tell you that they have a bigger impact on our brains, stress levels, and even our overall well-being than we realize.

The Second Reset, Finding Quiet in a Noisy World, will help you create practical and actionable boundaries around these digital distractions that add to your unhealthy stress, and teach you some new techniques for getting the deep, restorative sleep your unhealthy stress may have taken from you. Through no fault of your own, as an informed citizen of the modern world, you’ve been shortchanging your brain’s capacity for rest and recovery without realizing it. The techniques in this Second Reset will help you get back the rest and recovery your brain needs.

Nicole’s news about not checking her phone for several hours was a huge leap forward for her. When I had met her, she never let it out of her sight. In fact, at one time it was the most important relationship in her life. And Nicole isn’t alone in this all-consuming bond; most of us have the same infatuation. Yet she was able to change her pattern and was thrilled with her newfound ability to focus on a work project for two hours without ever scrolling on her phone. What a change for someone who admittedly checked her phone dozens of times in one hour. Nicole’s experience proves that all of us are capable of changing our relationship with our digital distractors—because we all deserve to find our quiet in a noisy world.

As Nicole had figured out through the Rule of 2, where your attention goes, your energy and mental bandwidth soon follow.

What is your mental bandwidth? Your bandwidth is your brain’s ability to focus, learn new ideas, make decisions, and stay on track. It’s your attention, and at any moment there are endless external forces vying for it.

You might be thinking, “What’s the big deal? Everybody texts and checks email and social media on their phones. That’s how life is now.” But despite the many technological advances for speed and efficiency in your life, your mental bandwidth has distinctly human limitations. It’s not an infinite resource in ample supply. In the same way your body gets physically tired from overexertion, your brain can get exhausted, too.

Like me, you may be experiencing the constant push and pull of competing priorities: work pressures, family obligations, health concerns, and even making time to pursue your personal interests. It’s easy to feel stretched thin. How can you make inroads in your stress struggle when you feel like your bandwidth is used up? There’s only one way. Create boundaries around your most valuable resource: your attention.

Designing Your Digital Boundaries

Our reliance on our phones has been correlated with worsening stress-related conditions, mood disorders, sleep disorders, increased irritability, hypervigilance, anxiety, poor concentration, and difficulty completing complex tasks. And that’s just when you’re using your phone. Studies also show that the mere presence of a phone nearby, even when not in use, can decrease your brainpower through a phenomenon known as brain drain because of its sheer potential for distraction.2

It turns out that this small, inanimate object you hold in the palm of your hand has some pretty big consequences on your attention, brain health, and stress. The only way to curb its effect on you is to design a boundary around your dependence on it. The goal of the Second Reset isn’t to make you relinquish your phone, which is both unrealistic and unnecessary from the scientific point of view. One study of 619 people found that decreasing their smartphone use, rather than total abstinence, led to better well-being and more sustainable mental health outcomes.3

Therefore, I wouldn’t ask you to become a digital monk, renounce technology, and live an analog life. Technology can be a wonderful thing, helping us stay informed, connected, and engaged. And with artificial intelligence being brought into many industries, technology is an important part of modern life. However, awareness of its potential to steal your mental bandwidth is essential for stress relief and burnout recovery.

The Second Reset, Finding Quiet in a Noisy World, isn’t about a breakup with your smartphone. Like I suggest to many of my patients, it’s time to reconsider your relationship to your phone. It’s about being in control of your phone instead of your phone controlling what you think about and how you feel all day long. I want to teach you how to create a healthy boundary around your attention so you can redirect it to what matters most on your journey to less stress. Think of me as your relationship coach.

You may not be convinced that your relationship with your phone is affecting your stress. Most of my patients initially don’t understand the connection. They see their smartphones as a convenience that makes their lives easier. And in many ways, that’s true. We don’t have to pull over in the car to use a pay phone anymore. We can get messages to family members and friends in a flash. We can get driving directions within seconds and no one has to spread a map out on the dashboard of the car and try to figure out which way is north or south. Who doesn’t appreciate all of that and more about having a smartphone? However, most of us don’t use our smartphones only when we need them; we become attached to them in an unhealthy way—using them all day and sometimes all night too.

Here’s a simple way to gauge your own mental reliance on your smartphone. Keep a piece of paper and pen right next to you for three or four hours. Whenever you feel the impulse to check your phone, put a tally mark on the paper. Even if you don’t actually pick up your phone, try to honestly make a mark for every time the thought of looking at your phone comes to mind. Most of my patients and friends have been astounded by the number of tally marks on the paper.

One friend even joked with a nervous laugh, “Unbelievable! I filled up the front of the paper and had to flip it over and use the back, too. I know we take about 960 breaths per hour. It’s almost as if I wanted to check my phone every time I took a breath in! Help!”

I’m here to help without judgment, because I’m not in a position to critique my friend or anyone else. Trust me, I’m right there with you. I know all the science about stress and media use, and I still feel compelled to check my phone multiple times an hour. Those little devices have a lot of pull on our mental bandwidth.

When I noticed this phenomenon play out with my patients, it seemed clear to me that asking them about media use and their mental reliance on smartphones needed to be part of my standard protocol for clinical decision-making. I’ve witnessed firsthand just how profoundly technology can influence our stress pathway with many of my patients.

Julian was one such patient. He came to see me for medically unexplained fatigue after his primary care doctor did a full workup but found nothing abnormal with blood tests and cardiac imaging. Julian’s fatigue had gotten so bad that it was interfering with his work as a public transportation train conductor. He was fed up and exhausted when he came to see me. His fatigue was affecting his mood and his quality of life.

Julian had always loved his job, but for the first time in seventeen years, he was too exhausted to get through his shifts. He had started squeezing in frequent naps in the break room whenever he had the chance. He had usually been the person who could be counted on to pick up extra shifts, but that was no longer possible. In fact, he was starting to scale back on his work hours because of his fatigue.

He had noticed personality changes too. He described himself as “happy-go-lucky” and “mellow,” but over the previous few months he had been feeling irritable and quick to anger. “It’s like I’m always waiting for the other shoe to drop,” he said. “I’m just not sure why I feel so on edge.”

I asked him what he did during his time away from work. “I’m a newsie,” he told me proudly. “I can tell you what’s going on almost anywhere in the world.”

When I asked him how closely he followed breaking news and current events, he replied, “Whenever I’m home and awake—and sometimes when I’m sleeping too.”

I laughed, thinking it was a joke. But Julian wasn’t joking.

He started his day at 6 a.m. He would pick up his phone from his nightstand and start reading the news headlines before he got up out of bed. He then would scroll through social media while eating breakfast and watch a little TV in his bedroom as he got dressed for work. During breaks at work, he’d read through headlines. At lunch, he would do the same. When he got home, he’d make dinner with a news channel on in the background and eat while scrolling again through social media on his phone. He’d wind down at night in front of the twenty-four-hour news channels until he fell asleep.

“Over the past few years, I’ve felt really bothered by what’s going on in the news,” Julian told me. “I watch and read more and then end up staying up later than I’d like to almost every night. A lot of nights, I’ll fall asleep on the couch and wake up hours later with the TV still on.”

He hadn’t planned on leaving the TV on overnight, but it became a habit, and now he couldn’t stay asleep unless the TV was on. So Julian wasn’t kidding when he said he consumed media when he was awake and sometimes while he was sleeping!

He had been at a friend’s barbecue recently, and a couple of his buddies started to good-naturedly tease him about looking at his phone constantly. One even joked whether Julian may have missed his calling as a news anchor.

“Do you think your friends are onto something?” I asked him.

“My friends know that I’m a newsie,” Julian said. “They obviously don’t think about how bad things are in the world right now. It’s a complete shitshow. Something new every minute. It’s hard to keep up, but I try to stay informed.”

“Maybe they just don’t need to know what’s going on every minute,” I suggested. “From your story, it seems like they may feel you’re not really present with them when you spend time with them.”

“Sure. Maybe. I can definitely see that,” Julian said, while at the same time taking a quick glance at a breaking news alert that popped up on his phone’s home screen. Then he looked up at me with a sheepish grin and said, “Okay, I guess it’s gotten out of hand.”

Julian’s fatigue, sleep problems, and mood changes correlated perfectly with his uptick in media use. I suggested there could be a link, and he raised his eyebrows skeptically. He wasn’t convinced that his media use could lead to his symptoms. “Come on! Do you really think my phone and my TV are messing me up? Everybody does this now!”

Julian was right. We’re attached to our devices more than ever. Everywhere we go, in any line, in any waiting room, in the after-school pick-up lane, even waiting for the walk signal to cross a busy street, we take that moment to check our phones. If we have an idle moment, chances are we’re looking at our phone screen. It doesn’t even have to be downtime. In Boston, where I live, I routinely see pedestrians crossing busy city streets during rush hour with their eyes glued to their screens, day and night. Near-miss injuries to distracted pedestrians who are looking at their phone screens instead of their surroundings are now considered a growing public safety issue.4

A Classic Case of Popcorn Brain

Julian was suffering from an increasingly common condition known as popcorn brain. While not a true medical diagnosis, popcorn brain is a growing cultural phenomenon. It’s a term coined by researcher David Levy to describe what happens to our brains when we spend too much time online.5 Our brain circuitry starts to “pop” from being overstimulated by the fast-paced information stream. Over time, our brains get habituated to this constant streaming of information, making it harder for us to look away and disconnect from our devices, slow down our thoughts, and live fully offline, where things move at a much different, and slower, pace.6 What makes popcorn brain so difficult to identify is that it’s ubiquitous and, as Julian correctly pointed out, increasingly becoming the norm. In fact, 85 percent of American adults go online daily, and three in ten describe themselves as “constantly online.”7

We are all at risk of developing popcorn brain when we overconsume media. Maybe you’re not interested in the news like Julian was; maybe you prefer social media instead. One of my patients was concerned that he had an “Instagram addiction” because he checked Instagram on his phone every fifteen minutes. Another patient who works as a social media influencer was waking up nearly every hour throughout the night to monitor and track the metrics of engagement on her posts. Just as there are many manifestations of maladaptive stress, there are also many manifestations of popcorn brain, each with its own flavor.

For Julian, his exhaustion, irritability, and fatigue were telltale signs of his popcorn brain. He was fed up with feeling exhausted and very concerned that he might cause an injury by being so tired at work. He agreed to follow my suggested Rule of 2 for sixty days, with zero expectations. He left my office with two courses of action to follow.

The Media Diet

The first step Julian took to reverse his fatigue and find quiet in a noisy world was to agree to go on a media diet. His overconsumption of media was leading to the downstream effects of fatigue, sleep problems, and mood changes, and we had to tackle the source of the problem.

When I see a stressed patient with limited mental bandwidth, prescribing a media diet is often my first intervention because of its ability to dramatically minimize stress and burnout. As we’ve seen, even if you don’t suffer from media overconsumption like Julian, limiting the time you spend on your electronic devices has been shown to improve mental health and well-being.

The media diet is a three-part strategy—with time limits, geographical limits, and logistical limits—that I’ve prescribed to countless patients, and sometimes friends and family members, for many years with excellent results.

Time Limits: The first step for Julian was creating a time boundary for his media use. I prescribed only twenty minutes twice a day of media time for him. He set a timer on his phone and scrolled the headlines. When twenty minutes was up, he had to stop scrolling and put his phone someplace away from him.

Because constant scrolling had been such a large part of Julian’s day, I knew this would be initially difficult for him. I suggested that he have an alternative activity that he loved to do close at hand. In Julian’s case, he was a fan of a particular book series, so he decided he would read instead. Whenever he had the urge to pick up his phone to check the news, he planned to read at least a couple pages of his book. While he was still in my office for his first appointment, I also asked him to turn his phone screen to black and white or grayscale instead of multicolor. Today’s news and media sites have made their content increasingly colorful, visual, flashy, and at times even shocking in the past ten years. It unmistakably hooks your attention. Making the screen black and white tones down some of that visual appeal. These were the plans Julian and I put into place for his first strategy. It seemed to work for him.

Geographical Limits: The second strategy was creating a physical boundary with Julian’s phone by prescribing a few geographical limits. The first thing I asked him to do was to invest in a low-cost alarm clock rather than use his phone as an alarm so he could keep the phone off of his nightstand when he went to bed. He told me he would leave it plugged in on his desk on the other side of the room. I explained how this geographical boundary would put a circuit breaker on his now unconscious habit of grabbing his phone and scrolling through headlines before even getting up in the morning, which was setting the tone for the whole day. This would protect his mental bandwidth and give him a chance to start the day differently from how he had the past two years. Studies show that 62 percent of people check their phones within fifteen minutes of waking up, and about 50 percent check them in the middle of the night.8 So keeping the phone off of his nightstand would also help his sleep.

During the day, especially while he was working, I recommended that Julian keep his phone more than an arm’s length away and preferably out of sight altogether. This geographical boundary prevented him from automatically checking his phone.

Logistical Limits: The last step in Julian’s media diet was creating a logistical boundary around his tech and media use, making his media use just a touch more inconvenient for him. He unsubscribed from all automated news alerts and push notifications, and he removed all dings, bells, and whistles alerting him of something new happening in the world of social media. This was another layer to remove the temptation of checking his phone.

When Julian came in for his follow-up appointment eight weeks later, he was well on course to mastering his media diet. He had begun to find his quiet in a noisy world.

“It was touch-and-go in the beginning,” he told me. “Honestly, I didn’t think I could do it. But I stuck to it and I can’t begin to tell you what it’s done for me.”

“Good for you, Julian!” I cheered.

“I gradually cut down my phone time each day by thirty minutes. Then in four weeks, I was finally able to make it so that I was scrolling for only twenty minutes, twice a day,” Julian told me.

“Did it get easier?”

“Well, I can tell you this, I read two whole books in my book series during the first ten days on this media diet,” Julian said, laughing. “They’re really good books!”

I asked Julian how he was sleeping at night.

“Putting my phone across the room on my desk might be the best thing I’ve ever done for myself,” he said. “I usually read my book until I feel sleepy, which is now after a chapter or two. I still wake up quite a bit throughout the night, but I don’t feel compelled to look at my phone.”

I could visibly see the changes in his demeanor. He was more joyful, relaxed, and calm. It was clear that Julian had found his quiet and was relishing its discovery.

“I feel this huge sense of relief, like a weight’s been lifted off of me,” he said. “I feel like my old self again. I can finally breathe. I don’t think I’ve taken a deep breath in two years. Does that make any sense?”

It made perfect sense, I reassured him. “Overconsuming tech causes your stress pathway to go into overdrive. It can make you irritable and hypervigilant. It looks like you’ve reset your stress response by all the great changes you’ve made.”

Julian’s experience lined up with the scientific research. In one study of 1,095 people, quitting Facebook for just one week improved life satisfaction and positive emotions, and these changes were most significant for heavy Facebook users, as Julian had been with other social media and news sources.9

The changes Julian made to his tech and media use also decreased his fatigue. He didn’t need daily naps at work anymore, but his nighttime sleep still wasn’t great. He woke up often throughout the night. Since he had slept with a TV on through the night for the previous six months, his sleep would need more time to change.

With his tech and media use in check, we agreed to keep building on the Rule of 2 for his next visit. He decided to prioritize his sleep and added a few more of my reset techniques (see below). When Julian followed up another eight weeks later, the media diet had become a new way of life. His sleep was much improved too. He reported very few nighttime awakenings and woke up feeling well rested.

“I always said I didn’t have time to sleep more or to exercise,” he told me. “But now that I’m off my phone, I have so much more time to do things that make me feel good. I haven’t felt this optimistic in years!”

I saw Julian every two months to help him stay on track, and we watched together how his Personalized Stress Score (see Chapter 1) was gradually trending lower with each visit. Ultimately, Julian found his version of balance. He was able to consume media without it consuming him.

“I’m still a newsie. I always will be,” Julian concluded. “But it’s not messing with my life anymore. I finally feel like I’m the one who’s in control!”

Julian was able to reset his stress and found a way to his best self. He had found some quiet in a noisy world. And as Julian proclaimed during one of his follow-up visits with me, “My barbecue friends are all hooked on this great book series now because I’ve been telling them all about it when we get together. I even leave my phone in my pocket the whole time I’m with them.”

Our Primal Urge to Scroll

Julian’s relentless attachment to his phone and excessive media use could easily be true for any of us. It’s not your willpower that’s the issue. Your biology is what strong-arms you into media overconsumption. When you’re stressed, you are biologically wired to consume more media because having information can be a way of feeling safe. Even though the internet wasn’t even invented until the 1990s, your urge to scroll is in your primal nature. As you now know, during periods of stress, your brain goes into survival mode and your lizard brain, the amygdala, takes over (see Chapter 2). Scrolling is the modern-day self-preservation equivalent of scanning your environment for danger in order to feel safe in a chaotic world.

In tribal cultures, a guard may have sat by the fire all night scanning for danger so the rest of the tribe could sleep. We are all that person now. And so we scan. All. Day. Long. In today’s uncertain world, scrolling is the night watchman for our sense of safety.

Unfortunately, our primal urge to scroll ends up amplifying our stress response, which causes us to scroll some more, which then keeps the cycle going. It’s a negative feedback loop on repeat. Clickbait works on the biology of stress. News consumption has a direct impact on our brain chemistry. You may have heard the term doomscrolling, which is obsessively scrolling social media or websites for bad news. Well, doomscrolling is powered by the same brain machinery as our fight-or-flight response and is activated during periods of stress.

This is the loop Julian found himself in, and the Second Reset got him out of it by recalibrating his primal urge to scroll, which in turn reset his brain’s stress pathway.

Minimizing media use is not meant to disparage the critical importance of journalism or of wanting to stay informed citizens in this changing world. But at what cost? Certainly not at the cost of your mental health. I’m a big supporter of the media because health communication is my passion. Before I became a doctor, I wanted to be a journalist, and I’ve been lucky enough to pursue both of these interests. I’ve done hundreds of on-air appearances for NBC News, MSNBC, CNN Headline News, and CBS News especially to offer my professional advice as a doctor to the public during the pandemic. This behind-the-scenes experience has given me an insider’s perspective of the process of making media for public consumption. Most media outlets are viable businesses, so the field aims to cover stories that are considered newsworthy, timely, and important to you as a media consumer. It’s an attention economy, after all, and media companies know that keeping your attention matters. I firmly believe that journalism is a significant and valuable part of our culture. It gives voice to the many important issues in our world. However, you can love journalism and, in my case, partake in journalism, stay informed about the world, and still maintain your sanity.

There’s a fine line between consuming and overconsuming media. If you don’t know whether you’re in a place where overconsuming media is creating unhealthy stress, I suggest you turn your attention to your canary symptoms. Do you have symptoms that might be attached to crossing the line into overconsumption? Do you think you may have a case of popcorn brain? Do you feel compelled to check your phone often? Do you feel like time is swallowed up when you meant to look at your phone for only a moment? Do you feel nervous or irritable if you don’t have an internet connection at all times? Are you having more physical issues, like Julian’s fatigue and irritability?

People have told me that, if they really take a look at their media usage, they’ve had multiple canaries calling attention to growing issues like: difficulty concentrating, poor memory, feeling on edge or, conversely, lethargic. Some have told me they feel anxious, moody, depleted, or have a sense of hopelessness. A few of my patients have no mental health manifestations when they consume too much media, but they say they have physical difficulties, like headaches, neck pain, shoulder pain, back pain, and eye strain. What song is your canary singing to get your attention about your media use? Take a minute or two to write down the canary symptoms that have been trying to alert you that you may be overconsuming media.

TECHNIQUE #4: Cure Your Popcorn Brain

Here’s a plan you can follow to minimize your risk of developing, or to cure, popcorn brain:


	Aim to spend no more than twenty minutes twice a day scrolling on your phone. At all other times, use your phone only for essential calls, texts, and emails. Set a timer and stay accountable. It’s easy to lose track of time when you’re in the digital space. 

	Opt out of push notifications and automatic pop-up features. Trust that if there’s something you need to know about, you’ll hear about it on your time. 

	While working, aim to keep your smartphone at least ten feet away from your workstation. At home, consider doing the same, especially when you’re with your family members. 

	At bedtime, keep your phone off your nightstand. This will help prevent nighttime phone checks and also prevent you from reaching for your phone first thing in the morning. Tell family members or colleagues to call you if there’s an emergency. 



In the early days of your media diet, you’ll have a strong urge to check your phone for no specific reason. Anticipate this need. Have a viable alternative quickly on hand: a notepad for doodling or a fidget toy. Pace quickly around the room or glance through a colorful magazine or book. Rewiring your brain and overcoming your primal urge to scroll is a major feat. Congratulate yourself each day for minimizing your risk of popcorn brain. In time, your stress will thank you because you’ll be deciding who and what gets your attention, not a device in the palm of your hand.

The Cycle of Trauma

When a traumatic event inundates the news and is mentioned repeatedly on social media platforms, I often get calls or emails from patients who are having a bad reaction to the news cycle. For many people, it’s not about how much news they’re consuming, but rather what specific news content is in front of them all the time that can intensify their stress. This is especially true if you’ve had a traumatic life experience in the past. There’s been such a clear pattern of this in my clinical experience that I can almost predict which of my patients will need support for their media-induced stress based on what’s happening in the world.

Selma came into my office tearful and anxious. She had spent nearly every waking moment of the previous two weeks watching the public confirmation hearings for Brett Kavanaugh to become a judge on the US Supreme Court, when testimony was presented regarding allegations against him of sexual abuse. Selma was a forty-six-year-old devoted political activist with a long career. She had always cultivated a healthy relationship with media in her decades of work.

She explained, “News is just noise for me. To do the work I do, I need to know what’s going on in the world, but I can’t let it distract me. I’ve been doing this work through some really difficult times.”

Selma stood up and paced my office a bit. “This confirmation hearing has blindsided me. I can’t stop watching. I’m so anxious. I have palpitations. I couldn’t go to work last week; I could barely get out of bed and function, because I’m sleeping only an hour or two every night. It honestly took everything I had to come in to see you today.”

As it turns out, Selma had a history of sexual trauma in her twenties. Her media consumption of current events was an emotional trigger for past events, something she never expected to happen so many years later. Her self-preservation feedback loop was in overdrive.

Selma had been thriving right up to when she started paying attention to this kind of news. She was seeing a therapist every month, and a psychiatrist every three months. She had been on a small dose of medications for anxiety and depression for the previous ten years and was doing well.

Selma’s media consumption of the SCOTUS hearings was triggering her trauma, something she had healed more than a decade before. “It all came flooding back,” she told me. “It’s like I’m going through it again. My body and brain remember like it was yesterday.”

Because of the urgency and critical nature of the situation, Selma’s mental health needed two immediate actions: seeing her therapist right away and discussing with her psychiatrist whether she needed to adjust her medications.

When I checked on Selma later that week, she had restarted trauma-informed therapy and was strongly considering increasing her medication dosage. For Selma, her stress cascade escalated quickly to the point of needing urgent medical attention from simply consuming, not overconsuming, the news. This highlights just how much of an impact media consumption can have on your brain and body. Selma’s experience is one case that represents the importance of trigger warnings on sensitive media content.

More recently, I spoke to a woman whose eighty-eight-year-old grandmother was being triggered by images of war-torn Ukraine.10 She had stopped wearing her doctor-prescribed mask for sleep apnea on account of seeing the ubiquitous images in the media from Ukraine and being reminded of memories of wearing a gas mask with her father during World War II. Her brain’s stress pathway remembered the trauma that had occurred eight decades before!

You don’t have to have a history of trauma to feel the intensity or effect of difficult or traumatic news. In our modern world, we’re more hyperconnected than ever. You have the ability to obtain real-time, on-the-ground information about events happening thousands of miles away as you sit on your living room sofa. Your thinking brain, ruled by reason, recognizes the difference and registers the distance. But your amygdala, the emotional brain ruled by self-preservation, doesn’t quite understand. It can process events as immediate threats and thereby activate your stress mechanism. For survivors of trauma, this is exponentially worse because of their prior lived experience. They are traumatized all over again.

I’ve witnessed this phenomenon so often in my clinical practice with patients that I spoke to a researcher who has studied the impact of media on the brain in large populations of people. Dr. Roxane Cohen Silver, a research psychologist at the University of California–Irvine, describes what’s happening to us as a cascade of collective traumas. “It is extremely important for the informed [media] consumer to recognize that there may be psychological consequences to consuming all bad news all the time,” Silver said. “With increased [media] exposure, we see increased distress, anxiety, hypervigilance, and other acute stress responses . . . The more [graphic] content people are seeing, the more distress they’re exhibiting. The more distress they’re feeling, the more they’re drawn to the content. . . . It is a cycle.”

Silver continued: “The one thing I’m not endorsing in any way is censorship. . . . The news is critical. . . . [But] people can make a conscious choice to monitor the amount of time they’re spending engaged with the media . . . without being immersed in it over and over again.”

Parenting Ourselves

The bad news isn’t going anywhere. But we need a better way to manage this constant onslaught of information to protect our mental health and well-being, while still remaining informed and thoughtful citizens. It’s not an easy balance to strike, but it can be done. It doesn’t have to be complicated or fraught with angst. Just look at how easily and effortlessly we set screen limits for our children.

This generation of teenagers and young children are digital natives. They’ve grown up with video games, they use tablets and computers at school, and many have smartphones so that busy parents know their child can reach them.

Nicole, who had come to see me the year before, realized how much she was overconsuming media one evening when her family had gone to their favorite pizzeria. As they waited for their order to arrive, she looked up from her phone screen to see that her husband and twelve-year-old daughter were both scrolling on their phones, and her four-year-old son was tapping at a game on an iPad screen. The next week, when she visited my office, she said, “I realized my husband and I were unintentionally role-modeling to our kids that looking at a device constantly is fine. I don’t want them to develop popcorn brain like I had.” Nicole had successfully incorporated a media diet in her life, and through it she understood the dangers of excessive online use and media consumption on the developing brains of her daughter and son.

The adult brain may not be developing in quite the same way as a child’s, but it’s still evolving and being shaped by external stimuli through the process of neuroplasticity (see Chapter 2). The studies on the impact of screens on adults and kids have similar outcomes: both adults and children experience worsened moods, more irritability, sleep disturbances, increased stress, and are more quickly angered. It’s time we start parenting ourselves and rethinking what screen time is doing to our brains at any age.

Sleep as a Therapeutic Intervention

There’s a club you really don’t want to be a member of, but it’s becoming more and more popular with each passing year. It’s the club of sleep-deprived people, and its membership now includes one in three Americans. There are many reasons people lose sleep—chronic illness, the needs of caregiving, jet lag, night shifts, and emergencies—but almost half of Americans say stress is a culprit for their sleep deprivation.11 If your sleep is being negatively affected by your unhealthy stress, you’re not alone.

The good news is that gaining a deeper understanding of how stress impacts your sleep can help you overcome many of your sleep challenges. So you too can find quiet in a noisy world.

As you’ve seen with Julian and Selma, screen time is closely tied to sleep disruptions. The science shows a clear inverse relationship: the more media you consume, the more likely your sleep will be negatively affected. No matter the age group, from infants to older adults, studies confirm a negative association between screens and sleep.12

Our sleep is in direct competition with a screen from the moment we get up until we fall asleep. What is the first thing you do when you wake up? If you’re like 87 percent of people, you’re likely to be scrolling on your phone within five minutes of waking up, often before your eyes acclimate to the light of day.13

There may be a brief respite as you get ready for work, but chances are you spend your workday in front of another screen. And then, when you’re finally ready to log off at the end of the workday, you may decompress with more screens. But as Julian and Selma found for themselves, scrolling isn’t a benign and harmless act. It can activate the stress mechanism in your brain. Your reliance on any size of screen can have big implications for your ability to sleep well.

That was the case with Tanya, a graduate student who also worked part time and came to see me for her worsening sleep problems. With only six more months before graduation, Tanya’s stress levels were high and she wasn’t sleeping well, which was negatively affecting her academic performance.

She was exasperated: “I’m running on fumes. I’m seriously thinking of quitting grad school. I’m not sure how much more of this I can take.”

Tanya walked me through her typical day. She was up at 7 a.m. after hitting the snooze button several times. She spent thirty minutes scrolling through her social media feeds on her phone and then rushed to her classes. She was in school until the early afternoon. After school, she worked at the local science museum until 7 p.m. She arrived home feeling depleted. “Like, every minute of my day is being accounted for by someone other than me,” she declared.

She studied until 10 p.m. Then she would decompress from her long, stressful day in front of a screen—either her smartphone or the television—until 1 or 2 a.m. The next day, the cycle repeated itself.

“It hasn’t always been this way,” Tanya explained. “I used to be a great sleeper. I’m a Ph.D. student in physiology. I know all about the benefits of sleep. But now it seems like even if I’m exhausted, I just can’t fall asleep before 1 a.m. and I’m tossing and turning all night long. It’s like my brain doesn’t want to shut off!”

“When we can have good days, only then can we have good nights,” I explained.

Tanya hadn’t allotted any time in her day to incrementally release her stress, so it became her constant bedfellow and made its presence known at night.

I used my tea kettle analogy from Chapter 1 to explain what was happening to her. “Your brain is like a tea kettle when it comes to how it responds to heightened periods of stress, like the final months of graduate school. You can’t turn down the heat of the moment, right?”

“Not at this point,” Tanya agreed. “I’ve got to finish my dissertation, and I have a number of exams coming up. Quitting my job isn’t an option because I need it to pay my bills.”

“So, let’s view those as the external forces that you have no control over. They are on a timeline that’s unchangeable,” I said.

“The heat is turned on high in my life. I feel like I could burst,” Tanya told me, starting to cry.

I continued: “Tea kettles don’t explode because they have a steam release valve. Our work together is about my teaching you how to open the lever and blow off some therapeutic steam so the pent-up stress has someplace else to go besides your sleep.”

Tanya wiped her eyes with equal parts relief and exhaustion. She was fully on board and ready to commit to the plan I had. Our shared goal was to fix her sleep so she could graduate on time with solid academic standing.

Tanya was experiencing three of the most common manifestations of sleep challenges all at once: difficulty falling asleep, difficulty staying asleep, and increased sleep fragmentation in the form of disrupted sleep. For Tanya, sleep loss was her canary.

For many people, disrupted sleep is one of the most common first signs of a maladaptive, unhealthy level of stress. Of the tens of thousands of stressed people I’ve communicated with over the years, sleep is by far the most common concern of anyone in the midst of a stress struggle.

You may not have trouble falling asleep like Tanya or have bedtime palpitations like I did, but chances are, if you’re feeling the effects of maladaptive, unhealthy stress, it’s likely that you’re not sleeping as well as you once did.

The Sleep-Stress Cycle

Sleep and stress are so closely tied because they share a common culprit: cortisol. Known as the stress hormone, cortisol levels ebb and flow throughout the day to help you respond to whatever situation you’re in. Just as stress can be healthy or unhealthy depending on the amount and frequency, so can cortisol. Cortisol isn’t inherently bad; it’s an important and necessary hormone for many daily functions. It’s all about how much and how often it’s being produced in your body.

When you’re under stress, your adrenal glands (located above your kidneys) produce cortisol after they receive a signal from your brain’s pituitary gland. Cortisol is released into your bloodstream and rushes in to turn on your fight-or-flight response. Cortisol has been hard at work throughout human history. When early humans were confronted by various dangers, such as a charging tiger, cortisol helped them escape. Cortisol cues the heart to pump blood faster to the large muscles of the body (like those in your legs) and mobilizes stored glucose to help the large muscles activate. It’s a survival hormone, helping you to escape quickly or fight off the danger threatening you. For our early ancestors, once the danger was long gone, the acute stress was over and cortisol would return to normal, baseline levels.

The unique challenge of our modern world is that many of our stresses aren’t acute, but chronic, so our stresses don’t really pass, they simply accumulate. Cortisol, just like your amygdala, hasn’t evolved with the times; it doesn’t know that you’re stressed about finances and not about a tiger chasing you. Chronic stress keeps your cortisol switched on in the background at a constant hum.

Cortisol’s other big role in the body is to regulate your sleep cycle, so it’s not hard to see how the constant threat of chronic stress can send your sleep cycle into a negative spin. Over time, your higher-than-usual cortisol levels start to impact your sleep, making it harder for you to fall asleep, stay asleep, and wake up feeling rested. This sleep-stress cycle continues night after night.14

If you’re in the middle of your stress struggle, you know exactly what I mean—the all-too-familiar cycle of sleepless nights. You’re stressed during the day and your body appropriately responds by increasing your cortisol production, which in turn affects your sleep, which then adds to your stress, which releases more cortisol.

The good news is that there are circuit breakers that have been proven to end this cycle. When you follow the Rule of 2, you can reset your sleep through managing your stress. It doesn’t happen overnight, but it can happen with a little time, effort, and patience. With the Rule of 2, week by week, you can get your sleep back to what it used to be before your runaway, unhealthy stress took over.

The reason sleep is so important for your stressed brain is because it’s neuroprotective for the brain, that is, sleep helps the brain stay healthy. Two researchers write in their article that the “fundamental purpose of sleep is to act like a garbage disposal for the brain. Essentially, sleeping acts as a garbage collector that comes during the night and removes the waste product [leftover proteins and metabolic by-products] left by the brain. This allows the brain to function normally the next day.”15

Sleep helps you process difficult emotions and cope with the demands of life. Ironically, just when you’re stressed and need the help of waste removal experts the most is when they go on strike. They take the night off, and your mental trash starts piling up.

We know much more about how sleep can impact your brain by studying what happens to your brain when you don’t get enough of it. Sleep deprivation can slow your brain’s capacity for cognition, concentration, memory, and attention.16 It weakens your prefrontal cortex and makes your amygdala more reactive.17 Brain scans of sleep-deprived people showed a 60 percent higher reactivity in the amygdala compared with well-rested brains when subjects were shown emotionally negative images.18

These brain findings might match up with what you experience with sleep deprivation: irritability, moodiness, and trouble regulating your emotions. The next time you say to someone, “I’m moody because I haven’t been sleeping well,” just know that it’s your hyper-reactive amygdala doing that.

Sleep deprivation doesn’t negatively affect only your brain; it can also lead to negative consequences for your whole body, regardless of how old you are. Studies of teenagers have found links between sleep deprivation and higher blood pressure, abnormal cholesterol levels, and even insulin resistance, which is a precursor to diabetes.19 Sleep-deprived adults have a 30 percent greater risk of developing chronic health conditions.20

How well you sleep, or how poorly you sleep, is also a predictor of your future mental health. Sleep-deprived teens and adults are more likely to suffer from current anxiety and depression but are also at greater risk for future depression.21 In one analysis involving more than 170,000 adults, sleep disturbances doubled the risk of depression later in life.22

Although the science of sleep is clear and precise—your brain needs restorative sleep to function optimally—life can be messy and complicated. It’s unrealistic to expect yourself to sleep soundly every single night, in spite of your best efforts. There will inevitably be nights when you don’t get the sleep you need. You may be out late celebrating an event, traveling with jet lag, working on a crushing deadline, or tossing and turning because of a legitimate worry or concern. You may even set an early bedtime and have a poor night’s sleep. What then? Science provides us with important guideposts, but we’re ultimately mere mortals and not programmable robots. We’re all doing the best we can. Don’t let a few nights of poor sleep add to your stress and debilitate you. A few days, weeks, or frankly even a few months of inadequate sleep won’t have lasting negative effects on your brain and body. These scientific warnings are for chronic sleep deprivation that lasts more than many months and maybe even years.

As you’ve seen with stress, your brain and body are designed to withstand acute, short-term stress very well. Common sleep disturbances often accompany short-term stress because of the sleep-stress cycle and cortisol. When you inevitably face stress and it affects your sleep (because it’s as universal an experience as stress itself), be kind to yourself. Avoid berating yourself for not sleeping well, and let it go. Take the sleep disruptions as opportunities to practice self-compassion instead.

Focus on recovery on the days you’re sleep-deprived. Consider frontloading your most important tasks to earlier in the day when you have more mental bandwidth to manage them. Set boundaries on your media consumption to give your brain a breather. Avoid overexerting yourself physically and stay hydrated and well-nourished. If you must nap, ensure that it’s a short nap and that you’re not sleeping until late afternoon.23 If you need caffeine to keep you going, avoid consuming it past 3 p.m. Both long naps and late-day caffeine consumption can interfere with your upcoming night’s sleep.

On these low-energy, sleep-deprived days, give yourself some grace and try your best again tomorrow. Trust in your ability to find your way back to better sleep through the techniques in this chapter. With time, patience, and practice, you will reclaim your brain’s ability for restorative sleep to find quiet in a noisy world.

“Tanya,” I said, “I’m sharing the science of sleep with you to help you get ahead of your sleep deprivation before it has a lasting impact on you.”

“Good! I’m not okay with my current sleep cycle messing with my future,” Tanya told me. “I have lots of things I want to do after I graduate, so I need lots of energy.”

Whatever hesitation Tanya felt at the start of our conversation, it dissipated when I shared the many reasons why focusing on her sleep was a key priority in her stress recovery now and in the future.

Tanya’s goal was to start sleeping a full seven to nine hours every night, falling asleep more quickly and staying asleep throughout the night. It was a tall order, but I knew that by focusing on lowering her stress, we would also improve her sleep.

Bedtime Procrastination

The first step was to change Tanya’s bedtime from 1 a.m. to earlier—preferably before midnight and closer to 10 p.m. Tanya had become anxious about her sleep and not sleeping well, so she kept pushing off her bedtime later into the night. “I know sleep is important, but I just can’t seem to get myself to bed at a decent hour,” she said with exasperation.

Tanya was engaging in a growing cultural phenomenon called bedtime procrastination. In one study of 308 patients, most of whom were women, bedtime procrastination had a strong correlation with those patients who were the most anxious.24 They slept fewer hours per night and had more problems with sleep compared with patients who were less anxious. Surprisingly, the patients who engaged in bedtime procrastination acknowledged the importance of sleep but still couldn’t manage to get to bed earlier.

This surprised the researchers. “We found that the majority of participants agreed that sleep is important,” they noted. “On one hand, this is fantastic because it means we do not have to convince people why sleep is essential. On the other hand, it suggests sleep loss is more complicated than a matter of motivation.”25 (This is another case of what we’ve already seen with Wes: there’s a gap between knowledge and action.)

These findings align with my own clinical experience. Nearly every patient I’ve helped with sleep deprivation wants to get to bed earlier, but for a myriad of reasons, they can’t or won’t.

“Of course you want more sleep,” I reassured Tanya. “First, you need to break the cycle you’re currently stuck in. We’re going to find your circuit breakers together. You deserve a good night’s rest.”

Tanya relaxed her hunched shoulders and with tears in her eyes said, “You have no idea how much I need that rest.”

Most of my patients with sleep problems can no longer ignore their canary, alerting them that they need to reset their stress. Sleep is the first area to focus on for their Rule of 2. They aren’t looking for fancy, complicated theories of why they’re not sleeping. They simply want a clear-cut, actionable plan to get the sleep they crave and need.

“Please, tell me what to do and I’ll do it. I’m so tired of feeling tired,” Tanya said with a big sigh, “I’m desperate for real rest.” Tanya and I began with breaking the cycle of her bedtime procrastination, which was a major driver of her sleep deprivation. We focused on shifting her bedtime to earlier in the night. You have a twenty-four-hour cycle, an internal body clock that your body abides by, called your circadian rhythm. It’s regulated by cortisol. Levels of cortisol ebb and flow throughout the day, but they are usually the lowest around midnight and the highest in the early morning hours between 6 and 8 a.m.

The first goal is to get in sync with your internal clock. That’s where I started with Tanya. She already had her wake-up time of 7 a.m., but she was shortchanging her body clock by going to bed too late. By aiming for an earlier bedtime before midnight, she would reap the benefits of a sleep-wake cycle that was in sync with her body’s natural circadian rhythm. Our wise ancestors who came up with the expression “one hour’s sleep before midnight is worth two after” probably had a hunch about internal body clocks and circadian rhythms.

If your sleep-wake cycle resembles Tanya’s, with a later-than-you-would-like bedtime, you’re in good company. According to a colleague of mine in sleep medicine, it’s one of the most common complaints he hears from his sleep-deprived patients. In fact, one conversation with him made me rethink my approach to patients when it comes to their sleep.

“I’ve asked hundreds of my patients these two questions and it’s always the same response, every time,” he said. “Ask your patients: ‘What time do you go to bed now?’ And follow it up with, ‘What time would you ideally like to go to bed?’ What you’ll hear is a two-hour gap. Your patient may want to go to bed at 10 p.m., but they end up going to bed at midnight. When I probed further as to why this was, nearly every single person told me, ‘I was using my phone/TV/laptop!’ Screens are the chief enabler of bedtime procrastination,” he said.

Can you relate? Is there a two-hour gap between your current bedtime and your ideal bedtime?

It makes perfect sense if there is. You probably don’t have a lot of wiggle room when you wake up, because of work or family obligations or other appointments. But you do have a choice of wiggle room at bedtime. When you’re stressed and burned out, you don’t feel very powerful during the day. Every minute is accounted for, and often you’re on someone else’s schedule. But those glorious evening hours are yours and yours alone, to do whatever you want! That’s a lot of power. So we stay up late as a form of “revenge” for our challenging days.

According to cognitive neuroscientist Lauren Whitehurst, this is a reaction to our hustle culture and inextricably tied to toxic resilience. “We value productivity so much that we pack our days,” she says. “It’s really a kind of commentary on [our lack of down time].”26

This resonated with Tanya, who had started our conversation telling me she didn’t have enough time for herself, given the demands of school and work. “The only hours I have to myself are from 9 p.m. to midnight,” she admitted. “I should be sleeping, but I need to decompress from my day before I can call it a day, you know?”

Of course, I knew. I’ve been guilty of staying up too late binge-streaming TV shows during my times of stress and burnout too. We’re all human. In fact, my childhood best friends and I have a WhatsApp group with a steady supply of show recommendations we’re enjoying. Our most common gripe is, “My sleep can’t afford another show!”

But let’s face it: sometimes it feels great to be a rebellious teenager again and stay up late even though you know it isn’t good for you. When I’m captivated by a new show and staying up to binge-watch it, I give myself some grace. I hope you can find the compassion to do the same. I go to bed between 10 and 10:30 p.m. most nights, so a few nights with an 11:45 p.m. bedtime isn’t a big deal. Sleep fluctuations are a part of life. A few late nights aren’t going to throw off your sleep cycle. Your biology is resilient after all. The key is to get back on track with your ideal sleep routine as soon as possible, preferably right after you’ve finished bingeing that new series!

At first, when I suggested a 10 p.m. bedtime for Tanya, she was discouraged by my recommendation. It seemed like a big leap from her current 1 a.m. bedtime. She was desperate to find quiet in a noisy world but wasn’t sure she could go through with it, even if her late nights contributed to her stress.

“You’ll make this shift so gradually that it won’t be jarring,” I reassured her. “A few months from now, you’ll realize you’re in the groove of an earlier bedtime. It’ll feel like it happened overnight, but there’s nothing sudden about it. It’s just your consistency and patience coming to fruition.”

We needed to reset Tanya’s sleep back to seven to nine hours a night, which is optimal for brain performance, instead of the five fitful hours of sleep in her current pattern. To get to an earlier bedtime, we looked at what Tanya was currently doing in the few hours leading up to bedtime. For her Rule of 2, we focused on two interventions: minimize her evening screen time and prioritize an earlier bedtime.

Tanya agreed to minimize her evening screen time by creating a relaxing bedtime routine instead. At my suggestion, she moved the TV out of her bedroom. Next, she set a timer for her bedtime screen time to one hour. Her eventual goal was to minimize all screen time two hours before bedtime. Two hours of no screen time before going to bed is optimal for restorative sleep, but for Tanya even one hour of screen-free time was a good step toward sleeping more soundly.

We needed to take into consideration what this change would feel like for Tanya. When you make even a small change in your established patterns or routines, you should anticipate feeling a resistance to that change, because your brain still wants to follow the neural pathway you already have in place. Tanya had been staying up until 1 a.m. for almost a year, so her neural pathway had grown strong with that repeated pattern. We discussed how she should anticipate resistance, and also the fact that nature doesn’t like a vacuum, so she needed to replace her time on social media and TV with something that was relaxing.

Tanya told me she loved to stretch and do gentle yoga but had never figured out how to build it into her packed, everyday life. She had taken a few restorative yoga classes over the previous year and had learned some simple stretches that she could do at home. Since she had often complained to her friends that her shoulders and neck were tight after a day of studying hunched over her computer, a gentle stretching routine before bed seemed like the perfect opportunity to get her stretches in and help her body feel limber.

Tanya happily decided she would place a rolled-up yoga mat within easy reach in her bedroom to use as a substitute for screen time. Stretching would give her a moment of reset at the end of her overscheduled day to let go of her stress. The slow, deep breathing she’d use during her stretching sequence would also strengthen her mind-body connection (which is the basis of our Third Reset in the next chapter).

Instead of getting into bed with a tense body and overactive mind, Tanya would first stretch and then get into bed with relaxed muscles and a calm mind. This would have a ripple effect. It would help her fall asleep more quickly and stay asleep throughout the night.

Tanya loved the prospect of being fully relaxed in both body and mind. She left my office with a concrete plan in place, ready to find her quiet in a noisy world, and decided to implement the plan that very night. She even knew exactly which gentle stretching sequence she would do to launch her new routine.

The reason screens can be problematic for sleep is because they have two main mechanisms that interfere with your deep, restorative sleep: the first has to do with pure mechanics, and the second with psychology. First, screens of all types emit a frequency of light called blue light. Blue light activates the awake mechanism in your brain even if you’re sleepy. You may have felt the very real effects of blue light on your brain’s awake center if you’ve checked your phone at 3 a.m. and then, in spite of having just been in a deep sleep, your mind is alert even though your body is still exhausted. Blue light from the screen just sent a signal to your brain that it’s time to wake up.

Blue light doesn’t only affect your ability to stay asleep; it can also impact your ability to fall asleep. Tanya struggled with both. It’s pretty easy to convince yourself that you’re going to do a quick check of social media before bed and then find yourself an hour or two later finally signing off. Suddenly, your 10 p.m. bedtime has become midnight or much later as your brain tries to decipher whether it’s time to sleep or to stay awake. This isn’t a failing of your brain. In fact, your brain is working exactly as it should be when exposed to blue light. Remember, the primary goal of media of any kind is to keep you engaged as a viewer, and the blue light from your electronic device is doing exactly that—keeping your brain focused on the external content in front of you, rather than the internal need for sleep within you.

Sometimes, putting your phone away for the night might not be an option. You may have elderly parents, teenagers, or young adult kids who you want to be sure can reach you at any time. I understand. As a doctor, I’ve often been in a position where I’ve had to check my messages and emails during late hours. But you can still be available on your device without fully activating the wake-up daytime biology in your brain. Most phones have a way to set your phone to bedtime or night mode or to set a night light or blue light filter. I have my own phone switch to this option between 8 p.m. and 7 a.m. This way, at 8 p.m. every evening, my phone filters out the blue light and replaces the display with warmer orange tones. Then, in the morning it automatically returns to the default display of blue light. Another method to consider is using glasses with lenses that block blue light. Neither of these options is 100 percent effective at filtering all blue light, but they are workable alternatives when staying off your phone overnight isn’t an option for you.

The second reason why bedtime screen time interferes with sleep is less about biology and more about psychology.27 At the end of her day, Tanya felt depleted, worn out, and stressed. When she finally had a moment to herself, what was the easiest thing to do with the least effort to decompress from the day’s events? Numb out in front of her screens, of course! The unfortunate consequence of decompressing this way is that it can lead to that delayed bedtime that Tanya was trying to overcome. Many factors influence revenge bedtime procrastination, such as individual coping skills, the flexibility in your job, and how much of your day you feel you can control.28 Parents with young children at home may savor those kid-free hours after the kids are asleep and extend their own bedtimes well past the midnight hour. But even with all of these individual moving parts, the biggest driver in your brain for revenge bedtime procrastination is your inescapable burnout and stress.29 Sleep is the very thing your brain needs when facing burnout and stress because sleep helps the brain process difficult emotions. It’s also important for learning, cognition, memory, attention, and nearly every function in the human body. Sleep truly impacts every cell, muscle, and organ system in the body, including the brain. The benefits of restorative sleep for burnout and stress cannot be overemphasized, yet sleep is often the first thing to be hurt by burnout and stress.

Tanya’s second Rule of 2 was to prioritize an early bedtime to increase her sleep duration. As noted, the ideal amount of sleep for optimal brain and body function is seven to nine hours per night. “Protecting your sleep now is something your future self will thank you for,” I told Tanya.

In addition to the benefits of sleep for her brain, we also discussed how enough sleep could help Tanya’s heart. She was young and her heart was currently in great shape, but she also had a family history of heart disease. Both of her grandfathers, three uncles, and her aunt had suffered from heart problems. I shared the results of a recent study with her that encouraged her further to make the big change to an earlier bedtime of 10 p.m. We agreed on aiming for a bedtime between 10 and 11 p.m., which, according to some new compelling research, may be the “golden hour” for sleep.

In the study I shared with Tanya of almost ninety thousand people, researchers found that bedtimes between 10 and 11 p.m. were linked to better heart health, while bedtimes after midnight were linked to a 25 percent higher likelihood of heart problems.30 According to lead researcher David Plans, “the results suggest that early or late bedtimes may be more likely to disrupt the body clock, with adverse consequences for cardiovascular health.”31

Tanya was ready to reset her body clock because she now understood how critical sleep was to her being able to function at a high level for school and work. Tanya’s new bedtime of 10 p.m. was going to be a big change, but I promised we’d get there taking small steps.

Tanya was able to slowly shift her bedtime from 1 a.m. to 10 p.m. over three months by following a sleep schedule that shifted her bedtime by thirty minutes every two weeks so her body and brain could gradually acclimate. Weeks 1 and 2, Tanya aimed for a 12:30 a.m. bedtime. For weeks 3 and 4, she shifted to a midnight bedtime. Every two weeks she subtracted another half hour from her bedtime procrastination and added it to her healthy amount of sleep. By week 11, Tanya was comfortably in bed at 10 p.m.

In addition to the above interventions, I also reiterated the basics of “sleep hygiene” that most doctors share with their patients. Many of these Tanya was already doing, but they served as good reminders:


	Create a relaxing bedtime routine.

	Keep your bedroom dark and cool.

	Use your bed for sleep and sex only, not for eating, work, or other activities.

	If possible, remove the TV from your bedroom.

	Avoid caffeine after 3 p.m., and minimize alcohol and nicotine use.

	Aim to do physical activity every day, but preferably no strenuous aerobic exercise in the evening.

	If you must nap, keep naps short and nap earlier in the day so napping doesn’t interfere with nighttime sleep.

	If your sleep problems continue, consider seeing a sleep specialist.



When Tanya came to see me for a follow-up, her Personalized Stress Score had dropped significantly, and she felt less stress. She attributed this to her new sleep schedule. “I actually feel as proud of myself for improving my sleep habits as I do for my grade point average,” Tanya told me. “Which has also increased,” she added with a smile.

“Many of my patients say, ‘There aren’t enough hours in the day to do it all,’” I responded. “But the truth is, when you give your brain the sleep it needs, your focus improves and you can get more done in a shorter amount of time.”

Tanya continued with early bedtimes, with the occasional late night during exam week or for social events. Since Tanya’s better sleep had become a habit, she could be back on track with her sleep after the blip, which is a normal and expected part of having a full life.

Through only two incremental changes using the Rule of 2, Tanya made huge strides in her sleep over three months and achieved her goals. She graduated on time, with excellent academic standing. She’s now working full time at a demanding, high-stress job but continues to minimize her screen time and protect her sleep like the vital and precious resource it is.

TECHNIQUE #5: Get the Sleep You Deserve


	Aim for a 10 p.m. bedtime. If your current bedtime is after midnight, slowly set your bedtime thirty minutes earlier every two weeks until you reach your ideal bedtime.

	Set a bedtime alarm approximately one hour before your intended bedtime to encourage you to start transitioning into sleep mode.

	Create a relaxing bedtime routine. Reading a book before bed can encourage restful breathing, improve stress, and minimize psychological distress. You might also consider listening to relaxing music or practicing some gentle yoga stretches, both of which prime the brain for rest, signaling your sleep mechanism to kick in.

	Aim to minimize evening screen time, particularly two hours before bedtime, to prevent the awake mechanism in your brain from being artificially activated by the blue light emitted by screens of all kinds.

	Keep your phone off your nightstand and use a separate, low-cost alarm clock instead. This will help you avoid checking your phone in the middle of the night and prevent you from scrolling the moment you’re awake in the morning.

	Remove your TV from your bedroom if possible. If you do watch TV in the bedroom, limit the amount of time you watch it.

	Reap the many mental health and physical health benefits of your new and improved sleep schedule. Your stress and burnout will begin trending in a new direction!



Your Sleep-Deprived Brain

Like Tanya, my patients who have suffered from sleep deprivation are often fraught with worry. When you’re not sleeping well, it’s normal to fixate on your sleep disturbances. Bedtime becomes a high-stress event with lots of foreshadowing mixed with doom and gloom:

What if I can’t fall asleep again tonight?

What if I keep waking up during the night?

What if I wake up exhausted again?

What if I can’t sleep through the night ever again?

If you’re sleep-deprived, these common what-ifs, along with so many others, can keep you anxious and awake when you are trying to sleep. This is a normal psychological reaction called anticipatory anxiety. It’s the dread and angst you feel when you’re thinking about something that’s coming up. You can have anticipatory anxiety about anything, because anxiety is a future-focused emotion. It’s fueled by “what-ifs.” But when you’re not sleeping well, your lack of sleep can biologically also make you more anxious.32

It’s an experience researchers call overanxious and underslept.33 In one study of healthy volunteers, anxiety levels in sleep-deprived people increased by 30 percent after one night of no sleep, and 50 percent of people met the criteria for an anxiety disorder.34 As it turns out, the sleep-deprived brain and the anxious brain have a lot in common. In the study, brain scans of healthy, sleep-deprived people revealed something new and interesting: the same brain regions that are overactive in anxiety, like the amygdala, are overactive in sleep deprivation. Conversely, the same brain areas that are underactive in anxiety, like the prefrontal cortex, are underactive in sleep deprivation.

“Sleep loss triggers the same brain mechanisms that make us sensitive to anxiety,” said researcher Eti Ben Simon. “When we’re well-rested, regions that help us regulate emotions are the ones that help keep us calm. Those regions are very sensitive to sleep loss. Once we’re losing sleep, these regions are going offline. We’re not able to trigger those processes of emotion regulation.”35

Remember, that ancient cave dweller lizard brain, your amygdala, is a key driver in your stress pathway, and your prefrontal cortex helps to quell an overactive amygdala. With these new brain scan findings, scientists discovered the fascinating role of deep, therapeutic sleep: it’s an anxiety inhibitor that helps your brain reset from stress.36

New information is being discovered every day about how our biology affects our sleep. So it’s not you. It’s your biology. Give yourself some grace.

I wish I had taken my own advice when I was struggling with sleep as a new mom. In the months following the birth of my child, I was fraught with worry about sleep deprivation. The more I worried about the upcoming night’s sleep, the more stressed I became, the worse I would feel, and the poorer I would sleep.

One conversation with a colleague, a sleep medicine physician who had given birth a few years earlier, set me straight. I confessed to her over lunch that I wasn’t sleeping well. I surprisingly felt a lot of shame around my inability to sleep. I preached the benefits of sound sleep to patients, so how was I not able to sleep well myself in spite of following my own sleep prescription?

I braced myself for her judgmental reaction as a sleep medicine expert.

She laughed and hugged me instead. “I didn’t sleep for a year after my baby was born!” she said. “Do the best you can and don’t sweat it. You’ll get a good night’s rest eventually.”

I felt a great sense of relief. Her words gave me the permission I needed to give myself the same grace I give my patients. I let go of my expectation of a perfect night of sleep.

It turns out, she was right. Data from a new study show that parents can be sleep deprived for up to six years after the birth of their child.37

When I took the pressure off myself to sleep well, I started to sleep better. The approach I used on myself was the same I use with my patients. I stopped fixating on the quality of my nights and started to focus on the quality of my days. I started exercising again after work and meditating during my lunch breaks. When I started to have better days, I had better nights. I got better at sleeping through the back door.

This back door approach has worked for so many of my patients.

If you’re anxious and feeling like you’re on a relentless loop of worrying about sleep, or suffering from sleep deprivation, I invite you to follow the sleep prescription in Technique #5 above with a healthy amount of self-compassion. I also encourage you to try the other strategies in this book that have nothing specific to do with sleep, like exercise or the 4-7-8 breathing technique (see Chapter 5), because they may help to offset your stress, which in turn could reset your sleep.

Hyperconnected Is Disconnected

Through social media, you may know quite a bit about what’s going on in the lives of your friends, extended family, and classmates from the past, but that digital catchup actually has its share of negative consequences. If the data are any indication, you’re probably spending more hours a day on your phone and fewer hours sleeping, but you’re probably also spending more hours alone than ever before.

According to economist Bryce Ward, until a decade ago, Americans spent the same amount of time with friends as people did in the 1960s.38 Then in 2014, there was a noticeable change, as Americans started spending more and more time alone. Why was 2014 the year that our social habits changed? That year was a tipping point in smartphone use—the first year that the majority of Americans, more than 50 percent, started using smartphones.39 Since 2014, we’ve seen a stepwise, incremental rise in how many Americans use smartphones. These two trends aren’t precise and causally related: you’re not spending more time alone just because you’re using your phone more. But studies have shown a correlation between the two.40 And when we spend more time alone, we’re more likely to experience low moods, trouble sleeping, and worsening stress.

Clearly, according to such studies, we’re becoming hyperconnected when it comes to technology and increasingly disconnected when it comes to one another. Scientists can’t pinpoint what this means for our long-term mental health and stress, but my hunch is that it’s making our loneliness epidemic worse.

Over the past decade, we’ve seen a rise in loneliness around the world. Globally, at least 330 million adults go two weeks before speaking to a friend or family member.41 In the United States, loneliness has become such a pressing concern that the Surgeon General issued an advisory, calling loneliness a public health crisis.42 Recent estimates suggest that one in two US adults reports feeling lonely, with Gen Z reporting even higher rates of loneliness—a whopping 78 percent!43

A complex relationship exists between loneliness and stress, with studies showing that loneliness can worsen your stress.44 There are also other health implications of loneliness. It’s been found to increase your risk of developing heart disease by 29 percent and your risk of having a stroke by 32 percent. It holds the same risk of death as smoking fifteen cigarettes per day.45 Loneliness can also shorten your lifespan. One study found that loneliness could increase your risk of premature death from every cause. Lead researcher Kassandra Alcaraz confirmed, “The magnitude of risk presented by social isolation is very similar . . . to that of obesity, smoking, . . . and physical inactivity.”46 Given these findings, we need an urgent fix for loneliness!

I’ve witnessed this play out so often in my clinical practice. Loneliness has been pervasive among many of my stressed patients, and addressing it, either through prevention or recovery efforts, has been a major part of my clinical work. I ask every patient this question about their social support: “Do you feel like you have friends you can trust and lean on during difficult times?” Many of my patients say no. When I ask them to describe their closest friend, some have told me, “I don’t have a best friend. If I did, it would be you, Dr. Nerurkar.”

This answer reflects our current loneliness epidemic. We long for close associations. Knowing someone cares about what’s going on in your life can be a great comfort. I’ve often wondered how much social isolation contributes to the statistic that 60 percent to 80 percent of doctor visits have a stress-related component. If patients had more social support and a greater sense of belonging, would doctors see so many stress-related visits? I’m not sure, but I don’t think so.

Social support is so critical to your stress management that I include it as a main section in your Lifestyle Snapshot (“Your Sense of Community,” see Chapter 2). You may have different social needs and thresholds—some of us are introverts while others are extroverts—but irrespective of our personality traits, feeling a sense of community and connection with others can help us thrive. The quality of your human relationships is the single greatest predictor of your happiness across your lifespan according to the Harvard Study of Adult Development, the longest-running study on happiness, spanning more than eighty years.47 Social support is also reciprocal. As important as it is to have social support, being a source of social support for others can also improve your health.48

It’s easy to feel isolated or prefer to be alone when you’re stressed. But connecting with others from time to time can help decrease your stress, even if you’re an introvert. There are many ways to cultivate meaningful connections. Consider incorporating simple moments of connection throughout your week. Chat with a neighbor, phone a friend to check in, join a local art class or another group, invite a colleague for a lunchtime break, or spend an afternoon at a flea market with a friend or family member.

If life feels too busy to be social, schedule social connections into your week. Each week, make at least one plan to connect with someone you enjoy during that week. Whatever you choose, find something that can lead to conversation and connection. Find a simple way to initiate a connection with someone else. You don’t have to become a social butterfly, but your stress and burnout will benefit from a little more human connection in your life. Humans are wired for social connection, so cultivating our sense of belonging can help us thrive mentally and physically.

Let go of the myth that you have to be constantly productive or have a specific purpose for connecting with others and having some fun. That’s a remnant of hustle culture. Science journalist Catherine Price says, “We typically think of fun as something that we can only have or experience when things are already going well. Actually, fun can boost our resilience and our spirits in a way that makes it easier for us to cope with whatever life may throw our way.”49

Selma, my patient who was retraumatized by watching the Supreme Court confirmation of Brett Kavanaugh, spent countless hours as a political activist, which is almost always an intense effort. The people she spent the most time with were all on a serious and fierce mission to create political change. The next time she visited my office, Selma had applied the media diet to her life and was seeing improvements in her stress and sleeping. I suggested she add another item to her Rule of 2—a strategy to expand her social support to include enjoyment.

“What do you do to relax and enjoy yourself?” I asked Selma.

“Well, let’s see . . . the last thing I did for fun was to go to a Fourth of July concert,” Selma told me. “I took some disadvantaged youths from a social service agency, so I was chaperoning.”

“The Fourth of July was six months ago, Selma. And chaperoning doesn’t sound all that relaxing to me,” I remarked gently, understanding now that Selma didn’t allow time for her own joy.

“It wasn’t very relaxing,” Selma admitted. “The older kids kept sneaking off to smoke cigarettes.”

We both laughed a bit. But I knew I had to take a different approach.

“Okay, let’s shift to a different time in your life. Was there anything that made you happy when you were a teenager?” I asked.

“Oh, yes! I was on a trophy-winning soccer team in high school,” Selma told me, grinning. “We were good! My new next-door neighbor, Alice, is getting an adult women’s team together. She asked me if I wanted to join.”

“Why not? You might love it again.”

“I’m thirty years older now! What if I suck at soccer?” Selma said with a suppressed giggle.

“I don’t think Alice would have asked you if she was worried about that,” I told her.

“Well, maybe I’ll call her,” Selma said with some apprehension.

“Why not today?”

Selma stood up with determination, “Yes. Today. You know, my whole adult life I thought I had to put all my energy into political causes, be serious, and not waste time with hobbies or things that ‘don’t matter.’”

“Even when all of your energy is focused on a good cause, it can still become a source of unhealthy stress and burnout,” I said. “We all need to reset by doing some form of self-care, and sometimes that includes doing things with other people just purely for fun.”

Two months later, I saw Selma in my office again. She showed me a photo of her, Alice, and two other women in matching soccer jerseys. Then she thanked me for helping her remember how to enjoy herself again.

“My soccer league is fun,” Selma told me, “but the best part is that Alice and I carpool to the games every week and we stop at a place that makes smoothies on the way home and try different flavors. We talk about life. And we laugh a lot. It’s simple, but I feel so much happier.”

“So, I take it you didn’t suck at soccer?” I asked her, laughing.

“I don’t. In fact, I feel like my body is thanking me for the opportunity to kick that soccer ball down the field with everything I’ve got,” Selma said. “Doing this physical exercise has made me feel stronger emotionally, too. And I’ve met some cool, like-minded women who play each week in the league. We’re planning a girls’ trip to LA to see their women’s soccer team!”

Selma’s descriptions of soccer had me thinking about how every soccer match is an opportunity that’s ripe with the possibility of a weekly reset. Through small steps, two at a time, Selma learned to protect her mental bandwidth using the techniques in the Second Reset. She found her quiet in a noisy world. She incorporated the elements of the media diet to overcome her primal urge to scroll, and reclaimed her brain and body’s need for rest and healing in the process. Since she no longer felt depleted, she was able to use her mental bandwidth to build meaningful connections through her soccer league. By focusing on disconnecting online, Selma found connection and a sense of belonging, and fun, offline.

Selma had made a big leap forward and was now experiencing the benefits of the Third Reset—how to sync her brain and her body to keep her unhealthy stress in check—which we’ll explore next!
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The Third Reset: Sync Your Brain and Your Body

Your stress and burnout may feel bleak and permanent, but the good news is that both are fully reversible. You can reverse the negative impact of chronic stress on your brain and body by understanding the Third Reset: how to sync your brain and your body through the mind-body connection, which is the scientific premise that so much of this book is based on.

Of course, we all know that our brains are housed within our bodies, but we often forget how strongly one affects the other. You experience the mind-body connection for yourself almost constantly. Feeling your heart race before a big meeting, experiencing butterflies when you first fall in love, blushing during an embarrassing moment, and even having a gut reaction that something is right or wrong for you—these are all stand-out examples of your mind-body connection at work. Paradoxically, the mind-body connection, which is the foundation of this Third Reset, is often considered inconsequential to our levels of stress and our overall health.

The mind-body connection isn’t a woo-woo concept; it’s the research-backed understanding that your brain and your body are in constant communication and inextricably linked. The HPA axis—the connection between your hypothalamus, pituitary gland, and adrenal glands (see Chapter 2)—is a concrete example of the mind-body connection, because it quite literally connects parts of your brain with your body. One key tenet of the mind-body connection is that what’s good for your body is good for your brain and vice versa. When you do better, you feel better. And it’s all in the doing.

Whether you’re aware of the exchange or not, your brain is continuously sending signals to your body, and your body is responding accordingly. Just like gravity, the mind-body connection is a law of nature—it runs in the background, making your life possible in the foreground.

Plug in to the Mind-Body Connection

Wouldn’t it be great if you could influence this cross talk to rewire your brain to beat your stress and burnout in the process? It turns out, you can. Even though the mind-body connection is an effortless natural phenomenon, plugging in to it with intention may feel unnatural at first. This is why it’s part of our Third Reset: you can learn how to sync your brain and your body to strengthen your mind-body connection and overcome your unhealthy stress.

With the exception of elite athletes, most of us spend much more time living in our heads than in our bodies. Your body and brain send signals to each other all day long, but you seldom stop to recognize the messages. Once you perceive the way the mind-body connection works, however, and you see how it happens, you won’t be able to unsee it—which is a good thing since there are a multitude of ways you can harness that connection to reset your brain and body for less stress and more resilience.

Let’s revisit my own stress struggle as a doctor in training that I shared in Chapter 1. While working long days and nights as a medical resident, my only objective was to keep going. I told myself, Keep doing it all and being it all. You’re going to make it through medical training, and you’ll succeed. But I was regularly experiencing bedtime heart palpitations, which left me sleep-deprived and depleted. I wondered whether I had a cardiac issue, but I continued to push myself to work long, tedious hours. I was so far down the hole of stress and burnout that I didn’t pay attention to my canary symptoms, which were telling me to stop and reset. I pressed on, despite the symptoms, because I thought discomfort was a normal part of medical training. My brain and body were talking to each other, but I just worked harder in an effort to silence their conversation. My brain and my body might as well have been screaming into a void.

I had never heard about the mind-body connection before. It wasn’t a part of my training curriculum nor talked about much in conventional medicine during the early 2000s. Learning about this important connection was my last resort. Having the requisite medical tests and being told everything was “normal” didn’t end those stampeding wild horses. So like many of my patients, I started doing my own research. As a doctor in training, I had access to an armamentarium of research studies and didn’t need to use Dr. Google, as many of my patients do. I read about the scientific underpinnings of the mind-body connection and learned about the Mindfulness for Healthcare Providers class I mentioned in Chapter 1.

When I first saw the ad for the class, I thought, “Why not? It’s on my way home from work. It’s once a week for eight weeks. It’s not that expensive. If I don’t like it, I can bail after the first week.”

But after that first class, not only couldn’t I wait to attend the next one, but it felt like an eye-opening experience that altered the trajectory of my medical career.

The instructor, Dr. Michael Baime, seemed to understand that most of us fellow physicians in the class would require a simple first step for revealing and resetting the mind-body connection. We needed something that we could do, even in the middle of our hectic and overscheduled days, without having to set aside a specific period of time or step away from our work or home lives to do it. He taught us a technique that I used the very next day and that I’ve been using every single day since.

There’s no better way to understand the mind-body connection in action than the Stop–Breathe–Be technique. It takes only a few seconds to learn and can help anyone begin to regulate and reset their mind-body connection in the moment for less stress and more resilience.

TECHNIQUE #6: Stop–Breathe–Be

The big-picture goal is to use this technique when doing a task that initiates events that might spark stress in your life. Choose a small, mindless, and repetitive task you do every day. It’s ideal to pick something that can be the initiator of a cascade of events such as making coffee, cleaning your kitchen countertop, getting into your car, checking email, logging in to a virtual work meeting, or packing up your briefcase or backpack for the day ahead. The more mindless and repetitive the action, the better the result. My personal favorite is picking up my phone to check work emails.

As you’re about to start the task, say to yourself in your mind or aloud the word STOP. Intentionally, bring your body to a full and complete stop. Pause and be as motionless as possible and become aware of your stillness in that moment.

Then say to yourself, BREATHE. Of course, you’ve been breathing all along, but take a few seconds to become fully aware of your breathing as you take one deep breath in and then let it all the way out. Try to relax your body as you take a deep breath.

Finally, say the word BE. Take the moment to ground yourself and be present. Bring your attention to that moment in time and relish the temporary pause. Simply become aware of yourself before you move on to the task you’re about to do.

The Stop–Breathe–Be technique only takes about five seconds of pause, presence, and stillness, yet it can be an amazingly effective way to reset your stress using the mind-body connection. It’s like a personal check-in from you to you.

When I first started using the Stop–Breathe–Be technique, I was working in a busy medical clinic, and the task I chose as my check-in with myself was the moment right before I knocked on the exam room door before entering to see a patient. When I reviewed my daily packed schedule of patients, it was easy to initially feel overwhelmed, and with time, experience the burnout so many doctors say they have. The Stop–Breathe–Be technique transformed my relationship to my work, my capacity to stay present with each patient, and my stress. For the first time, it unlocked my ability to activate my mind-body connection.

The start of each patient visit became a fresh, new opportunity for me to practice plugging in to my own mind-body connection. Those five seconds, repeated throughout the day, reset my mental bandwidth and allowed me to stay present in the moment, which completely changed the flow of my day. I was still just as busy with patient care, but I didn’t feel as frenetic moving from one patient room to another.

When I started to practice Stop–Breathe–Be, I would stand at the doorway of my patient’s room and, before knocking, would say to myself under my breath: “Stop, Breathe, Be” and follow the prompts as I’ve described. Over time, it became a habit, so I didn’t need the verbal cues for myself.

This technique, done repeatedly throughout my long workday, reset the entire tenor of my workday and it had ripple effects throughout my whole life. Once I got the hang of Stop–Breathe–Be at work, I added some home tasks to the mix. I practiced it when I opened the blinds each morning, with my first cup of morning tea, as I cleaned my kitchen counter after cooking, and while I washed the dishes. I carried the five seconds of Stop–Breathe–Be into every corner of my mundane, everyday activities.

The funny thing about the mind-body connection is that it sounds like a glamorous concept, but actually, achieving a strong mind-body connection is pretty unglamorous. Such mundane repetitive tasks have so much power to transform our lives! And that’s precisely why I get so excited about the stress-reduction techniques in this book. These tools are accessible to everyone at any time. You don’t need a fancy spa, a mountaintop retreat, or even a high-tech gadget with artificial intelligence capabilities. You can reset your brain and body for less stress and more resilience using your newly learned techniques, such as Stop–Breathe–Be, which you can do using a pile of dirty laundry or dishes in front of you.

I advised Gabrielle, a thirty-three-year-old special needs teacher, to try Stop–Breathe–Be at work. She was telling me that the intense energy of her group of seven- and eight-year-olds, all on the autism spectrum, would often make her feel overwhelmed. She was starting to feel burned out by the constant demands of her job. I asked her to practice Stop–Breathe–Be every time she physically turned toward the blackboard.

Later, she said, “Having those five seconds throughout the day to connect back to myself has made all the difference. I use it at least a few dozen times a day. I’m going to teach it to the kids next.”

It may only be a short five seconds, but the Stop–Breathe–Be technique packs a long-lasting punch. It activates your mind-body connection because it trains your brain to notice your body and its physical sensations, along with your thoughts and emotions, in that precise moment, rather than mindlessly barreling forward like we all usually do. In that moment, it helps to regulate your stress response by asking you to take a brief inventory, and through your breath, it helps you regulate your nervous system away from stress. A complex biological phenomenon is at play during Stop–Breathe–Be.

Did you know that your breath is the only physiological bodily process that is under both voluntary and involuntary control? You’re able to voluntarily control your breathing (like taking a deep breath), but when you don’t pay attention to your breathing, your body takes over for you involuntarily. How cool is that? No other bodily function can do that—not your heart beating, your gut digesting, or your brain thinking. This marvel of your human body is why your breath is the gateway to tapping into your mind-body connection.

Research also shows that your breathing patterns can influence your emotions.1 For many years, scientists have known this process happens through the stress hormone cortisol, along with the vagus nerve, which has many roles in your body, including managing your breathing, digestion, and even your ability to relax.

While scientists long ago had identified cortisol and the vagus nerve as key players in how your breath is linked to your emotions, they weren’t able to pinpoint exactly what was happening in the brain. Recently, a new study changed that. A group of scientists at Stanford University were able to pinpoint a small cluster of brain cells, which they called the pacemaker for breathing, that is responsible for linking your breath to your emotional state.2 It’s an important discovery that has been able to give us a much clearer cellular picture of what’s happening in your brain when you breathe deeply, and how your breathing can help you manage your unhealthy stress. Your brain’s pacemaker for breathing is the home of your mind-body connection, and your breath is a gateway to tap into it.

The Stop–Breathe–Be technique is incredibly effective at activating your mind-body connection incrementally over time, but you also need a few more tools at your disposal when you’re faced with highly charged and intensely stressful moments.

TECHNIQUE #7: Breathe Easy

Here are a trio of techniques—diaphragmatic breathing, 4-7-8 breathing, and heart-centered breathing—that you can use as a stress prescription no matter where you are. I’ve practiced each of these in a business meeting, while driving, making dinner, hurrying for an appointment, and even while watching a movie with other people. No one will even notice you doing them.

Diaphragmatic Breathing

The most effective breathing technique to immediately put the brakes on your stress response in the moment during chaotic, heavy, or overwhelming situations is called diaphragmatic breathing—which is just a fancy name for deep belly breathing. When you’re stressed, your breath becomes quick and shallow and stays only in the chest. When you’re calm, your breathing is slower and deeper and comes from the belly. Babies are excellent diaphragmatic breathers, but somewhere in our development into adulthood, that changes. But you can learn to temporarily, voluntarily control the shallow, quick breathing that happens when you’re anxious or stressed to short-circuit your stress response by switching to diaphragmatic breathing.3

Here’s how you can practice diaphragmatic breathing:


	Place your hands on your belly as you’re learning this technique to help guide you. 

	Breathe in through your nose and let your belly rise while breathing in. Then exhale through either your nose or your mouth and let your belly fall as you breathe out. 



You’ll notice that as you practice diaphragmatic breathing, you start to take slower, deeper breaths from your belly area rather than from your chest. Because slower, deeper breathing can’t coexist with anxious, shallow, and quick breathing, when you actively practice diaphragmatic breathing during stressful or overwhelming moments, you’re dialing down your stress at the exact moment you need it.

Ryan, my patient from Chapter 3 who was a music industry executive, called me from London one afternoon. He was in a panic. “I’ve been sleeping much better, doing my daily prescribed walk and playing my guitar almost every day. It’s been great,” Ryan told me. “But I still have this anxiety in meetings and talking to other people. I’m supposed to connect in person with radio producers before the show today, but I’m dreading it. I’ve been kicking myself all day for being weak. I never used to be this way.”

Over the phone, I could hear Ryan barely able to catch his breath.

“Okay, Ryan,” I calmly said, “let’s slow down your runaway stress right now. I’m going to teach you how you can overcome your fight-or-flight response and let your rest-and-digest response take over.”

“How are you going to do that?”

“We’re going to use your biology to work for you rather than against you so you can feel calm going into today’s meetings. You’re beating yourself up because your biology is actually trying to protect you.”

Over the phone, Ryan and I practiced diaphragmatic breathing together. I asked him to place his hands on his belly, and to make sure his breath was traveling down from his chest into his belly such that he could feel his belly rise and fall with his breathing. In his acutely intense moment of stress, Ryan was learning how to activate his parasympathetic nervous system.

The parasympathetic nervous system leads to your “rest-and-digest” response. It works in direct opposition to your sympathetic nervous system, which governs your stress pathway through your fight-or-flight response. The really helpful thing is that these two systems are mutually exclusive; they can’t be active at the same time. When the sympathetic system is dominant, you feel the effects of high stress. When the parasympathetic system is dominant, you feel calm. It’s a see-saw effect because they both work in tandem. And the effects of each system are almost immediate.

Ryan and I did a number of deep breaths together, and then I taught him how to do the Stop–Breathe–Be technique and encouraged him to use it right before he went to meet with each radio producer.

Ryan’s breathing calmed down over the phone. “That worked fast! Thank you! I’m adding that to my new Rule of 2.”

Later that day I got a message from Ryan that his new breathing tools had worked beautifully and he had soared through his interactions with the people he had to meet that day.

Like Ryan, your stress will incrementally decrease over time through the strategies in this book. The tea kettle of stress is all about opening the valve and allowing your brain and body to slowly release the buildup of high stress. Opening up that therapeutic steam valve naturally decreases the fight-or-flight response of your sympathetic nervous system.

Dealing directly with the sympathetic nervous system can take some time. These breathing techniques work quickly because they leap over the sympathetic system and work directly on your parasympathetic system activity, helping you feel calmer, more present, and less stressed almost immediately, especially when you’re actively feeling the negative effects of your maladaptive stress response. These breathing techniques can help you temporarily quiet your canary, whereas the rest of the techniques in this book can help you silence your canary for good.

4-7-8 Breathing

Once you’ve practiced the technique of diaphragmatic breathing, you can learn the more advanced breathing technique called 4-7-8 breathing.4 I teach this technique to my patients and also use it myself. It is most effective when you’re having trouble falling asleep or staying asleep. It’s best done while lying down, because as a beginner you may feel some lightheadedness if you do it upright.

Follow the same guidelines you would for simple diaphragmatic breathing, using a slow and deep inhale and exhale:


	Place one hand on your belly and the other hand on your chest. It doesn’t matter which hand goes where. Feel your belly rise and fall with your breathing.

	Inhale deeply through your nose for a slow count of 4.

	Then hold your breath for a slow count of 7.

	Finally, exhale through your nose or mouth for a slow count of 8.

	Repeat this breath cycle two or three times, and then take a break and breathe normally with your natural breathing pattern.

	Once you’ve rested and recalibrated, try the 4-7-8 breathing technique again for another two to three cycles.



Many of my patients say this is one of the most effective sleep-inducing aides they’ve used. The reason the 4-7-8 breathing technique is so effective is because it’s based on the mind-body-breath connection. When you practice the 4-7-8 breathing technique, or even simple diaphragmatic breathing, you’re intentionally activating your parasympathetic nervous system, and that has a direct effect on deactivating your sympathetic nervous system. This is why techniques like diaphragmatic and 4-7-8 breathing are so effective at resetting your stress from the inside out.

Heart-Centered Breathing

Another breathing technique that can help you when you’re feeling depleted is called heart-centered breathing, and it works in similar ways, physiologically, to the other two techniques. But because you’re placing your hand on your heart, it can feel self-soothing during particularly sad or despondent moments:


	Put one hand on your heart and one hand on your belly. It doesn’t matter which hand goes where. Feel your belly rise and fall with your breathing. 

	Inhale through your nose for a slow count of 4.

	Exhale through your nose or mouth for a slow count of 7. 

	Do this for a few breath cycles until you’re able to self-soothe.



When I’ve taught this technique to patients in the clinic, they tell me it helps them feel more connected to themselves in the moment with a greater sense of self-compassion. You can try it for yourself during emotionally depleting moments to see how it can help you cope and self-soothe, too.

Regardless of which breathing technique you use, your breath can serve as a powerful tool to activate and influence your mind-body connection for a life with less stress and more resilience.

When I was learning these breathing techniques, I came to appreciate this quote from the spiritual teacher Eckhart Tolle, who best described the impact your breath can have on your emotional state: “Be aware of your breathing as often as you are able, whenever you remember. Do that for one year, and it will be powerfully transformative . . . And it’s free.”5

Taking stock of your breathing at different points of your day can be a wonderful reminder of how connected your breath is to your mental state. When going about your day, take a few seconds to pay attention to your breath without interfering with it. Be the observer. Notice where you feel your breath—in your nostrils, in your chest or belly. Notice how it cycles in and out of your body at a specific cadence. This is your breath’s natural rhythm. Familiarizing yourself with your natural breathing pattern helps to stimulate your mind-body connection into action.

Begin to incorporate these four techniques—Stop–Breathe–Be, diaphragmatic breathing, 4-7-8 breathing, and heart-centered breathing—into your daily life when you need to. In the early days, as I was learning to practice these methods, I’d put sticky notes with the words STOP–BREATHE–BE on my computer screen at work, the toothbrush holder in my bathroom, my laundry machine, and the electric tea kettle in my kitchen. These are four mundane moments that are ripe with the possibility of tapping into your mind-body connection to rewire your brain for less stress. As you start to pay attention to the mind-body-breath connection in your own life, you’re going to start feeling better.

Grounding yourself through your breath during times of turmoil and stress helps you slow down your stress cascade and stay present and clear-headed in the moment. A sense of presence in the here and now, no matter the circumstance, is what a strong mind-body connection is all about!

Movement Decompresses a Stressed Brain

Remember from Chapter 1 my patient Miles, the manager of a software division, who was dismissive of his stress and had come to see me only at the insistence of his wife? Six months later, he came back to my office. And he had a different perspective this time.

Miles had faced a reckoning. His doctor had recently diagnosed him with high blood pressure and prediabetes. He had suggested that Miles start taking medication, but at Miles’s insistence, his doctor agreed to wait two months to give him a chance to make changes to his lifestyle first. This time, Miles was here to see me not as a promise to his wife but as a way to stop his downward stress spiral for himself.

Of course Miles wasn’t my first patient who had ignored how his stress negatively impacted his life. Coming to terms with your unhealthy stress is often the last resort for most people, once they’ve exhausted all other options. We’ve been so indoctrinated by hustle culture and the resilience myth that admitting to yourself that your runaway stress is influencing your health and adding to your symptoms can often feel like defeat. Yet, there is a relief to relinquishing the ongoing battle against yourself, knowing that it’s a no-win situation unless you make changes. It’s actually a sign of strength to choose to look at your mounting unhealthy stress and decide to take action even if you never imagined yourself in this position.

“Look, I can’t go downhill like this,” Miles told me, with trepidation in his voice. “I need to be healthy. I’ve got a family to take care of, kids to raise.” I could tell he was not used to feeling emotionally or physically vulnerable, especially because he had been a Division I athlete in college.

“One minute I was this young hotshot athlete and the next minute I’m an out-of-shape, middle-aged corporate man who feels winded after a leisurely bike ride with my kids,” Miles said incredulously. “I’m still in shock that my doctor wants me to start medication.”

“It’s not your fault, Miles” I reassured him. “Our everyday lives are designed to keep us sitting all day. You’re not alone in this.”

Data show that Americans are sitting more now than ever before, sometimes more than eight hours a day.6 Although sitting too much seems like a passive and harmless thing to do, it can have real consequences on your health and well-being. A study of nearly eight hundred thousand people found that those who sat the most had a 112 percent higher risk of diabetes, a 147 percent higher risk of heart disease, a 90 percent higher risk of death from heart disease, and a 50 percent higher risk of death overall!7

If you’ve heard the expression sitting is the new smoking, these findings highlight why. Too much sitting can be a risk for your physical health, but it can also be detrimental to your mental health. Researchers have found an association between too much sitting and your mood. Several studies show strong links between too much sitting and a higher risk of anxiety and depression.8 “Sitting is a sneaky behavior,” the researchers pointed out. “It’s something we do all the time without thinking about it.”9

Miles reflected on his own daily schedule. “You’re right. I sit at my desk all day for work. Then I sit on the couch for a few hours at night. I don’t even have to stand up to turn off a light or lower the heat. I can do it from my smartphone! Wow.”

“Listen, I get it,” I said. “Sometimes I text my husband even when he’s in the next room! It’s a lot faster, and less effort.”

Miles laughed, but then looked serious. “You know, the longest I stand up might be in the shower and when I’m brushing my teeth. This has really been an eye-opener.”

Miles took a shaky breath, and I could see his eyes begin to tear up a bit.

“Remember how I told you last time that my dad never missed work for a single day?” he said. “I always thought that was something to admire. He sat at his corporate job all day and then came home and sat at his desk in his home office. He thought about his job all the time, never even enjoying life. I never saw him sleep, either. He gained weight over time, just like I’ve been doing.”

I said, “Those are good insights, Miles. I’m sure your dad did the best he could with the information he had at that time. But we know so much more now about how stress impacts the brain and body. Here’s your chance to do the best you can with this new information available to you.”

Miles was now recognizing that he couldn’t “wait” to deal with his stress until he had the time. He had had a wake-up call at his doctor’s office and felt a sense of urgency to take action and reset his stress.

“I guess I’ll have to spring for a trainer or get back to the gym for ten hours a week,” Miles said. “It’s going to be rough.”

“It doesn’t have to be rough,” I suggested. “Just a little bit of activity can make a difference. You can start by taking a little time every day to get out of your head and into your body. That’s going to get your mind into a better place, too.”

We discussed the benefits of the Rule of 2, and the first intervention I prescribed for Miles was a twenty-minute walk every day. He looked at me with skepticism. “No offense,” he said, “but a twenty-minute walk isn’t going to do much for me. I was an athlete. I know what it takes to lose twenty pounds. And besides, it’s tough to find twenty free minutes in my day.”

“Do you scroll through LinkedIn every day?” I asked.

He told me he spent about twenty minutes on LinkedIn a few times a day for his business, looking for new candidates with engineering degrees to possibly hire.

I prescribed an even swap. “Substitute one LinkedIn session with a walk instead,” I suggested.

Miles shrugged his shoulders and grinned, “I mean, I’ll do it because you want me to, but it’s not going to work.”

“It’s going to be more stress for you to make a huge lifestyle overhaul, all of a sudden,” I explained to Miles. “Let’s start with two small, incremental changes that will end up being more effective and sustainable. Walking is the first one.”

A Little Goes a Long Way

Like many of my patients, Miles believed that only long and intense sessions of hard exercise could improve his health. With little spare time to fit longer exercise sessions into his busy day, Miles forfeited physical activity altogether, even though he knew how important it was to his overall health.

Miles isn’t alone in his all-or-nothing thinking. Even though 75 percent of people believe exercise is important for better health, only 30 percent get the recommended amount of exercise.10 The exercise gap isn’t about knowledge, it’s about action.

We all know an exercise fanatic or two, but the majority of us have a tough time exercising regularly. Exercise equals dread for most of us. Creating an exercise habit is hard work. When you’re depleted with stress, it seems like it takes a herculean effort. If you do push through the inertia and lace up your sneakers, you may have to face the mental and physical discomfort of starting out. You may have some soreness from using muscles that have been inactive for a while. You might feel uncoordinated or self-critical about how your body moves. You might not like the feeling that you’ve got too much ground to gain to feel like you accomplished anything. Even some of our greatest athletes don’t like to exercise. Muhammad Ali, who held the heavyweight boxing championship title for many years, said, “I hated every minute of training. But I said, Don’t quit. Suffer now and live the rest of your life as a champion.”

While it’s reassuring that even elite athletes don’t like to exercise, the difference is that they do it anyway. They lean in to the idea that exercise requires discipline, while the rest of us lean in to the idea that exercise requires motivation. The truth is, no human being can be motivated to exercise every day. Nearly every patient I’ve ever asked about how they came to be regular exercisers have all said the same thing: “On the days I don’t want to exercise, I think about how I’ll feel after I’m done. Sometimes that’s the only thing that can get me started.”

Over the years, my patients have had real and legitimate barriers to exercise like a lack of time, energy, and motivation. But one of the greatest barriers I’ve witnessed in my patients (and myself) that no one ever verbalizes but everyone intrinsically feels is the all-or-nothing thinking when it comes to exercise. If we can’t give it our all for a workout that day, then why bother trying in the first place?

We give ourselves so much leeway with other areas of our health, like sleep and diet, but we leave no space for imperfection when it comes to exercise. Imagine if you treated exercise like you do your sleep. You may struggle with getting enough sleep, delay it until the last possible minute, accept that it’s not always going to be great, but you still try to get a little bit within a twenty-four-hour stretch of time. You wouldn’t think, “I don’t have time to get a full eight hours tonight, so why bother sleeping at all?” We accept imperfection in our sleep and are grateful when we can get a little shuteye when it’s tough to come by. Why don’t we give exercise the same grace?

Much of our all-or-nothing thinking for exercise originates from the tremendous value we’ve placed on the physical, aspirational aspects of exercise. These images and connotations of fitness—taut bellies and muscular physiques—feel so out of reach, and sometimes even triggering, that people who are legitimately trying to bring exercise into their lives after a long hiatus are often discouraged.

It’s unfortunate that exercise is so closely linked to our society’s fixation on weight loss and thinness, because studies show that the greatest benefits of exercise are all about improved overall fitness and well-being, not necessarily weight loss. Even without any changes to weight, adults who start exercising can improve their risk of worsening blood pressure, cholesterol, and diabetes.11 Overweight adults who begin to exercise can reduce their risk of premature death by 30 percent with no change in weight.12 The benefits of exercise for your brain and body far outweigh any changes on your scale. In fact, of the thousands of patients I’ve counseled in starting an exercise habit, not one has ever been motivated by the cosmetic promise of fitness. The tipping point for my patients has always been the mental promise: the many ways that exercise can change their stressed brains.

Miles was intrigued with the possibility of more mental fitness and better brain health.13

“Remember the tea kettle analogy?” I asked Miles. “Exercise can be a potent way to release therapeutic steam.”

Exercising Your Stressed Brain

The neuroscientist Paul Thompson has studied thousands of brains to understand the links between brain health, stress, and exercise. “One theory is that it reduces stress,” Thompson says. “We scanned [the brains of] people with high cortisol levels. If you’re stressed, your cortisol levels can be very high. One of the things we found is that people with high cortisol levels lost brain tissue faster. That’s a serious problem.”14

Studies have confirmed Thompson’s findings. Chronic stress can prematurely shrink your brain through chronically high levels of cortisol.15 The good news is that brain shrinkage from too much stress is preventable and in some instances also reversible. Thompson offers us hope: “As soon as you know that’s true, you can look at ways of reducing your cortisol. That’s a very easy thing. We can get less stressed by exercising, walking, and taking breaks. There’s a lot of ways that you can take care of your brain.”16

While stress shrinks the size of your brain, exercise can help certain brain areas grow. Studies show that physical activity can thicken your prefrontal cortex and increase its connectivity and improve its function.17 That’s why, in part, exercise can help you have better problem-solving skills, attention, cognitive abilities, and memory.18

Even if you’re a mostly sedentary person, like Miles, sitting at a desk for work for most of the day and driving to and from most places, you can still reap these brain changes if you exercise a little every day. In one study of thirty adults, people who exercised every day had a thicker prefrontal cortex compared with those who didn’t.19

Another important role of your prefrontal cortex is communicating directly with your amygdala to help manage your stress response. Early brain research has found that exercise can also improve the connectivity between your prefrontal cortex and your amygdala.20 With a larger, more connected, and smoother functioning prefrontal cortex, your brain is better equipped to handle life’s stresses.

Another brain area that grows with exercise is the hippocampus, which is responsible for learning and memory (see Chapter 2). Studies show exercise is one of the few interventions that can grow new hippocampal brain cells, which has huge implications for your aging brain.21 In fact, studies found that exercise may help reduce your risk of developing Alzheimer’s dementia by almost 45 percent.22

Miles told me that his grandfather had died of Alzheimer’s dementia and Miles had started monitoring his own memory for safe measure. If he could do something today to better protect his brain from stress and memory problems in the future, he wanted to. These brain benefits of exercise were his tipping point.

Miles agreed to free up twenty minutes each day (which is only 1.4 percent of his day) to build an exercise habit.

More and more scientific results are showing that even a few minutes of movement every day can benefit your brain and body in positive ways. One study found that just ten minutes of mild exercise could improve your brain, and in another, ten minutes of walking improved mood.23 One key study followed 25,241 people who were nonexercisers for almost seven years and found that ultrashort bursts of exercise of only one to two minutes a few times a day, like running for the bus or taking stairs instead of an elevator, were associated with a lower risk of dying from cancer by 40 percent and dying from heart disease by almost 50 percent.24 Even an occasional walk around the golf course has been associated with improved cholesterol levels.25

“Are you giving me a prescription to play golf every day?” Miles laughed. He had once been an avid golfer but hadn’t played in several years.

“You should play golf whenever you have some time, but for now I just need you to take a twenty-minute walk around the block every day,” I said.

Then I explained my rationale for this prescription. “This walk serves two key purposes,” I said. “The first is for physical fitness. You need to acclimate your body to daily movement.”

“I guess I do,” Miles admitted, “especially since I haven’t done much for two decades. It’s been a long hiatus.”

“More important, Miles, I want you to do it for your mental fitness. That’s the second purpose,” I said. “The twenty-minute walk will prime your brain circuitry to develop a new habit and become a springboard for more exercise in the future.”

Exercise was important for Miles’s body, but it was equally important for his brain. “What’s good for your body is also good for your brain,” I reminded him.

Do You Live in Your Head?

Most of us spend all day living in our heads without really inhabiting our bodies. We’re neck-up people, which is why becoming aware of your mind-body connection initially feels so new. During stress, this feeling of living from the neck up can increase, as you may be consumed with your negative thoughts and not paying much attention to what’s happening to your body—that is, until your canary shows up with a persistent physical symptom and forces your awareness of what’s happening from the neck down. It’s often frightening. Many of the physical feelings I had when my canary sang—quicker heartbeat, faster breath, feeling flushed—caught me off guard and scared me because I was living in my head and unaware of my body’s response to stress.

One important aspect of a daily walking habit is that it familiarizes you with your body and its sensations when you’re calm. Many of the same sensations you might experience during an acute stress response, like a quicker heartbeat or faster breathing, also occur as part of your normal physiology when you exercise. With a daily walking habit, you get an opportunity to become more accustomed to these sensations in a controlled, predictable setting, so when these same sensations happen during an unpredictable, stressful moment, you’re not as taken aback by them. They become less frightening, which means you’re more likely to have the presence of mind to act, through using the many techniques in this book, to slow down your stress response while it’s happening in real time. A daily walk helps your mind and body become sensitized to what your heart and lungs might experience under a normal stress response.

Your daily twenty-minute walk is a perfect opportunity to help you get out of your head and into your body.

I wanted Miles to do just that, so I asked him to refrain from checking his phone during his walk. His walk was an opportunity for him to get familiar with his bodily sensations, a chance for him to have a brief moment of pause and reflection during his stressed and hurried day.

Because his attention would be fully focused on walking, he wouldn’t be distracted by a phone meeting with a colleague or an email or text. He could reintroduce that possibility later, once he was familiar with how his body felt as he walked, and after his brain pathways for daily exercise were fully wired. For now, I asked him whether he could lean in to the experience of walking itself.

“I want you to really articulate your feet on the ground, feel the earth below them, as you walk,” I told him. “Then I want you to notice your breathing when you’re walking. And then just bring your attention to how your body moves and feels as you’re walking.” I added, “Consider this a type of movement meditation.”

Miles laughed, “I’ve never meditated! I can’t sit there and do nothing. I’m curious about this movement meditation though. My wife tried to learn to meditate and had a tough time. I’ll share this with her, too. Maybe she can do her own movement meditation.”

If Miles had pushed back on the idea of walking for walking’s sake, I would’ve been fine with him taking a work call or listening to music or a podcast during the walk. But from my experience with patients, that can be a slippery slope. One minute you’re taking a quick call, and the next you’re crouching down midwalk to check and respond to email. Technology can quickly suck us back in, even when we have the best intentions. So when you’re starting a new walking habit, limit your distractions and focus on just the walk.

At first, most of my patients resist this suggestion. Of course, I get it. We spend very little time away from our devices. Twenty minutes without technology can feel challenging. So I suggest that they, at the very least, walk without using their devices until the daily walk has become an everyday habit. In sixty days, when the habit is established, I tell my patients that they can use their phones during their walks, if they would like. Most of them respond that they would rather continue without their phone. Those twenty minutes a day have become valuable alone time without distractions. The device-free walks are something they looked forward to and want to keep doing.

TECHNIQUE #8: Take Twenty


	Find a time when you can add a twenty-minute walk to your day—then start walking, maybe even today!

	While you walk, pay attention to your body in motion. Focus on the connection of each foot on the ground as you move forward. Become more aware of how your breath moves in and out. Take your eyes off your phone and use them to observe your surroundings, both close by and at a distance.

	Once back inside from your walk, add a checkmark to your calendar. Notice how calm yet invigorated you feel after your short movement meditation. Capture that positive feeling and use it to motivate you for another short walk tomorrow. Keep your checkmark streak going every day, relishing your accomplishment of breaking through the inertia and getting your body in motion!



Breaking Through the Inertia

Starting a habit of a daily walk often feels like wading through molasses for many of my lifelong nonexercising patients. They’re exhausted from their stress and living in their heads. Getting out of their heads and into their bodies is the last thing they want to do. It’s just too much effort.

I remember during my own stress story, I was so overworked, sleep-deprived, and physically exhausted that the mere thought of going to the gym created a visceral negative reaction in me. It’s not like I didn’t try. There was a gym in the basement of my building, and I visited it a few times. I would walk in and see those large, overbearing machines and treadmills, look at myself in the gym’s mirrored walls, and turn around to walk right back out. There was nothing welcoming or calming about that intense atmosphere when my body was running on empty.

My daily walking habit was something I stumbled into initially. One particularly nice evening, I left the hospital after a twelve-hour shift. The outside air felt refreshing. Instead of heading straight home, I took the scenic route around my neighborhood. I walked past my local coffee shop and headed down the block past my favorite small grocer, turned down restaurant row, and then took a lap around the perimeter of a nearby park before I went home and inside.

It was only an extra ten minutes, but I immediately sensed a change in my stress level. I enjoyed the sensation of moving my body for movement’s sake—not to rush to deliver blood samples or lab specimens of a hospitalized patient but simply walking to walk. The next day, I did it again and added five more minutes. The day after that, I added five more. After the first three days, I walked every day the following week for twenty minutes each day. It became something I looked forward to, an enjoyable and relaxing way to end my day. It felt very different from my attempts at using the gym. When I got back to my apartment after my walk, my mind and body felt different—calmer, less hurried, and more present. I didn’t know it at the time, but my brain was creating a neural pathway for walking. The feeling of reward, happening in my brain thanks to a few chemicals like dopamine, reinforced this pathway. I was creating a stress reset one walk at a time.

I broke through the inertia of sitting still, but it didn’t happen overnight. It happened in slow, measured steps, incrementally. If you’re stressed, you know well how the inertia of sitting still can keep you feeling stuck. It’s like a gravitational force. You want to get unstuck but the thought of overcoming your inertia to move your body is utterly exhausting, so you put off exercise and keep sitting, which just makes you feel worse. It’s a cycle.

If this is you, consider starting small. Aim for a walk around the block. If that feels good, walk around a little more the next day. The acts of making the decision to walk, getting dressed, heading outside, and feeling the fresh air on your face will help you feel better. When you’re back inside from your walk, be sure to show yourself some compassion and congratulate yourself for breaking through the wall of inertia. Learn to celebrate your wins, big and small, on your stress journey.

“You want me to pat myself on the back after I take a walk?” Miles said smiling, looking incredulous.

“Yes I do. Your brain is changing every time you do something to reset your stress. That’s worth celebrating,” I reiterated.

The second prescription in my Rule of 2 for Miles had to do with the gut-brain connection (see more below) and beginning to make a small change in his eating habits. I suggested that instead of grabbing a donut in the break room at 10 a.m., Miles could choose some protein, such as a handful of almonds or sunflower seeds—something he could have ready to go that would be as easy as taking a donut.

As Miles was leaving my office, with one hand on the doorknob he turned around to me and said, “Our conversation reminded me of something my coach made me memorize in college: Mens sana in corpore sano. It’s Latin for a healthy mind in a healthy body. Coach told us it was from the original Olympic games in ancient Greece. We laughed at him when he made us repeat it, but it really makes sense now.” Miles left my office that afternoon and began his daily twenty-minute walk, which helped put his mind-body connection into action.

The Power of a Daily Habit

Miles knew that starting a new exercise habit every day would require effort, but he had a foolproof plan in place. Every new habit requires substantial amounts of mental bandwidth and brainpower initially, so your brain needs time to acclimate to the changes you’re asking of it. The Rule of 2 and taking small steps help your brain to not register change as stress. Once your brain automates your new habit, it can become an everyday part of life.

The key to building new habits seamlessly into your life is making them easy, says writer Tara Parker-Pope. She describes it as reducing the friction of a new habit. Friction has three parts—time, distance and effort. To improve your chances of having a new habit stick, aim to decrease the friction associated with it.26

Miles had done this with his new plan, and the friction of his new habit was almost negligible. By swapping out an existing LinkedIn browsing session for a walk, he had overstepped time as a barrier. Because he wasn’t traveling to a gym, distance wasn’t an issue. Instead, he was going to take a break in his workday and take a short walk outside. We only had one more thing to address: the effort Miles would have to put in every day, even if that effort was small.

“Think of your daily walk like brushing your teeth,” I explained. “It’s a nonnegotiable commitment you’re making with yourself. You do it whether you feel like it or not. Don’t think about whether you want to or not; just lace up your sneakers and go.”

Nearly every child and adult in America is trained from a very young age to brush their teeth every day. It’s not something you decide to do, or ponder whether you have the time to do, or even say you’ll skip today and do it extra tomorrow. It’s automatic. As mundane and unpleasant as brushing your teeth can be, you just do it. Let’s take a minute to consider how that happened from a brain science perspective.

Avoiding Decision Fatigue

Your brain circuit for toothbrushing was created when you were a child. We often don’t think about brain circuits because many are created early in our lives, but we can learn a lot about habit formation through how we learned to brush our teeth every day. Your caregivers in childhood created a brain circuit for dental hygiene, and even though it can be a hassle, we continue with that habit as adults. Engaging in a daily walk helps your adult brain create a brain circuit for physical fitness hygiene.

When starting something new, it’s easier for your brain to do it every day rather than once in a while. It avoids decision fatigue, which can easily set in no matter how committed you are initially. Think about the many times you’ve decided to start a new fitness regimen. You enthusiastically say you’ll go to the gym on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. The first week, something comes up on Monday, so you tell yourself you’ll go on Tuesday and Thursday. But you’re delayed on Tuesday and can’t make it. You commit to Wednesday and finally go. Then something comes up with your family on Thursday and then it’s a busy weekend and you’re back to Monday again. You’ve exercised a total of one day or maybe none, even though you had every intention of exercising multiple times your first week. This isn’t about your limited willpower; it’s about your biology of stress. The same brain machinery that powers new habit formation powers the stress mechanism in your brain. So when you’re starting something new, start small and aim to do it every day.

This is why my exercise prescription always begins with a twenty-minute walk every day, because nearly everyone can do this, irrespective of their demands at work and at home. Once you’ve trained your brain and built the brain circuitry for an exercise habit, you can then add more intense gym sessions as often or as little as you’d like. The brain pathways have already been carved out through the daily walking regimen.

Sticking with Your Walking Habit

Once you’ve started your daily walking habit, you’ll most likely feel a sense of accomplishment, which in turn will boost your enthusiasm. Let that enthusiasm carry you forward. Just be aware that your enthusiasm might wane after a few weeks. Your waning enthusiasm is a normal part of your biology and not a measure of your habit no longer being beneficial to your brain. In fact, it just means that you’re moving into a new phase of habit formation and your brain is acclimatizing.

There are three phases to building a habit: the initiation phase when you start the habit, the learning phase when you repeat the habit, and the stability phase when the habit becomes automatic. The entire process takes on average about two months for most people. You should also expect a few hiccups, like missed days, along the way. These hiccups are part of your brain’s learning process. Researchers confirm that “missing an occasional opportunity to perform the behaviour did not seriously impair the habit formation process . . . [but] unrealistic expectations of the duration of the habit formation process can lead [you] to give up during the learning phase.”27 Trust the process and let your brain take the full two months to solidify its new neural pathway. Even our brains need a little compassion from us while they’re working hard to create a new habit. The science is clear: building a new habit, whether it’s your daily walk or any other technique in this book, is about progress, not perfection.

When Miles came in for his follow-up a month later, we reviewed the checkmarks that showed how many days he’d walked the previous month. To his surprise, he had walked twenty-eight of the thirty days of that month! He was on his way to building an exercise habit. There were days when it was difficult for him to do the daily twenty-minute walk, but on those days he scheduled a walking meeting with a colleague or took a walk after dinner. Those still counted as checkmarks. Tracking his progress every day also gave him a sense of accomplishment and completion, which added to his motivation to continue his daily walking habit.

“I can’t believe this little walk has made such a difference!” Miles told me. “I’m enjoying the fresh air, checking out the leaves changing color. I don’t think I ever noticed the seasons before. I’m feeling more encouraged, and I can already tell that my mind feels sharper since I’ve been swapping out the mid-morning donut for a handful of almonds or walnuts. I never expected that.”

“So, even though it’s simple small changes, it’s making a bigger difference,” I said.

“It really is. Now I don’t want to miss it. I need to get my walk in every day, no matter what. Even my assistant reminds me to get outside for my walk. And my fourth-grader puts a baggie of almonds in my briefcase every morning and one in his own lunchbox. So, he’s learning a good daily habit, too.”

Miles was on his way to creating a new brain circuit of daily movement and would soon reap all of the benefits for his brain and body that came with this new habit.

Through his daily walks, his stress improved, along with his sleep and energy. Eventually, he added three gym sessions a week and made more changes to his diet. When he saw his doctor for a follow-up in four months, his blood pressure was back in the normal range. He was still prediabetic but instead of starting medications right away, his doctor agreed to recheck blood work in another month and assess his need for medications at that time. Miles was determined to keep his progress going.

Bringing Movement into Your Life

I used to be a nonexerciser too, but one conversation with a ninety-two-year-old woman during my stress struggle changed my outlook on exercise. I went on a hiking trip to Darjeeling, India, at the foothills of the Himalayas. I wasn’t a hiker or even a regular walker, so I stocked up on the latest gear—new jacket, boots, and backpack—thinking it would help. On my first day, as I struggled on a trail, an old woman breezed past me wearing nothing but a sari, a wool sweater, and a pair of flip-flops with socks.

Later, I saw her in town at her outdoor retail stall. “I remember you!” I said.

She had whizzed past me on the hiking trail because she was late to open her stall. She had owned her small business for the previous five decades.

I asked her what her secret was for being so physically and mentally agile at her age.

“You don’t need that,” she said pointing to my high-tech clothing and gear. “You need only this!” she said pointing to her head. “You can go anywhere with this!”

Since that day, whenever I think of a million excuses why I can’t exercise, I remember the old woman’s flip-flops and her mental fitness.

My excuses don’t stand a chance.

In his 2008 book The Blue Zone: Lessons for Living Longer from the People Who’ve Lived the Longest, Dan Buettner describes the daily habits of the world’s oldest living people. In terms of exercise, there’s one big takeaway: those people don’t do intense sweat sessions. They simply build low-intensity exercise into their everyday lives.

Given what you now know about how modern life encourages you to sit for most of your day and how just a little daily movement makes a big impact on your brain and body, consider how you can painlessly build some form of exercise into your life. How can you bring into your life some of this wise elder energy as you move through your day tomorrow? Instead of parking close to an entrance of a building, park a little farther away and walk an extra hundred yards. Rather than taking the elevator up one or two flights, take the stairs instead. If your subway or bus stop is close to home or work, get off one stop earlier and walk the rest of the way. These are a few of the opportunities you may have available to you in your everyday life that can help you make movement a habit. These small moments are ripe for a reset that quite literally gets you one step closer to less stress and more resilience. Whether your catalyst for starting to move more is your stress, anxiety, heart health, or longevity, let it inspire you into forward motion.

As you consider how to bring exercise into your life, think about this saying by another wise elder, the Chinese philosopher Lao Tzu: “Do the difficult things while they are easy and do the great things while they are small. A journey of a thousand miles must begin with a single step.”

The Gut-Brain Connection

Exercise is a long-established way to reset your stress by activating your mind-body connection. A lesser known way to reset your stress is by activating your gut-brain connection. If you’ve never heard of the gut-brain connection, you’re not alone. It’s a relatively new scientific construct, and even those within the medical community are in the early stages of fully understanding how wide of a reach the gut-brain connection can have on your mental and physical health. So far, what we definitively know is that your gut doesn’t just function to maintain your digestion; it plays a role in many other bodily processes, such as your mood, mental health, and even your stress. In this context, your gut refers to your small and large intestines, because that is where a lot of the action of the gut-brain connection happens.

Even if this is the first time you’re learning about the science of the gut-brain connection, it’s not the first time you’ve felt its effects in your body. You’ve been using its terminology for decades. If you’ve ever had gut-wrenching emotions, a pit in your stomach, a gut feeling, or felt butterflies in your gut, you’ve experienced your gut-brain connection firsthand.

The gut-brain connection can impact your stress because your gut and brain are closely tied to each other through a two-way information channel. Scientists sometimes refer to your gut as your second brain because your gut is sensitive to your emotional state. It is home to your body’s second largest collection of nerve cells, or neurons, second only to your brain.28 Your brain sends “top-down” signals to your gut, and your gut sends “bottom-up” signals back to your brain—called cross talk.29 Gut-brain cross talk serves as a telephone operator, connecting your brain to your gut, and has been implicated in a wide array of physical and mental health conditions—from diabetes and Parkinson’s disease to anxiety and depression.30 As it turns out, your gut-brain cross talk may also influence your stress response.

Raina told me she had what she called “a nervous stomach.” Raina explained, “The day before any work presentation, I’ll have belly pain, nausea, and need to go to the bathroom a lot. I forget that this happens to me and convince myself that it’s a stomach bug. But it’s always stress, because when I finish the presentation, my symptoms vanish!”

For many people like Raina, their canary symptoms show up in their gut-brain connection as nausea, stomach pain, indigestion, bloating, or changes to their appetite and bathroom habits. If you experience any of these symptoms under times of stress, maybe you’ve ignored your canary, too.

Raina knew the pattern of her nervous stomach symptoms was related to stress, but she didn’t know what to do about it next. “I try to do a better job of time management and relax the night before a presentation, but I can’t seem to shake my symptoms. It’s really uncomfortable,” she admitted.

Unfortunately, many people like Raina who suffer from an imbalance in their gut-brain connection try to tolerate their discomfort alone and suffer in silence rather than seek medical attention. If you suspect that your gut-brain connection symptoms might be related to stress, it’s important to see your doctor to ensure that they aren’t caused by an underlying medical condition. Even if you suspect that your stomach issue isn’t due to stress, open communication with your doctor is key. There’s a growing awareness of the gut-brain connection in conventional medical care, and many medical practices have links to psychologists with expertise in this field. Your doctor can help you navigate the complex medical system to get you the support and resources you need to heal, irrespective of the underlying reason.

When Raina came to my office, she had already seen her general physician, who had referred her to a gastroenterologist. After a thorough workup, Raina was diagnosed with irritable bowel syndrome (IBS). She had started treatment with her doctors. In addition to her treatment, her doctor suggested she could do a better job managing her stress.

“I understand that stress is worsening my symptoms, but having spa days isn’t helping,” she said. Raina was exasperated. “I need to figure out how to actually lower the stress in my body.”

I understood and empathized with Raina’s stress struggle, remembering my own well-meaning doctor’s suggestion to just “relax more.”

Raina had tried, unsuccessfully, to manage her stress on her own. She came to my office with the hopes of getting a concrete plan to help figure out how to respond to her canary’s warnings. She was doing what most people do when they recognize their canary. She was managing her stress in the short term the day before a presentation. But then she’d go back to her normal routine once her acute stress episode was over. That normal routine consisted of late nights, irregular eating, and a nightly habit of drinking half a bottle of wine to decompress.

“It’s great that you’re making changes to your routine when your stress flares up,” I reassured her, “but our goal together is to prevent, or at least to minimize, the frequency of flares in the first place.”

Raina was caught in a familiar loop. Her stress would flare in the short term, forcing her to put her full attention into managing it. But once her acute stress period was over, she wouldn’t pay much attention to her canary song or how her daily habits were contributing to her stress. A month would go by and everything would be fine. Then an inevitable presentation would come up, which was Raina’s stress trigger, and her canary would sing out an alarm again.

Raina needed help breaking the cycle of stress. “Managing stress is a long game,” I explained to her. “We’re going to focus on making small, sustainable changes, two at a time, so that you can do them every day, not just before a big presentation.”

The focus for Raina’s Rule of 2 was to slowly and incrementally release some therapeutic built-up steam from her tea kettle of stress. We agreed to two key interventions: first, to protect her sleep by aiming for an earlier bedtime, and second, to make time for a daily twenty-minute walking reset.

In addition to our two interventions, Raina agreed to begin acupuncture, which studies have found helpful for IBS and other conditions related to the gut-brain connection.31 She was also going to begin psychotherapy, which her primary doctor had prescribed. I encouraged her to discuss with her therapist the possibility of her being reliant on alcohol.

 “I think you may be self-medicating with alcohol,” I suggested, “It’s something that people with high stress can often do.”

“Wine definitely takes the edge off and helps me cope with my stress better,” she admitted. “But it’s not helping me achieve my long-term stress goals. I’d really like to figure out how to stop drinking every day.”

Self-medicating with alcohol is a common phenomenon, especially among people with elevated stress.32 Awareness and seeking professional help are critical and important first steps. I congratulated Raina on her willingness to explore her coping strategies and her readiness to make a change in her life.

Within the first three months of Raina starting her comprehensive treatment plan with her team of physicians, as well as putting her Rule of 2 into practice, her gut-brain connection symptoms dramatically improved. When she started to pay attention to her canary’s warnings and make changes that supported her long-term stress goals, her canary quieted down. There was little doubt that Raina’s canary had been her gut!

Researchers around the world are trying to understand how the gut-brain connection works so that they can determine how various therapies can benefit patients like Raina. “Our two brains ‘talk’ to each other,” says Johns Hopkins physician Jay Pasricha, who studies the underpinnings of the gut-brain connection. “So therapies that help one may help the other . . . Psychological interventions [like therapy] may also help to ‘improve communications’ between the big brain and the brain in our gut.”33

Your Gut as a Gateway to Managing Your Stress

This growing body of research suggests that your gut could soon be considered a potent gateway to help manage your stress. One of my early mentors would often say, “Why do we glorify the brain when it comes to stress? We need to do more to bring attention to the gut, because we know that’s where things can happen!”

My professor was referring to the fact that 95 percent of your body’s serotonin is found in your gut, and there are three to five times more serotonin receptors in your gut than in your brain.34 Serotonin is a brain chemical, also known as a neurotransmitter, that’s partly responsible for managing your mood. You’ve probably heard of serotonin in the context of the popular class of drugs called selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs), such as Prozac, which are used to improve mood and treat depression. Isn’t it interesting that we refer to serotonin as a brain chemical when most of it is found in the gut? The gut truly is the second brain!

Understanding how to influence your gut-brain connection can be a useful tool in helping you minimize your stress. It helps to have some clarity on how stress can impact your gut-brain connection and vice versa.

Your gut is home to the largest microecosystem of healthy bacteria and other organisms in your body, called the microbiome.35 This microbiome serves as a key intermediary in the information channel and cross talk between your gut and your brain. Even though these healthy bacteria live in your gut, they’re involved in many functions in your body besides digestion such as immunity, mood regulation, stress management, and hundreds of other bodily functions.

Just like your brain changes and responds to stimuli through neuroplasticity, your gut microbiome can also alter its functions based on what’s happening in your body. Many factors influence your gut microbiome, including your age, recent illnesses, medications, and especially stress. Periods of prolonged chronic stress can have an impact on your microbiome, changing its structure and composition so it’s less robust.36 While your gut microbiome is strengthened by many of the strategies offered in this book, like better sleep, less stress, and more exercise, it can be depleted through behaviors like smoking, drinking too much alcohol, not getting enough exercise, and sleeping poorly.

Recent studies have shown that within these trillions of healthy organisms that make up your gut microbiome there are specific bacteria whose sole function is to regulate your mood. This subset of bacteria within your gut microbiome is called the psychobiome, and these are the seat of your gut-brain connection when it comes to your mental health.37 Scientists are working to uncover exactly how the psychobiome works to influence how we think and feel.

“What probably happens is that our brain and our gut are in constant communication,” says John Cryan, a scientific researcher who studies medications that target the psychobiome. Cryan’s colleague Gerald Clark adds, “It will be important to understand better and more precisely the mechanisms at play.”38

Though the science is still new on how to specifically influence your psychobiome, we have enough data to suggest that your overall microbiome can be influenced by your habits and behaviors in the same way your brain is influenced by your daily actions through neuroplasticity. You can actively strengthen your overall microbiome to reset your stress and reverse your burnout through the many techniques I’ve already described in this book and those that are upcoming in the following chapters. In the same way that every technique can be a reset for your brain and stress, these techniques can also become helpful resets to get your overall gut microbiome to a healthier place.

Besides using your daily behaviors to influence your gut-brain connection, the microbiome is sensitive to what you eat. Studies show that certain foods can directly impact your microbiome.39 In fact, the emerging field of nutritional psychiatry is focused primarily on how foods can affect your mental health, and its foundations lie in the gut-brain connection.40

Nutritional psychiatry can help guide you in choosing foods that can improve your stress. We’ll cover those in the next section, but your everyday experience has probably already taught you something valuable about the interplay between stress and food.

For instance, you’ve probably noticed how stress can make you choose certain foods over others. When you’re stressed, you may crave high-fat or high-sugar foods. This phenomenon is called stress eating or emotional eating, and it’s exceedingly common. Enter the chocolate cake, the drive-thru French fries, the pint of ice cream, and the donut. Or in my case, blue corn tortilla chips, which have become my go-to guilty pleasure during stressful times—and I’m not talking about one serving size of eleven chips.

During stressful times, my patients say that they feel like they have no willpower to resist such foods. We see TV ads sending us strong messages that carefree, relaxed times come with a bag of chips, a can of soda, or a pint of ice cream. You don’t see many people in TV commercials touting the benefits of a better life with a bag of baby spinach, right?

But there’s an even deeper reason for our stress cravings for sugar, salt, and fat that predates television, going all the way back to that little lizard brain we’ve had since our cave dweller days. During periods of stress, our brains are biologically programmed to crave high-fat, high-sugar foods because these are the most calorically dense. As we’ve seen, when the amygdala, that little reptilian part of our brain, is activated during stress, we focus on survival. In the most literal of terms, calories equal survival. Your reptilian brain can’t distinguish between stress caused by paying bills or stress caused by a famine, so you’d better bulk up your body while you can.

When you reach for your comfort food, it’s because your brain is responding to your internal cues. But instead of berating yourself, as so many of us do, start by giving yourself some self-compassion and ask yourself this question posed by Deepak Chopra instead: What am I really hungry for?41 Maybe it’s more rest, certainty about the future, or more connection. Aim to give that to yourself, instead.

What Are You Hungry For?

“I’ve been getting by, day to day, with emotional support from friends,” my new patient Lauren told me. Then she paused, laughed a little, and added, “And a whole lot of chocolate cake.”

At age forty-nine, Lauren was twenty-two years into an intense full-time career in social work. Outside of her job, Lauren had the constant activities and concerns of her two teenage daughters, who were trying to become more independent, and a husband who had his hands full and put in long hours with his car dealership. Lauren’s parents had moved nearby when the children were little to help out, but now they both had their own health issues and depended on Lauren for help with their needs.

“My anxiety isn’t new to me,” Lauren told me. “I’ve been seeing a therapist for about seven years. But my stress eating has gotten to a whole new level. I’ve gained almost twenty pounds in the past two years! My chocolate cake fix is backfiring.”

Even though Lauren was trying to be light-hearted about it, I could tell by the way she twisted her hands on her lap that she was hitting a wall.

When I asked her to describe her pattern of emotional eating, she explained, “It started out as an occasional bedtime treat. But now, I can’t let a day go by without indulging in chocolate cake. And the worst part is, I eat it right before bedtime, and the serving sizes have become bigger over time.”

Lauren’s face flushed with embarrassment. “I’m weak. I can’t seem to curb this bad habit.”

“First of all, you are far from weak, Lauren,” I assured her. “You’re overscheduled, you have an intense career, and you have loved ones who depend on you, so it makes sense that you’re eating as a way to cope with your life’s stresses.”

Lauren replied, “But my circumstances aren’t going to change anytime soon. So, then what?”

“You’re right,” I said. “Your chronic stress isn’t going to magically disappear, which is why we’re going to start with the Rule of 2.”

As the first step, Lauren committed to a daily exercise program, beginning with a brisk twenty-minute walk every day. Exercise served two purposes for Lauren: to directly affect her anxiety and stress through the brain mechanisms we’ve discussed above, and to indirectly influence her prefrontal cortex—the part of your brain responsible for food cravings. Studies show that increased activity in the prefrontal cortex can help minimize food cravings, and exercise may help to modulate this pathway.42

In one study of fifty-one women, a brisk twenty-minute walk with an average speed of 3.5 miles per hour was found to help control food cravings for both chips and chocolate, resulting in less consumption of these foods. Researchers said that their findings “demonstrated that a bout of moderate aerobic exercise could both enhance inhibitory control [by the brain] and improve dietary choice [by the individual].”43 This study, along with several others, shows us that exercise doesn’t only help your body manage stress; it can also be a potent driver of changing your relationship to food cravings during stress.

The second part of Lauren’s Rule of 2 was to start keeping a food log. Tracking what you eat and when can have a profound effect on your awareness of how much you eat. It has been shown to be one of the most effective weight-management tools. With Lauren’s recent weight gain, she was eager to get a better handle on her eating overall, and specifically her chocolate cake fix, but it had been hard to do on her own. A food log would help her understand her eating patterns, and awareness is always the first step to making a change.

To show Lauren how powerful a food log can be, I shared the findings of a landmark study which showed that keeping a food log doubled people’s weight loss.44 Of the 1,685 participants, those who kept a food log lost more than twice the amount of weight than those who didn’t. The small act of writing down what you eat throughout the day can have a big impact.

Lauren was encouraged by these findings. She was open to tracking her food intake, and since it didn’t add to her existing anxiety, we included this in her Rule of 2. We also discussed how she could swap out chocolate cake for food that was more nutrient-dense and less calorically dense when she felt compelled to eat a bedtime snack. She agreed to try apples with peanut butter. “I’ll need the sweetness and crunch of apples with the creamy, decadent texture of peanut butter,” she said.

This prescribed Rule of 2 for Lauren was based on the premise that helping her manage her underlying stress and anxiety would then have a ripple effect on her emotional eating and she could make progress toward her long-term health goals.

Lauren now had a plan in place and was eager to implement it that very evening. When I checked back with her four weeks later via email, she said the plan was working, in spite of her full and overscheduled life. “I’m really enjoying my walking time and being alone,” she told me. “It’s the quiet time for myself I’ve been craving. It almost feels meditative for me, a nice break in my day. I’ve been going every single day, rain or shine. And I’ve increased my walking time from twenty to forty-five minutes. I’m learning these new coping skills so I’m less likely to reach for my chocolate cake!”

I encouraged Lauren to keep going.

When I saw her for a follow-up two months later, her Personalized Stress Score had dropped from 18 to 8. She shared her food log with me and was averaging bedtime eating only twice a week—a vast improvement from seven days a week! She had also gradually lost seven pounds. Lauren was in a much better place than when she had begun her stress journey a few months before.

As she was leaving my office, Lauren asked me what else she could do. She had built up momentum and wanted to keep it going. “I’ve gotten my Rule of 2 down. It’s really working for me,” she said proudly. “But I’m ready to take that next step. What else can I do with my diet to protect my health?”

In addition to continuing her daily brisk walking and food tracking, I suggested that Lauren begin to slowly incorporate the Mediterranean Diet into her life. She was intrigued when I explained the many health benefits of the Mediterranean Diet and was ready to bring some of its elements into her eating habits.

The Gold Standard of Eating for Better Health

When it comes to the links between stress and what you eat, the relationship goes both ways. Stress can make you crave certain types of foods, like chocolate cake for Lauren or blue corn tortilla chips for me. But certain foods can influence your levels of stress too. A wealth of information is available through the many studies in nutritional psychiatry on which foods to choose. But my patients tell me that even if they’re interested in eating better, it’s hard to keep up with the latest “superfoods.” They’re often frustrated with the changing trends.

When they ask me about the best diet to eat for less stress and better health, like Lauren did, I always recommend the Mediterranean Diet. The Mediterranean Diet is less of a strict diet and more of a general way of eating. Its focus is mostly on eating fresh fruits and vegetables, whole grains, legumes and beans, monounsaturated fats from nuts and olive oil, fish and chicken, and some dairy. There’s no specific formula for eating a Mediterranean Diet, like other more prescriptive diets; it’s more about combining these nutrient-dense, minimally processed foods into balanced meals. Compared with the standard American diet, the Mediterranean Diet overall includes eating fewer processed foods, less red meat, and fewer simple carbohydrates and saturated fats.

Of any diet, the Mediterranean Diet has been shown again and again, through hundreds of studies comparing different types of diets, to be the gold-standard way of eating for many common conditions and for overall health. It’s been found to help with maintaining brain health, improving longevity, controlling weight, managing diabetes, and preventing chronic illnesses, including cancer.45 It’s also been shown to help mental health conditions like anxiety and depression. In one study, eating a modified Mediterranean Diet for three months reduced participants’ self-reported anxiety symptoms.46 In another, eating a Mediterranean-inspired diet rich in fruit, vegetables, fish, and lean meat was linked to fewer depressive symptoms.47

And since we’re talking about the gut-brain connection, the Mediterranean Diet can also influence your microbiome. In a yearlong study across five European countries, participants following the Mediterranean Diet experienced improvements in their gut microbiome.48

Another important part of the Mediterranean Diet is its focus on prebiotic and probiotic foods, which has been built into the way of eating for centuries in many parts of the world. Both of these types of food can directly affect the gut microbiome to strengthen your gut-brain connection. Prebiotic foods include things like whole grains, oats, apples, bananas, onions, artichokes, garlic, asparagus, and even cocoa; these foods help feed the healthy gut bacteria in your microbiome. Probiotic foods are usually fermented foods and include things like yogurt, sauerkraut, kefir, and kombucha, which give back some healthy bacteria to your microbiome.49

While this way of eating is generally beneficial to prevent many chronic conditions, it’s also an important consideration when it comes to managing your stress. One study found that increasing vegetable intake, as the Mediterranean Diet suggests, could help improve levels of perceived stress.50 In another study of forty-five people, a diet rich in prebiotic and fermented foods decreased stress by 32 percent, and those participants who followed the diet more accurately had an even greater reduction in their stress.51

With the plethora of health benefits of a Mediterranean Diet, you may wonder how to bring this way of eating onto your plate. If you’re currently eating the standard American diet and are curious about gradually adopting a new way of eating inspired by the Mediterranean Diet, here are a few simple swaps and choices you can make:52


	Add a rainbow of fruits and vegetables to your meals. Aim for five servings every day. Be sure to include some prebiotic vegetables in the rotation, such as mushrooms, green peas, legumes, and onions.

	Start using extra virgin olive oil as your cooking oil.

	Instead of red meat, eat fish or chicken and start eating more beans and legumes for protein.

	Swap out white bread for whole grain breads. Incorporate whole grains, too, such as oats and barley. 

	Drink water instead of soda or juice. 

	Add a few spoonfuls of probiotic foods like yogurt or sauerkraut to your weekly meals.



Like any life change, making changes in what you eat can add to your stress. So follow the Rule of 2 for incorporating the Mediterranean Diet into your life: make only two small changes at a time, and every few weeks, add two more. You will slowly and gradually cook and eat your way to better health.

As you begin to eat this new way, you’re going to have to start shopping for food in a different way too. One technique I recommend to my interested patients, and one I use myself, is to shop the perimeter of your grocery store. Most supermarkets have the same setup: the center aisles have boxed, processed, and calorically dense foods, while the perimeter has fresh, minimally processed, and nutritionally dense foods that are close to their natural state. There’s a produce section, grain section, protein section, and dairy section. By shopping the perimeter of your grocery store, your food choices will slowly start to mimic the Mediterranean Diet with minimal effort.

TECHNIQUE #9: Let Your Gut Lead the Way

Most of us grew up enjoying certain foods and thinking that if a grocery store sells it, it must be healthy enough. We now know that many of the foods sold in stores are made for convenience and a long shelf life, rather than what’s best for the body. Here are some simple ideas for checking in with what would make your gut happy and boost your brain, too:


	Keep a log of what you eat during an average day, especially noting the foods you consume when you’re feeling stressed. Many of us crave high-fat, high-sugar foods when stressed. 

	The next time you go to the grocery store, make a choice to walk the outer perimeter first and fill up your grocery cart with fresh food items before shopping the inner aisles where more of the processed and preserved foods are displayed. 

	Every week, aim to incorporate one or two additional foods from the Mediterranean Diet list. 

	If you go to the fridge or cupboard to get a snack even when you’re not hungry, pause to check in with why you crave a snack. Perhaps you really want a break from your workday, or a change of scenery. Maybe you need to have a moment of self-compassion because you’re facing something that makes you uncomfortable. Or it could be simple boredom that can’t be solved with a peanut butter cup. 



Emotional eating is part of our biology. Learn to decipher your body’s signals for hunger from your body’s reaction to boredom, frustration, anger, worry, and the many other emotional reasons we eat when we’re not hungry. Your stress will thank you for knowing the difference.

Three months after I first saw her, Lauren sent me an email with this subject headline: “Good News!” She had lost eleven pounds with the three techniques she had put into place. Through taking her brisk twenty-minute daily walk, keeping a food log, and eating more of a Mediterranean Diet, Lauren had made major strides in her stress, weight, and gut-brain connection. Besides the mere number on the scale, Lauren felt a great sense of achievement for what she had been able to do with a few simple techniques using her Rule of 2 in just over three months. This confidence carried over into other areas of her life. Her co-workers noticed and so did her family.

“Everyone has been asking me what I’ve been doing. It’s not just how I look, but more important, how I feel,” Lauren said. “I felt out of control before, but these small steps have helped me feel in control of my life again.”

Lauren had found a way, through her Rule of 2, to slow down her runaway stress in spite of nothing else changing in her external environment. She still had the same challenges at home and at work, but she was able to better manage those life stresses. Lauren’s success was due to her progress, not to perfection.

Lauren needed something to help her self-soothe and cope with difficult emotions. Food is a great pleasure of life meant to be enjoyed. It wasn’t realistic to expect a zero-chocolate-cake policy. By addressing Lauren’s emotions gently and with compassion, through an exercise program, food log, and gradual dietary changes, she was able to reset her stress. Lauren had learned to sync her brain and her body.

Raina’s and Lauren’s stories may seem to be overnight successes to you, but in reality, both women required many small, slow, and incremental steps (along with plenty of missteps!) on their paths. Syncing your brain and your body to strengthen your mind-body connection is a skill that takes practice. But with the four techniques in this reset—learning how to be present with Stop–Breathe–Be, recalibrating your stress response using the demonstrated breathing techniques, moving your body a little every day to get out of your head, and leading with your gut—you too can become your own success story soon enough. It just takes a little practice to get there.
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The Fourth Reset: Come Up for Air 

“Nothing I do is good enough. No matter how hard I work, my productivity is worse than it’s ever been!” Holly explained, waving her hands around. “I’m working harder than ever to just stay in place. I’m completely drained at the end of every day. It’s like I can’t come up for air!”

Considering the high percentage of people who are suffering from burnout, I know Holly isn’t the only one feeling like she’s giving it her all but only staying in place.

“I’ve worked in the tech industry for seventeen years,” she said. “I used to be the one who had it all going on. But with artificial intelligence on the rise, I’m worried about the many rapid changes. If I fall behind at work, my position might be outsourced to an A.I. program.”

Holly was a high achiever—a graduate of MIT with a track record of having an illustrious tech career. But recently, she has been stuck in a pattern of high stress and low productivity. I assured Holly that the stress and burnout she was feeling weren’t the exception, but the rule. “Your concerns are valid. It’s the new normal, and the old rules don’t apply,” I said. “But A.I. can’t provide the irreplaceable human factor that you bring to work every day.”

“I know,” Holly sighed. “My company appreciates me and my expertise. There just aren’t enough hours in the day to keep up with all the rapid changes.”

“No one can keep up the pace and stay in the race without also taking a break,” I sympathized. “Even marathon races have a finish line, but our work and home lives don’t. So we have to create some time to catch our breath.”

Holly had been running on empty for the previous few years. She knew she was experiencing burnout, yet she held herself to the same high-functioning standards of productivity she had before her burnout set in.

Like many of my patients, Holly was taught at a young age how to put others’ needs before her own, so paying attention to her canary symptoms required a change in perspective. Maybe you’re experiencing something similar to what Holly is going through. If so, you might be thinking, “How can I reset from burnout when I’m doing the best I possibly can and it’s still not helping?”

In this Fourth Reset, Come Up for Air, you’ll learn the mechanics of how you can give your brain a breather without sacrificing your productivity. In fact, the techniques in this reset may help you enhance your productivity, even in the midst of your stress and burnout. Through the three techniques offered here, you’ll be able to do less to achieve more, create healthy boundaries to maintain your energy and focus, and feel more in control as you juggle your many roles at work and at home.

Even if your stress feels overwhelming, irrespective of your current circumstances, the Fourth Reset will help you find mental space so your brain can gradually recalibrate to its optimal functioning. As the science shows, your brain functions best when it’s not overloaded, which is why the Rule of 2 has a high success rate. So keep the Rule of 2 in mind as you learn the three techniques in this Fourth Reset: the Goldilocks Principle, the Magic of Monotasking (or the Myth of Multitasking), and the Fake Commute.

The Goldilocks Principle

How could aiming to be like Goldilocks have a positive effect on your level of stress? Because that little girl with golden hair, even under the threat of angry bears, was able to find the “just right” way to take care of herself.

If you’ve been feeling stressed and burned out recently, it’s more than likely that your productivity has suffered. You’re not functioning at the top of your game in any sphere of your life. You’re barely surviving and certainly not thriving. Your internal self-talk may be pushing you to work harder and faster to catch up to your old productivity standards, but this just slows you down and makes you less productive.

Holly was living the resilience myth, so for her Rule of 2, my first suggestion was for her to do less at work and make her breaks count. Her eyes narrowed and she visibly scoffed at my suggestion. Doing less had never been an option for her. But with her increasing burnout and stress, she was feeling that she had run out of options. “Obviously, what I’m currently doing isn’t working,” she said.

Holly decided she was ready to embrace a new way to work. I assured her that this first prescription of doing less in the short term would allow her to achieve far more in the long term.

“You may believe that stress impacts the brain and body in a straight, linear way,” I explained, drawing a graph on paper, with a line in an upwards slope. “The more stress, the worse off you are, right?”

Holly nodded. “That sounds about right.”

“But actually, research has shown that our stress response is like a bell-shaped curve,” I clarified.1 “When you have too little stress in your life, you’re on the left side of this curve. This shows up as you being bored, unmotivated, and unproductive. But on the flip side, when you have too much stress, which is where you are, you’re on the right side of the curve. You feel anxious, depleted, and unproductive.”

I continued: “Right in the middle of the curve is your sweet spot for stress—not too much and not too little when your stress is just right. This is your healthy stress level where you feel motivated but not overwhelmed, engaged but not depleted.2 In this sweet spot of stress, your brain and body function optimally. This is called your body’s adaptive response to stress.”

What I had described to Holly was what I call the Goldilocks Principle of stress.

It’s probably safe for me to assume that, like Holly, you are also on the right side of the curve right now with too much stress and possibly burnout. Our work together is to help you gradually shift from being on the right side of the curve with too much stress, to somewhere in the middle, that is, the top of the bell curve, near your sweet spot of healthy stress.

The remedy for getting to your sweet spot of stress is, of course, slowing down and doing less. But with demanding bosses and approaching deadlines, that’s the farthest thing from reality.

You may be thinking that the Goldilocks Principle is great in theory, but it’s not realistic or practical in your life. You don’t think you can slow down and do less at work without everything falling apart or finding yourself getting fired.

I understand. Goldilocks herself, in the story, was actually trespassing in the bears’ home and not facing the reality of her life. She didn’t last long, pretending a different life was hers.

You have real-world obligations to uphold, like working your job; paying your bills, a monthly mortgage, or rent; and maintaining relationships. You don’t have the luxury of scaling back until your stress level hits your sweet spot and is “just right.”

As much as we’d all love to step away from our responsibilities and head to a beach in Bali, I want to give you the real-world application of the Goldilocks Principle: honor your breaks.

“Instead of going right from one meeting to the next, I want you to take a short break between meetings,” I suggested to Holly.

Because Holly loved data, I shared a study conducted by Microsoft that compared brain scans of people who were in back-to-back meetings with brain scans of people who took short breaks. The study found that the brain scans in the group taking short breaks showed significantly less stress. Short, frequent ten minute breaks decreased the cumulative effects of work stress on the brain.3 This helped Holly become more enthusiastic about honoring her breaks.

If you’re like Holly, you probably do what we all do between meetings and work tasks: you scroll mindlessly through social media or quickly glance at your email inbox. Instead, as part of your Fourth Reset, spend your break time intentionally working on your stress: do some gentle stretches at your desk, get up and take a quick five-minute walk, or practice the relaxation and breathing techniques you learned in Chapter 5. Aim to begin building your new habit of staying intentional and present during your breaks so you can gradually shift your stress levels from the right side of the curve back toward the middle near your sweet spot.

It’s like the tea kettle analogy—find ways to blow off therapeutic steam.

By honoring your breaks, rather than spending them mindlessly in activities that might promote stress, you can achieve the Goldilocks Principle of “just right” stress in theory and in practice!

When Holly understood where she was on her stress curve and compared it with where she wanted eventually to be, she started to put the Goldilocks Principle into practice by honoring her breaks. Working in tech meant she spent most of her day on a computer and in meetings. Between meetings Holly began stepping away from all tech screens, including her phone, to stand up and stretch and do some deep breathing. Once a day she took a brisk walk to get herself into a better mindset. If an outdoors walk wasn’t possible, Holly would head to the stairwell in her building and go up and down a couple flights of stairs for ten minutes. Her co-workers thought she was on her way to another meeting.

“It takes at least eight weeks to build a habit,” I reminded Holly, “so find ways to make these changes automatic.”

To help her brain create a new habit, Holly scheduled several three-to-five-minute blocks into her work calendar immediately after long meetings and peppered them throughout the day. Because they were small increments of time, none of her co-workers or her assistant seemed to notice. She committed to honoring her breaks for two months, and with time and patience, her stress levels gradually drifted to a lower, healthier state. When she compared her Personalized Stress Score from her first visit to her score two months later, she saw a ten-point reduction. She said she felt that change in her daily life. Holly had found her sweet spot of stress by honoring her breaks in spite of working in a fast-paced environment. She was figuring out how to come up for air in the midst of her fast-paced work life.

TECHNIQUE #10: Follow the Goldilocks Principle for “Just Right” Stress

Find the natural breaks in your daily schedule, which could be when you switch from one task to another, when you are leaving a meeting, when you are between classes, when you finish a section of a longer project, etc. Instead of checking your smartphone or hurrying on to what’s next, choose to take three to five minutes to give your mind time to reset.

During your short break, unite your mind with your body through a physical action: stand up and stretch, look out a window as you do some diaphragmatic breathing, take a short walk in the hallway, or go up and down some stairs. Stay present with the way you feel physically in the moment instead of letting your thoughts race ahead to what’s next on your list.


	Move toward integrating five or six short breaks of three to five minutes into your day. 

	Make this a daily practice for three months and observe whether your productivity increases and your stress minimizes. 



The Goldilocks Principle helps to debunk a common productivity myth in our hustle culture that working faster, harder, and longer is the only way to improve productivity. That is a scientific fallacy and couldn’t be farther from the truth. Your brain works better and more efficiently, especially when you’re managing new tasks, if it’s given time to decompress. Honoring your breaks not only can lower your stress in the short term, but it can fuel your productivity in the long term.

Taking breaks can help you build a better functioning brain. When you step away from a task you’re working on, you’re letting your brain and its neural pathways go through an important process called consolidation.

Neural consolidation is when new learning and information that’s been floating around in your head gets cemented into pathways and circuits for future use. A study looked at brain scans of twenty-seven healthy adults and found that even a short, ten-second break improved learning through consolidation.4 When the researchers compared these healthy brain scans, they found that the brains changed more during rest than during learning sessions.5

This prompted the researchers to investigate when the learning was actually happening—during practice or during rest? “Everyone thinks you need to ‘practice, practice, practice’ when learning something new,” said the study’s senior author, Leonardo G. Cohen. “Instead, we found that resting, early and often, may be just as critical to learning as practice.”6

Holly laughed when I shared this study’s findings with her. “That happened to me last week!” she exclaimed. “I had spent hours huddled over my computer at night trying to solve a tech problem for work. I couldn’t figure out what was wrong so I gave up and started getting ready for bed. I was in the shower and then it suddenly dawned on me what the glitch was! And I was able to fix it the next morning!”

“You gave your brain a breather and had a breakthrough,” I confirmed.

Like Holly, you’re more capable of having your own breakthroughs with a little help from short, intentional breaks. And they need to be only ten seconds long to be worthwhile for your brain.

Multitasking Is a Myth

The second intervention in Holly’s Rule of 2 was to minimize her multitasking. She was a self-proclaimed “excellent multitasker” and wore this badge with pride. “Being a great multitasker got me promoted quickly,” Holly said. “I used to be able to do four things at once. But now my energy is dragging, everything takes me twice as long, and I’m making mistakes more often. I probably need to slow down.”

The data match Holly’s experience. Eighty-two percent of American workers say they multitask every day, more than any other country in the world.7 One survey showed that the average office worker is distracted every thirty-one minutes.8 If you work in the service industry, you’re multitasking eleven tasks per shift, and that doubles if you’re working the morning shift.9 The next time the barista gets your morning coffee order wrong, try and show a little compassion instead. They are juggling a large mental load.

Like Holly, you’ve likely aspired to get better at multitasking or been complimented for your multitasking skills in your professional life. Haven’t we all? But multitasking is a scientific misnomer, another long-standing myth our hustle culture likes to perpetuate. When you multitask, what your brain is actually doing is called task switching—moving quickly from one task to another in rapid succession. The human brain is wired to do one thing at a time. Studies show that only 2.5 percent of human brains have the uncommon distinction of being able to do more than one thing at a time, but this is exceedingly rare.10 Most of us are terrible at multitasking, even though 100 percent of us believe we’re excellent multitaskers!

Task switching can have a detrimental effect on your brain with respect to cognition, memory, and attention.11 Studies show that multitasking can slow down your productivity by 40 percent.12 It makes you less productive because it weakens your prefrontal cortex, the area of your brain responsible for higher executive and cognitive function.13 Task switching also makes you less skilled at solving complex problems. Our world is filled with complex problems to solve. We can’t afford to multitask!

For Holly, that meant another change in perspective: learning to monotask. Monotasking is a way to protect your brain from burnout and stress. But you may be thinking “that’s how my brain works. I always have three or four things going at once.” You might question whether you can maintain your efficiency and accomplish everything expected of you at work and at home if you stop multitasking.

The real-world strategy to efficiently monotask is to create time blocks.

For Holly, who often worked on several projects at a time, we devised the following schedule using the Pomodoro Technique.14 This technique was developed for time management in the late 1980s and has been used with great success by those of us who feel distracted, frazzled, torn in many directions, procrastinate because of overwhelm, or try to keep too many plates spinning at one time. Use a timer and allow yourself twenty-five minutes (called a pomodoro—the Italian word for “tomato,” which the developer of this technique chose because of the tomato-shaped kitchen timer he used when he was a student) to focus on only one task. You set your timer, and when it rings, you stop and take a five-minute break away from the task. Then, you move on to your second task and put a fresh twenty-five minutes on the timer . . . and repeat. After four pomodoros in a row, you take a longer thirty-minute break.

Holly’s time-blocked work session looked like this:

Task 1, twenty-five-minute time block; five-minute break

Task 2, twenty-five-minute time block; five-minute break

Task 3, twenty-five-minute time block; five-minute break

Task 4, twenty-five-minute time block; five-minute break

Longer thirty- to forty-minute break. Then repeat the above sequence.

Using this schedule, Holly agreed to try swapping multitasking for time blocking instead. By the end of the workday, Holly had made progress on all of her competing projects but without her attention being divided among them. She was able to allot dedicated time to each project and immerse herself fully. She allowed her brain to monotask, thereby strengthening her prefrontal cortex, which helped her solve the many complex tech problems she had at work. She was already keeping her phone and other distractions like pop-ups to a minimum, so time blocking and developing her new schedule helped her recover from the multitasking myth and come up for air.

TECHNIQUE #11: Learn the Magic of Monotasking


	Decide which tasks are a priority for your day.

	Choose a set amount of time that you believe you’re able to focus without your mind wandering. Initially, it might be only ten to fifteen minutes; with practice you may learn to focus for twenty to thirty minutes. Be mindful of your limits and don’t overdo it, which may slow your burnout recovery.

	Pick a task from your list, set a timer, and focus only on the chosen task. Stay true to monotasking until your timer rings.

	Take a short break and do something physical: stretching, diaphragmatic breathing, walking in the hallway. Maybe drink some water.

	Reset your timer for another task from your list, then focus on it until the timer rings.

	Repeat the above through your workday.

	Congratulate yourself every day for sharpening your focus through monotasking.



Over time, as Holly’s burnout improved, she noticed that it became easier for her to enter into a flow state when she was working on interesting projects. The flow state, as mentioned in Chapter 3, is a mind state in which you’re fully immersed in an activity and lose track of time. The flow state also has many mental health benefits, including being protective for work-related burnout.15 “Flow has also been associated with a number of longer-term wellbeing outcomes,” says cognitive scientist Richard Huskey. “Everything from buffering against burnout at work to buffering against depression to increasing resilience.”16

If you’ve ever been so engrossed in an activity that the time you spent doing it felt like minutes but was actually hours, you’ve probably experienced the flow state. There are many paths to entering a flow state; some common examples include writing, playing music, creating art, playing sports, dancing, doing DIY projects, and solving puzzles.

Give yourself some grace as you walk yourself back from burnout and come up for air. Start with honoring your breaks, give up your multitasking habit, and adopt monotasking using time blocking instead. With time, maybe you’ll find you have the energy to pursue the activities that bring you joy and get you into a state of flow. Holly’s journey took more than three months.

As I did with Holly, I encourage you to not rush the process. Your first step in the Fourth Reset is to make sure you give your brain the break it needs to rest and recover before you start chasing flow. Creating a monotasking habit for yourself isn’t meant to be another add-on to your growing to-do list. The road to burnout recovery is slow and intentional. Give yourself the time, patience, and self-compassion to get there.

For Holly, as time went on and her monotasking habit became stronger, she was able to do forty-five-minute time blocks with ten-minute breaks. That may be different for you. If you have a high degree of burnout and have been doing your best working with many distractions, you may need to build up to an uninterrupted block of time. Start slow with a ten-minute block of distraction-free time. Set a timer. Keep your phone out of arm’s reach, silence your notifications and Slack channels, and dive into your work. When you complete your time block, you can catch up on what you missed. Each week, aim to increase your time block by five minutes until you can comfortably work for twenty-five to thirty consecutive minutes without distractions.

I’ve used this strategy since medical school and still use it today. My time blocks are now fifty minutes, because I’ve slowly built up my ability to focus for longer stretches of time, but I started with twenty-five-minute increments suggested by the Pomodoro Technique. In fact, I wrote this book using this time-blocking technique.

When I was a medical student, I didn’t know there was something called monotasking. Nor did I know its many brain benefits. But I needed a technique to help me focus on and retain the large amounts of material I was required to learn every week. I stumbled onto a time-blocking technique that worked for me through trial and error and have stayed with it ever since. When you’re stressed and under pressure, it feels daunting to take on any task that will take hours to accomplish fully. You can’t visualize the totality, but you can imagine getting through twenty to forty-five minutes.

Organizing time into manageable blocks breaks up the task at hand so that it feels more doable. With every time block you finish, you have a sense of completion and a respite. I would feel a rush of relief when my timer rang and I could leave the medical school library to take a walk outside and stretch my legs. Initially, I think I did time blocking for the built-in breaks, because they helped me overcome the mental hurdle of studying vast amounts of material. Now it’s become a habit, and I can’t work any other way.

Over the years, I’ve used time blocking with nearly every project I’ve been tasked to complete. Sometimes the block is twenty minutes long, sometimes forty-five minutes, but I never go past the fifty-minute mark because psychologically I need that five-to-ten-minute break every hour to reset my brain.

It took me a few decades to master the skill of monotasking. After all, we each have decades of hustle culture to dismantle, and that doesn’t happen in an hour, a day, or even weeks. We’ve all been living the resilience myth without knowing it. Our brains will happily accept our new way to work on a project once we’ve adapted our schedules to time blocking. Now I can say I wear my monotasking badge as proudly as I once wore my “excellent multitasker” one!

Over several months, Holly shared my enthusiasm and joined the ranks of fully recovered multitaskers. She became a proud monotasker. With these simple and perhaps counterintuitive tweaks to her working style, her productivity flourished.

Your Brain Loves Compartments

One of the reasons that monotasking through time blocking is an effective strategy to combat stress and burnout is because it supports your brain’s need for compartmentalization.

Nothing made us appreciate our brain’s need for compartmentalization more than the pandemic. The majority of us had to work, parent, and live within the same space, day after day. Humans are multidimensional creatures and serve many roles as workers, parents, spouses, friends, and siblings. When you’re unnaturally forced to play out each of these roles in the same physical space, it doesn’t bode well for your stress and mental health. Talk about a tea kettle of stress! Many of us felt like that kettle of water, with the flame under it being turned from low to high every day. There was no place to let off the steam because we were trapped in our situations.

When you’re able to create clear physical delineations for your many roles, you give yourself an opportunity to function well in each of them. You bring different skills and aspects of your personality to the many spheres you inhabit, and being forced to perform to your maximal capacity in each of your roles while under one small roof with others shortchanges your potential to do any of them well. Just like your brain is wired to monotask rather than multitask, you are your most fulfilled, productive, and actualized self when you’re not being forced to multipurpose.

Giselle was a mom to a toddler and worked as a medical writer. Her company offered a hybrid work model: work from home or return to the office. Since her husband worked long hours, Giselle did the daily pickup and dropoff of her toddler to and from preschool. This was before and after her one-hour commute each way to her company’s office.

“I hated my long commute, so I thought working from home would be a great respite,” Giselle explained when she came to see me for worsening stress. “But I’m at my wit’s end,” she admitted. “I’ve been totally unproductive. I’m not meeting deadlines and my reputation is suffering. I was known to be the writer who could deliver with a tight deadline. But lately I’ve been asking for one extension after another.”

For Giselle’s Rule of 2, her first intervention was to incorporate the Goldilocks Principle into her workday by honoring her breaks. For her second intervention, I suggested the fake commute.

The Fake Commute

Giselle was convinced that her previous long commute to work held no value, but it served two key purposes. Not only did it transport her physically to work, but it also gave her the time to mentally transport herself and prime her brain for work mode. When she gave up her physical daily commute, she lost her ability to gradually transition from home mode to work mode. Instead, within minutes, she was thrust from being a busy mom and wife into focusing on her medical writing from her kitchen table. Giselle’s brain needed a commute to transition from wife-mother-homemaker to company employee.

Working from home can have many benefits, so this isn’t about advocating that we should all return to the office. Studies show that the length of a commute is inversely correlated with job satisfaction; the shorter your commute, the higher your job satisfaction.17 Hybrid work has been shown to improve autonomy, productivity, stress, and burnout.18 In one Gallup Poll, nearly 60 percent of respondents said hybrid work helped decrease their burnout.19 With these many benefits of hybrid work, it’s not surprising that almost 85 percent of workers prefer a hybrid work model than the traditional in-office model.20 Hybrid work is increasingly becoming the future of work and a new way to reclaim work-life balance.

However, is it possible to reap the benefits of working from home while still maintaining the psychological benefits of a commute to the office? Yes. You can fake your commute.

As Giselle’s husband got their son ready for preschool each morning, Giselle got herself dressed and ready for work as if she were going into the office. She set up her workstation at the kitchen table: laptop, water bottle, and a notepad with a quick priority list. She made lunch for her son and then walked with him to preschool. Instead of rushing back home, feeling harried, and starting her day frantically, she started her fake commute. She stopped by a coffee shop and picked up a coffee to go. She walked around the block drinking her coffee and strategizing about her day. When she got to a local park, she sat on a bench for a few minutes to quickly check her calendar on her phone: What meetings did she have scheduled that day? What project was she going to start first? What needed more revisions? What was ready to submit today?

Her fake commute took approximately fifteen minutes, and during those minutes, Giselle was able to transition from home mode into work mode. She felt calm and organized, ready to begin her workday. She entered her home office, which was previously her kitchen table, took a seat, and began working.

When she came in to my office for her follow-up two months later, Giselle was ecstatic. “Every morning, I’ve been doing my fake commute,” she told me. “My productivity is so much better. I’ve been churning out articles over the past two months. I make sure I take lots of breaks and do something small to manage my stress like we discussed. For the most part, I’ve been on track and feel great about the changes. This stuff works!”

Through the fake commute and the process of brain compartmentalization, Giselle was feeling engaged and enthusiastic about her work again, without ever returning to the office. Her brain got the breather it needed. Giselle had finally started to feel like she could come up for air.

TECHNIQUE #12: Fake Your Commute

If you work from home or operate a business from your own property, building in buffer time every morning and evening between your work life and your personal life gives you time to reset your brain and your stress.

Establish your time to begin work. Set up your morning so that you get up, get dressed, and are ready to leave the house as if you had a ten-to-fifteen-minute commute to work.

Take those ten to fifteen minutes to leave your personal home life behind and prepare your brain for work. You might take a walk in the neighborhood, pick up coffee nearby, or scan your daily tasks and appointments to map out your workday.

When you return to your home, go straight to your work area as if you have arrived at your job. You’re now ready to begin your workday.

At the end of the workday, reverse your fake commute. Leave your work area behind, take a walk, run a quick errand, and begin to transition back to your personal time.

The Power of Rituals

What Giselle was doing well in taking a fake commute every day was establishing a sense of ritual for working from home. “Ritual” used in this context is not associated with any religious tradition—it merely means a pattern you’re developing through the psychology of habit.

Rituals are things you do repeatedly and in a certain order. They’re a helpful catalyst to prime your brain, helping you create some mental space when you have little to no physical space. When you’re forced to multipurpose in one space, a simple ritual can help your brain recognize that a familiar pattern comes next for the role ahead.

Rituals can be powerful change agents for your brain. Psychiatrist Neha Chaudhary says that rituals can help us regulate our emotions. She sees them as “anchors . . . to help us remember who we are and how to navigate life.”21 Sports psychologist Caroline Silby adds, “Rituals allow you to create a pathway to connect your mind and body and feel in control during a time where there are a lot of unknowns . . . [to be] more empowered to respond and make effective choices.”22

The fake commute can be a potent ritual for change, but you may choose another ritual instead. Aim to take a simple action consistently at the start of your workday that signifies a transition from home mode to work mode. It’s less about the actual ritual you decide to use and more about the meaning and purpose you’ve infused into the action. Some examples of rituals include lighting a candle, turning on a special desk lamp, using a designated coffee mug during work hours, placing your phone in a specific place at least ten feet away from your workstation, using a work-specific pen and notepad, or having a certain set of stretches that you do between each work call. The Stop–Breathe–Be technique would be a great addition to your repertoire of rituals during the workday. Whatever small gestures you choose to use, infuse them with as much intention as possible to send a signal to your brain that you’re in work mode. You can also add rituals to times of your workday that are natural starting and stopping points—lunchtime, your coffee break, or the end of the day.

The Bookend Method

Regardless of which ritual you choose, aim to create bookends for your workday, that is, create a definitive declaration to start your workday and another to signal a finite end to it. It can be the same ritual for morning and evening or different ones. But try to make it the same every day so you can habituate your brain to getting out of home mode and into work mode and vice versa. This trains your brain over time to shift gears from one role to another with more ease, freeing up your mental bandwidth to be fully present for whichever role you’re inhabiting at that moment.

After the first two months of Giselle perfecting the Goldilocks Principle and the fake commute in the morning, when I saw her in a follow-up visit, we decided to add an evening fake commute to bookend her days. Instead of working until the last possible minute before she was late to pick up her son, Giselle would give herself fifteen minutes to wrap up her tasks. She’d power down her laptop, put it away in her work bag, rinse out her coffee mug, and head outside for her evening fake commute. She’d review what went well that day, what didn’t, and which important priorities she needed to tackle the next day. As she walked, she would begin thinking about her son’s chubby cheeks and what he’d like to eat for dinner. She also thought about whether she wanted to go to visit her sister over the weekend or wait until the end of the month. When she picked up her son, she was present and joyful. She had come up for air, having fully transitioned out of work mode and back into home mode.

Some of my patients, and this may apply to you as well, can’t use the fake commute or bookend method because they don’t work at home or at an office job. This was true of Henry, a twenty-four-year-old package delivery driver. His workplace was the company truck, not an office or his home. His high-pressure job required him to drive around the city delivering multiple packages to many addresses.

Henry had to leave college after his first year because his mother became ill and he was her primary caregiver. He married his high school girlfriend and they had a son. His son was now five years old and Henry’s pride and joy.

“I would never want to trade being a dad or a husband,” Henry said, “but I had to find work right away and didn’t get to decide on a career. Now, I drive around all day, worried about what the future holds. You know, how am I ever going to be able to get a decent car, maybe buy a house, and even give my kid and wife a better life? My mind races all day long.”

“How do you feel about your job?” I asked.

“Come on, now,” Henry said, dropping his head to the side. “Let’s face it, I’m not getting anywhere . . . fast. I show up every day, but I always think, is this all I’m ever going to do?”

I could tell that Henry’s job dissatisfaction felt like a dead end to him, causing him relentless stress. For the first part of Henry’s Rule of 2, I suggested the following technique, which gives your mind a rest no matter what type of work you do.

TECHNIQUE #13: Activate Your Sticky Feet

Each of your feet has almost thirty bones and more than one hundred muscles, tendons, and ligaments. That’s a lot of power in one tiny area of your body. Often overlooked, your feet can be a grounding force during chaotic times.

I learned what I call the sticky feet technique when I was doing yoga regularly every week. The teacher would ask us to spread our toes and imagine them being webbed to create more stability during poses. I always loved that imagery. And even though I didn’t quite understand what it meant, it did help ground me in the moment on my mat. Soon, I started using it off the mat during other times of the day.

You can practice sticky feet, too. The point is to keep your mind where your feet are. Stand tall and try to imagine your feet as sticky webs, taking up as much surface area as they can. Feel the connection and sturdiness that your feet impart on the ground as they hold you up. Dig in to that support.

You can imagine your sticky feet and be where your feet are as you wait for an elevator or pump gas—just about anywhere you’re standing upright for a few minutes.

So when you’re on the job, practice having sticky feet and be where your feet are. When you’re home, have sticky feet and be where your feet are as you wash dishes at the kitchen sink or brush your teeth in the bathroom. It’s always the same catchphrase. No matter where you are physically, stay mentally present where your feet are.

This is a main tenet of mindfulness that’s difficult to understand in theory but easier to experience in practice. Henry’s job of driving from one location to another delivering packages gave him many opportunities throughout the day to practice sticky feet and to be where his feet are—even though he was on the move all day. He could say to himself, in a gentle and compassionate way, Be where my feet are. This helped him stay grounded and focused on the task at hand.

Sticky feet is an effective exercise to help you tap into your mind-body connection because it helps to stabilize and ground you using your feet, rather than your breath. Grounding ourselves with our feet first, whether standing still or through mindful movement, helps us stay anchored in the present moment. And having a sense of presence in the here and now is what the mind-body connection is all about.

When you put your focus where your feet are, you minimize the mind-wandering associated with anxiety. Remember, anxiety is a future-focused emotion. Henry’s anxiety wasn’t about his current package delivery; his angst stemmed from thinking about his future. “What if?” is the question that you ask yourself the most when you’re anxious. For Henry, his mental dialogue went something like this: “What if I’m at this job forever? What if I can’t find something better? What if I can’t make ends meet? What if I can’t be the provider I always wanted to be for my family?” And so on. My work with Henry was to help him slow down his what-if thinking and let his brain come up for air.

The what-if train of thought often doesn’t come to an end when you’re anxious and stressed, it just gains steam. This what-if mentality is driven by your amygdala, your lizard brain, in the same way that your lizard brain drives the train of your maladaptive stress response. Anxiety and stress are so closely tied because they have the same train operator: your amygdala. Going into a spiral of worry about the future is what your amygdala does best.

In Henry’s case, I wanted him to focus on being present, wherever his feet happened to be. “When you’re delivering one package, be there,” I told him. “When you move on to the next package delivery, then be there. We’re going to try to sync up your physical state and mental state to minimize your what-if mentality. Notice the neighborhood you’re driving in. Look at the trees, the buildings, the curve of the road as you drive. Be where your feet are.”

“Okay, but I don’t know how that’s going to help my worries,” Henry said, shrugging.

“You’re not giving up. You’re giving your biology a break from what-if mode and going into what-is mode. Once your mind is relaxed and present, you’ll be able to get more creative about coming up with solutions to your situation.”

“What if worries still come in?” Henry asked, then smiled at another what-if question.

“It’s normal for you to worry,” I said, “but with this technique your worries will have less intensity, with time. And you’ll be able to think more clearly when you’re less stressed. You can even consider keeping a worry notebook in the van. Write down a couple of words about the worry. Then, you can decide that you don’t have to think about it anymore while you’re driving.”

For Henry’s Rule of 2 I also prescribed deep diaphragmatic breathing to help him feel grounded even though he was moving around all day.

Henry sent me an email a month later telling me that these techniques were helping his stress and anxiety. He wanted to give it another month before seeing me in person in my office.

When I saw Henry the following month, he came in and sat down with a big smile on his face. “Okay, let me tell you what happened with your advice,” he said. “I started focusing on where my feet are during the day as I delivered packages, and while driving I did my deep breathing exercises. Then, I began taking the packages to the door instead of dropping them on the porch, and if I saw a customer, I’d say ‘hi’ and talk for a minute or two. I noticed stuff I never have before, like cool-looking trees and funny-looking dogs. I started smiling at other drivers, even if I wasn’t feeling it. And most of them smiled back. Even after work, my wife and son were like, ‘What’s up with you?’ because I was happier.”

I could feel my eyes starting to tear up. Nothing makes me happier, as a doctor, than to see a patient feel empowered, reset their stress, and feel so much better.

Then Henry jumped to his feet. “But here’s the real miracle of it, doc. I deliver to this one sportswear company almost every day. And the other day, the boss-guy at the company came out to the front desk and told me, ‘My staff always has nice things to say about their interactions with you. I don’t know what your plans are, but I’d like to have you come in and meet with me for a possible position here in my company.’”

I paused and waited, then finally said, “Okay! Spill it! Did you go?”

“Yes ma’am! I start on Monday as a junior resource manager. And I’ll be making two times more money than I made at my delivery job!”

I jumped to my feet too, and Henry and I high-fived in midair.

“Being where my feet were ended up solving a lot of my worries,” Henry said.

Of course, there’s no guarantee of new jobs or solutions to all your concerns by putting your mind where your feet are, but your brain will thank you for it. It also benefits relationships with family and friends. When you’re home, or out with a friend, put your mind there, too. Leave your work at your job, as much as possible, and feel more deeply connected with family and friends. Heart health matters, too.

Your life is filled with demands and obligations. Every minute is accounted for, and you’re being pulled in many different directions. Your brain makes it all possible. But it needs rest and recovery to function optimally; it needs to come up for air. The four techniques in this reset—honoring your breaks with the Goldilocks Principle, learning to monotask, creating a fake commute, and activating your sticky feet to keep your mind present where your feet are—can all help support your brain to be the best it can be for you and for everyone else who depends on you.
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The Fifth Reset: Bring Your Best Self Forward

We each experience stress in a uniquely personal way depending on our individual circumstances. Your canary symptoms are probably very different from someone else’s. But one unifying aspect of your stress journey with another’s is the appearance of the inner critic during times of stress.

Your inner critic, also known as your negative self-talk, is your inner monologue. It’s been shaped by your upbringing, personality, experiences, and society. Having lived with your inner critic your whole life, you may not even realize its presence. During periods of low stress, it’s barely a whisper. But during periods of unhealthy stress, your inner critic grabs a megaphone. It’s the voice in your head that calls you names when you mess up, discourages you from trying something new or difficult, and berates you when things don’t go according to plan.

Your inner critic speaks loudly and often during times of unhealthy stress because your inner critic, however misguided, is trying to protect you. As you learned in Chapters 1 and 2, unhealthy stress activates your amygdala. Your self-preservation mechanism goes into overdrive, and your brain functions from a scarcity mindset. Your inner critic is part of your self-preservation machinery.1

That’s why advice like “just be happy,” “think positive,” or “try to relax” is utterly unhelpful when you’re stressed. Simply thinking stress away doesn’t work. If you could do those things, you would have by now.

As you now know, the biology of stress is a runaway train and leaves you scrambling to find the brakes. During my stress story many well-intentioned people in my life, including my doctor, told me to “relax,” “look for the positives,” and “get over it.” In spite of my sincere effort to do all those things, none of them worked. I ended up feeling worse. I was already in a negative headspace with my stress, and my inability to think positive thoughts just added to my scarcity mindset. Thinking yourself out of stress is a fairy tale, and a lot of the advice we get stems from the myth of toxic resilience.

Another reason why your inner critic is particularly loud during periods of unhealthy stress has to do with how stress impacts your sense of self-efficacy. As we explored in Chapter 3, when you achieve your MOST goal, your feelings of self-efficacy go up, which has a therapeutic effect on your well-being. The reason this is so important is because stress weakens your sense of self-efficacy. Unhealthy stress and its many uncomfortable sensations can make you feel out of control. When you’re feeling a lack of control, it’s easier to start talking to yourself in unkind ways. Your inner critic gets ahold of a megaphone. The voice gets louder, which adds to your feelings of inadequacy and your unhealthy stress. It’s a vicious cycle.

The Fifth Reset is about breaking that cycle. It’s about taking the megaphone out of your inner critic’s grip and reclaiming your power and sense of self-efficacy. Using the two techniques in this reset—“Catalog Your Gratitude” and “Express Yourself”—you’ll learn how to silence your inner critic and bring your best self forward.

Silencing Your Inner Critic

When Robyn came to see me, she was feeling the detrimental effects of her inner critic. She described it as a relentless monologue. Robyn was an entrepreneur with a new company and a new baby. To say she felt overwhelmed by her competing roles was an understatement. Robyn was seeing her therapist and her obstetrician for help and support, and she decided to see me to get some extra guidance after a particularly eventful morning.

“I was late for my first meeting and as I rushed out the door, I spilled the tiniest bit of coffee on my blouse,” she told me. “Instead of taking it in stride, I burst into tears and started berating myself, ‘I can’t do anything right. I’m so incapable. I’m not prepared for this meeting and we’re going to lose the deal because of me. I should just stay home.’ I was so upset by this tiny coffee stain that I couldn’t function all day at work and contemplated going home. The intensity of my negative thoughts over this tiny coffee stain shocked me.”

Robyn knew that chronic stress and burnout were causing her unexpected reaction, but she was still perplexed. “I always have a spare blazer in my office that I could’ve just thrown on to cover the coffee. In hindsight, I went into full doomsday scenario mode. It’s just so unusual for me.”

Robyn may have been surprised by her out-of-proportion reaction, but I wasn’t. It’s a common hallmark of the stressed brain to have a heightened sensitivity to negative experiences. Your stressed brain is hypervigilant to the external environment, and even a seemingly insignificant mistake can set off a cascade of negative emotions. This is yet another manifestation of your amygdala’s focus on self-preservation and survival gone haywire.

As psychologist Rick Hanson describes, during stress, negative experiences become sticky in the brain, like Velcro, because that’s your brain’s way of scanning for danger to keep you safe.2 This isn’t a design flaw in your mental makeup; it’s a natural protective mechanism meant to keep you alert and away from harm. It’s the same mechanism that compels you to doomscroll social media when you’re anxious, like the tribal night watchman who keeps a lookout for danger or invasion while members of the tribe sleep (Chapter 4). Hypervigilance and a heightened sensitivity to negative experiences are hallmarks of any maladaptive stress response.

Robyn needed a short-term solution to tackle her out-of-proportion stress reaction while it happened in real time, but she also needed a long-term strategy to reset her brain out of doomsday mode for good.

For Robyn’s Rule of 2, she began with the Stop–Breathe–Be technique (Chapter 5). I asked her to choose two tasks that were part of her morning routine that were particularly triggering for her stress. As a new business owner and first-time mom, Robyn literally hit the ground running at 5:30 a.m. every morning. She didn’t need an alarm, as her infant’s cry signaled to her that it was time to get up. She would rocket out of bed and into her robe and race down the hallway to the baby’s room.

“For some reason, I run like it’s an emergency,” Robyn told me. “Usually he’s cooing at the solar system mobile over his crib when I get there. He’s not stressed, so why am I?”

I suggested she apply the Stop–Breathe–Be technique before she stepped inside the baby’s room every morning. I wanted her to stop her body completely, ground herself with a deep breath at the doorway to her baby’s room, and be fully present and aware in that moment as she responded to her baby’s cry. Then, she could go in and pick up her baby.

Robyn sent me an email after her first week: “This little Stop–Breathe–Be trick brings me and my son so much joy each morning. It’s setting the tone for my whole day. When I’m at his doorway doing it, he watches me with the biggest smile on his face! I didn’t even notice him smiling at me before this. Those three seconds first thing in the morning have made me rethink my entire morning routine.”

By practicing the grounding exercise of Stop–Breathe–Be first thing in the morning, Robyn stopped the cascade of stress reactions that followed her early morning sprint to the nursery. When the first moments of her morning were mindful and calm, they created a domino effect and set the tone for the rest of her day.

“I’m using this for so many other parts of my day,” she wrote. “I usually scroll through work emails while making coffee, but now I’m doing Stop–Breathe–Be before I get my mug out of the cupboard. And I do it on my way to work after dropping off my son at daycare. It used to be a frantic and rushed time, but things feel different now. I use the technique before I start the ignition. It hardly takes any extra time. It’s the reset my brain needs every morning.”

Robyn was slowly and purposefully shifting her biology of stress away from survival mode and into a calmer, more grounded state. She was bringing her best self forward. She still had plenty of stress in her life, but beginning her days with Stop–Breathe–Be was having a ripple effect.

In this new state of mind, Robyn felt more in control of her emotions and therefore could afford to use some of her mental bandwidth to think about some long-term solutions to rewire her brain for less stress.

It was time to introduce Robyn to her second intervention for her Rule of 2, the therapeutic practice of gratitude. Practicing gratitude would help coax her brain out of its doomsday mentality, which is a feature of the scarcity mindset, and back into the abundance mindset.

I knew Robyn wouldn’t be particularly open to a gratitude practice, so I explained the science of gratitude and cognitive reframing to her first as a selling point. It worked.

Gratitude: From Velcro to Teflon

The language of gratitude is a powerful circuit breaker for your brain’s stress pathway. Gratitude has been shown to decrease stress, improve mood and resilience, and improve life satisfaction.3 In one study, gratitude was found to be protective for depressive and physical symptoms during a stressful life event; in another, gratitude decreased stress levels in just one month.4 Gratitude can also help alter your brain circuitry for negative experiences; instead of sticking to you like Velcro, those experiences can slide off like Teflon.5 This process is known as cognitive reframing—that is, what you focus on grows.6

“By taking just a few extra seconds to stay with a positive experience . . . you’ll help turn a passing mental state into lasting neural structure,” says Hanson. “Mental states become neural traits. Day after day, your mind is building your brain.”7

By teaching your brain the language of gratitude, you’re protecting it from some of the harmful effects of stress. By actively cultivating positive thoughts, you’re also helping to counteract your inner critic. But let’s be clear, gratitude isn’t a façade for toxic positivity. This isn’t the Pollyanna approach of “everything is fine.” You can be struggling with your stress and mental health and still be able to practice gratitude for certain aspects of your life. In one study of three hundred college students gratitude was found to benefit those who were struggling with their stress and mental health.8

The researchers described these beneficial changes to mental health as a ‘positive snowball effect’ that grew with time, “It’s important to note that the mental health benefits of gratitude . . . did not emerge immediately, but gradually accrued over time. And this difference in mental health became even larger 12 weeks after the writing activities.”9

 At first, gratitude may feel unnatural to you and may take concentrated effort, especially if your stress pathway has been in overdrive in recent months or years. But as the science shows, gratitude is a practice and a skill to master. But with time and consistency, your brain can learn this new language of gratitude, which can help you silence your inner critic.

When I mentioned starting a gratitude practice to Robyn, she balked. “Gratitude is kind of a hokey thing, right? I’m not a touchy-feely kind of person.”

Robyn wasn’t enthusiastic about my idea of gratitude as a coping skill, but she agreed to give it a go when I shared the results of a recent study that showed how it could help her burnout. As a new mom and an entrepreneur, Robyn was experiencing two of the most common culprits for burnout and mental health challenges. One study of working parents found that two-thirds of parents, and almost 70 percent of working mothers in particular, met the criteria for burnout.10 Another study of female entrepreneurs demonstrated that 52 percent experienced mental health conditions and 95 percent experienced anxiety while raising money to build their businesses.11

Robyn wasn’t the exception; she was the rule. Her symptoms of chronic stress and burnout weren’t a personal failing. Instead, they pointed to larger systemic forces like the lack of support for working mothers and female entrepreneurs. Learning these statistics, Robyn felt emboldened to take the next step on the way to healthy stress that energized her instead of depleting her. She agreed to follow through with gratitude as her second intervention in her Rule of 2.

Robyn started a daily gratitude practice by keeping a notebook and pen on her nightstand so each night before bed she could write down five things she was grateful for that day and why. I had instructed her that this wasn’t supposed to be a long writing exercise, but simply something she should do each night for a minute or two.

I told Robyn that her gratitude doesn’t have to be about big life-changing thoughts or events. It can be as simple as “I’m grateful to have strong arms to hold my baby” or “I’m grateful there were leftovers so I didn’t have to cook tonight.”

That’s what finally pierced through Robyn’s resistance to do it. “Okay,” she said, “that seems easy enough.”

We also discussed the importance of writing down her list rather than reciting it or even typing it on her phone or her laptop. Our brains use a different neural circuitry when writing by hand as compared with typing. You are more likely to remember something if you write it on paper.12 Have you ever experienced writing out your grocery list by hand and then forgetting to take it to the store with you? Oddly, you probably remembered almost every item on your list. That most likely wouldn’t have happened if you had typed it into your phone and then accidentally deleted it.

Robyn reluctantly started her gratitude practice each night. When she came in to see me four weeks later, her inner critic’s monologue of doom and gloom was significantly quieter. “I definitely feel a difference. My frame of mind is less critical of myself and calmer,” she told me. “Once in a while, when something happens during the day, I’ll think to myself ‘I need to write this down tonight on my gratitude list.’ I’ve also started paying attention to the smaller things now. The word I’d use to describe the change is ‘relish.’ I’m relishing certain aspects of my life now rather than just moving through the world on autopilot,” Robyn said confidently.

Robyn’s brain and its pathways had started to shift along with her gradual shift in perspective. She had silenced her inner critic and made space for her best self to come forward instead.

TECHNIQUE #14: Catalog Your Gratitude


	Place a notebook or pad of paper along with a pen or pencil near your bed.

	Before you lie down to sleep, write five things in the notebook that you are grateful for. It can be something good that happened during the day or even as simple as having warm water for a shower. 

	Write out a brief statement of why you’re grateful for each item on your list.

	Keep this nightly ritual going for three months and check in with yourself every four weeks to see whether your daily perspective has changed. 



During my stress struggle, I also found a daily gratitude practice to be so helpful. Like Robyn, I couldn’t imagine what this simple practice would do to improve my level of stress. I was working eighty hours a week, managing illness and death in the hospital wards. I didn’t have time, interest, or patience to write about my feelings in a journal like a teenager. I wanted data-driven results. But after surveying the research, I skeptically began my own nightly gratitude practice before bed.

Sometimes it would be a struggle. I’d write things like “I’m grateful for two arms and two legs”; “I’m grateful for a beating heart”; “I’m grateful for lungs that breathe.” I had cared for many patients who couldn’t say such things, so my gratitude was authentic. If it didn’t feel authentic, I didn’t write it down. Some days it was hard to come up with five things; other days I wanted to write more than five things. Most nights, in the beginning, I only wanted to turn off the light and try to sleep, but I stayed disciplined and wrote down five things a day. Over time, my thoughts started changing. Like Robyn, I noticed a shift in my perspective from doom and gloom to calm and centered. My inner critic was slowly losing its power. It was an imperceptible change that happened gradually over many weeks.

I distinctly remember walking down the street one sunny, spring Sunday afternoon and having the sudden realization, “Whoa, I haven’t heard my inner critic all weekend. In fact, I don’t think I’ve heard it all week!”

It felt like a burden had been lifted off my shoulders. I had learned how to silence my inner critic and bring my best self forward, one gratitude journal entry at a time.

Since that day, I’ve kept up with my gratitude practice. I don’t do it every day like I did in the early years of training my brain for this new language, but whenever life gets stressful, I start consistently writing in my gratitude journal that sits on my nightstand to this day. Without fail, my brain pathways begin to recalibrate away from stress and back toward calm through the process of cognitive reframing. It’s now become an invaluable tool in my toolkit during times of stress. I hope it will be the same for you.

Therapeutic Writing

You may begin your gratitude practice reluctantly, like Robyn did, but end up relishing it too. Putting your thoughts and emotions on the page can be a cathartic and therapeutic experience. If you’ve been through something traumatic, it’s even more important to let those painful feelings out. Over the years, many of my patients have released their bottled-up emotions through a scientifically verified writing exercise called expressive writing.

Like you, my patients have busy, full, and sometimes chaotic lives. They’re held to impossible standards at work and at home. Many of them feel like they’re always “on.” They don’t get the opportunity to let down their guard, which is why many of them have an emotional release the minute the door closes during their office visit with me. It’s their opportunity to finally just be. We’re human beings, not human doings, and expressive writing can help those of us, who have many forward-facing roles, cope a little better in each of them. And the science supports this.

Expressive writing, developed by social psychologist James Pennebaker, is very straightforward and deceptively simple.13

TECHNIQUE #15: Express Yourself

Here are clear instructions on how to practice expressive writing in Pennebaker’s own words:14

I would like you to write about your very deepest thoughts and feeling about an extremely important emotional issue that has affected you and your life. In your writing, I’d like you to really let go and explore your very deepest emotions and thoughts. You might tie your topic to your relationships with others, including parents, lovers, friends, or relatives; to your past, your present, or your future; or to who you have been, who you would like to be, or who you are now. You may write about the same general issues or experiences on all days of writing or on different topics each day. All of your writing will be completely confidential. Don’t worry about spelling, sentence structure, or grammar. The only rule is that once you begin writing, continue to do so until your time is up.

The effects of expressive writing can be far-reaching. It has been shown to have a positive impact on a wide array of things that influence you and your life, such as physical ailments, depression, emotional distress, your immune system, being rehired after job loss, missed days at work, and if you’re a student, your GPA.15

One of the most consistent findings from one study to the next on expressive writing is that it decreases the number of your doctor visits because it helps to minimize the physical ailments connected to stress-related disorders, which, as mentioned previously, doctors say factor into 60 percent to 80 percent of patient appointments. Imagine if we could teach patients how to use expressive writing for their stress-related physical symptoms. Then your doctor might be on time for your appointment for once!

I’ve prescribed expressive writing to many of my patients from every age group and walk of life, and nearly all have gotten some benefit from the exercise. When I was a patient and came out of my own tunnel of stress, I used expressive writing too. I was curious about what had happened to me. Expressive writing uncovered a lot of buried thoughts and feelings about one of the most distressing times of my life. It helped me make sense of and find meaning about that specific moment in time, offering me much-needed perspective and emotional distance. It untangled a lot of my existential knots. I believe that expressive writing is one of the techniques, among the many others outlined in this book, that has helped me never experience that stampede of horses again.

I followed the same writing protocol that Pennebaker studied. I carved out an uninterrupted fifteen to twenty minutes for four consecutive days, set a timer, and started writing. I wrote about the traumatic event of first feeling that stampede of wild horses (see Chapter 1). At the end of my self-experiment, I felt so much better. And you can too.

You don’t need to be concerned about anyone else finding or reading your private thoughts. At the end of your writing time, you can shred the paper you’ve written on and get rid of it. It’s not about preserving your emotions; it’s about releasing them so they don’t boil up into a bigger issue either physically or mentally. It’s one more technique for opening the valve on the tea kettle of stress and letting out some therapeutic steam.

If you’ve been through a challenging and personally traumatic past experience that you believe may be contributing to your current stress, now is the time to process your emotions. Expressive writing helps you drop your emotional baggage so you can travel light on your path toward less stress and more resilience.

Of course, even with techniques that help your biology manage your stress, there are bound to be elements and experiences in life that occasionally sideline you. We all have them. My patient Jeanette (from Chapter 3), the apartment building manager who was recovering from a stroke, came in for a follow-up appointment six months after her first visit. I felt instant concern. She had gained quite a bit of weight and she seemed to have had a setback physically because she was using a cane again.

“Last time I was here, I thought my brain was broken,” Jeanette told me. “This time, my heart is broken.”

Jeanette filled me in on the details: her partner had left her weeks before they were to go on their cruise. “I was really improving physically,” Jeanette said, “but I guess it wasn’t quick enough for her. She met someone younger and moved out.”

“Jeanette, I’m really sorry that happened,” I said. “You must be so sad.”

“Sad? I’m damn mad!” Jeanette said, thumping her cane on the floor three times with the same enthusiasm I remembered from our first visit. “She had it good with me. Then, she had the nerve to take our cat with her!”

I felt relief to see Jeanette’s spirit, even if it was showing itself as anger.

“The problem is, we have all the same friends,” Jeanette said, waving her cane in the air, “so I have no one to talk to about this. I haven’t left the apartment in two weeks, except for today.”

“I have a new Rule of 2 for you, Jeanette,” I said. “First, I want you to make an appointment to see your physical therapist again. Will you do that?”

Jeanette got a twinkle in her eye. “I guess I didn’t help my stroke recovery sitting on my butt and eating microwave popcorn and pints of Rocky Road ice cream for lunch and dinner. Okay, I’ll go back tomorrow.”

Then, I gave her the second Rule of 2, which was expressive writing. I explained the technique to her and printed out Pennebaker’s description to take with her.

A month later, I checked in on Jeanette by phone. “I’m in a condo on the Jersey shore!” she told me with excitement in her voice. “My big-shot cousin bought a bunch of them and needed somebody to keep an eye out and report to him if anybody needed repairs or anything.”

“What a great change, Jeanette!” I said.

“After I left your office, I did that expressive writing for the next week. Boy, did I let some stuff out about my ex! I had to rip it up and toss it all down the garbage chute in the apartment building,” she said. “I’ll tell you what, though, it worked! I still have moments of anger and sadness, especially about the cat and not getting to take that cruise. But now I’ve got a whole beach! So I can’t complain.”

When I asked her how she was doing physically, she replied, “It’s been a slow go, but hey, the cane is in the closet and I walk the boardwalk every day. I have salads for lunch and I’ve lost three pounds.”

Before I hung up, I asked whether her broken heart was mending, too. Jeanette paused and then said, “You know, I look out at the ocean from my balcony and I think about how the tide goes out but it always comes back in before too long. Right? I guess life is like that, too.”

I knew Jeanette would be better than fine. She was now experiencing healthy stress, and her true resilience was shining through to my Boston office all the way from the Jersey shore. She had found a way to bring her best self forward.

When I prescribed this technique to Carmen (from Chapter 3), the lawyer-turned-artist, at her follow-up, I didn’t know that it would be her last Rule of 2. Her experimental cancer therapy hadn’t worked, and her ovarian cancer had spread to her liver. Yet she was calm and smiling.

“Now what?” Carmen asked rhetorically. “Am I just supposed to give up, curl into a ball, and die? I’m not ready. I have things to do.”

In spite of looking a little more frail, Carmen was beaming with pride when she gave me an invitation to her gallery show in three weeks.

Since our previous visit, Carmen had made great progress cultivating her eudaimonic happiness. Her Rule of 2 had helped her find meaning and purpose in her sculptures and by spending time in nature.

“There’s just one thing I can’t shake,” she said. “I distinctly remember the day I got my promotion when I was working as a lawyer. I didn’t want to accept it. I hated my job. But my colleague convinced me to take it, so I did. I regret going against my better judgment. Who knows what could’ve happened in my life if I had said ‘no’ like my inner voice told me to.”

Carmen still had some unfinished business. To validate and normalize her difficult experience and to help her feel less isolated in her regret, I shared with her some compelling research. The most common regret people have at the end of their life is, I wish I’d had the courage to live a life true to myself, not the life others expected of me.16

Carmen couldn’t go back and make a different choice; none of us can. But she could do the next best thing: she could write about it. So I prescribed the expressive writing exercise. Carmen spent twenty uninterrupted minutes over four consecutive days writing about her pent-up anger, rage, self-doubt, and regret.

Live a Lifetime in a Day

I had one final suggestion for Carmen, one that I find to be helpful no matter your age, culture, economic status, employment, or state of physical health, whether you think you have seventy years in front of you, or seventy days. It’s a reframe I’ve often repeated to patients: Live a lifetime in a day.

My role in patients’ care is to help them uncover their innate resilience, optimism, and well-being. Whether the patient sitting before me is facing the complexities of terminal cancer, chronic pain, or the slings and arrows of life in general, learning to live a lifetime in a day is one of the most universally applicable principles I recommend.

Living a lifetime in a day isn’t the maxed-out approach to a twenty-four-hour period you may be imagining. It’s the antidote to hustle culture. It’s about slowing down. Living a lifetime in a day is about incorporating the six elements that make up an arc of a long and meaningful life—childhood, work, vacation, community, solitude, and retirement—and building each of those into one single day. By practicing how to live a lifetime in a day, you can gradually redefine your sense of time, which is your most cherished and endangered currency, in a new and welcoming way. Living a lifetime in a day can gift you with a rich sense of satisfaction at the end of each day. Because we are all on borrowed time after all.

Here are the six elements to living a lifetime in a day. These elements aren’t simply nice-to-haves, they make sound clinical and psychological sense. Allow yourself to incorporate each of these six stages of life into one single day.


	Childhood: Spend some of your day in childhood, especially if you’re an adult. Cultivate your sense of wonder and play. Create joy for joy’s sake. Find your flow state, which we explored in Chapter 3 as the optimal form of happiness. 

	Work: Take some time every day to work, whether paid or unpaid. This is your opportunity to foster your sense of productivity and achievement, since studies confirm that work of many kinds has the ability to create engagement, purpose, and meaning in our lives, particularly as we age.17

	Vacation: Take a vacation every day, to unplug, relax, and escape. This is all about pleasure. Focus on what brings you contentment: reading, baking, making art, playing music, swimming, or even watching your favorite show on Netflix. It’s about taking a mental holiday.

	Community: Spend time every day with your family or community. Connect with people who give you a sense of belonging—friends who feel like family, close colleagues, neighbors. It doesn’t have to be a prolonged amount of time, even a quick call can foster connection. Numerous studies have shown us that human relationships are the single most important predictor of happiness in our lifetimes.18

	Solitude: It’s also important to spend some time in solitude every day. Solitude can increase feelings of well-being and can also help spark creativity and our natural ability to respond well to others.19

	Retirement: And finally, consider some time in retirement each day as a moment to pause, reflect, and take stock of your activity and achievements, both big and small. Paradoxically, the older we are, the happier we become.20 



These six elements of living a lifetime in a day are applicable to virtually everyone. When I’ve suggested it to my terminally ill patients who may have only weeks or months to live, it’s given them vitality so they can live out their remaining days feeling strong and significant. For my chronically ill patients, it’s allowed them to feel momentum and progress, even during moments when their illness becomes debilitating. For my otherwise healthy but stressed patients, it’s realigned their focus as they engage more fully in their lives.

Regardless of where you find yourself in your life, living a lifetime in a day can help you stay mindful and present as you move through your day no matter the circumstance you’re currently facing. It’s a panoramic lens that helps you take the long view of life, and by design, it lets you bring your best self forward.

A Love Letter to Yourself

As you’ve learned in this Fifth Reset, words and imagery can be powerful tools to help you bring your best self forward during periods of maladaptive stress. That’s because humans are primarily visual learners, so most of us learn best when we have visual cues to rely on. As you embark on your journey to less stress, consider using that information to your benefit. Try incorporating visual cues and messages of self-love into your everyday life to help you move forward.

Display your MOST goal and the Backwards Plan to get there in plain sight on your fridge, so it’s easy to see every day. Create a daily reminder in your calendar for your walk or gratitude practice. Put up a weekly checklist with your Rule of 2 where you can see it; when you make it through each day, add a big checkmark and spend a few seconds basking in your sense of accomplishment. Use as many visual reminders as you need to remind yourself that you are stronger than your stress. And each morning, make a choice to choose yourself over your stress.

During my own stress story, I used many visual cues to keep me focused on my future self. I wrote down inspirational quotes or messages of encouragement to myself on Post-Its and placed them around my studio apartment. One of my favorites was, “You are allowed to be both a masterpiece and a work in progress, simultaneously.”21 It helped me find more compassion toward myself during my stress story. I also made a large poster to prop up in my apartment’s entrance. It simply said DO in large black-and-white lettering. Nothing else. As I would come and go, my eyes would naturally fall on that bold print, and it would help propel me into action. I needed that reminder often. You don’t need an app, Smartwatch, or other high-tech reminders. A marker and a piece of cardboard work just as well.

A month after our last visit together, Carmen sent me this email: “Thank you, Dr. Nerurkar. I followed your advice with the writing and sculpture and nature. I put a piece of posterboard in my bedroom that says, ‘Live a Lifetime in Every Day,’ and I’ve been doing that. I never knew the difference between being healed and being cured, but now I do. I’ll never be cured, but at least I finally feel healed.”

I saved that email.

Carmen had her gallery show a few weeks later surrounded by her family, friends, and former colleagues in attendance. Her sister sent me photos from the show of Carmen looking radiant and joyful, a picture of deep fulfillment.

Carmen died two months later.

Carmen’s end of life had been infused with joy, meaning, purpose, and fulfillment. While never cured, Carmen finally felt healed. She had wholeheartedly embraced the techniques in the Fifth Reset—writing out her gratitude and experimenting with therapeutic writing—along with the principles of living a lifetime in a day. Through coping with her unimaginable illness experience, Carmen had found her way to bring her best self forward. Along the way, she helped so many of us who cared for her become better versions of ourselves. I often think of our enlightening conversations. Carmen may have started off as a student of stress, but watching her come to terms with the end of her life it was clear: the student had become the teacher.
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The Fast Track

And then the day came when the risk to remain tight in a bud was more painful than the risk it took to blossom.

—ATTRIBUTED TO ANAÏS NIN

You now have the full scope of all The 5 Resets and fifteen techniques that were each designed to help you overcome your unhealthy, maladaptive stress. We’ve walked together this far, but the last part of your journey you’ll take alone. It’s time to bring into your life as action the knowledge you’ve learned on the page, using the techniques of The 5 Resets and the Resilience Rule of 2 as tools in your toolkit. It’s now up to you to pick up the tools and put them to good use, because the resets and techniques only work when you do.

It may feel daunting, and we’ve discussed the many reasons why change is scary, but I know you’re ready, and somewhere deep down you know this too. Even if you’re not fully confident in your ability to make change happen, take the first step anyway. I’m cheering you on from a distance. Besides, I have the utmost confidence in your ability to do this for yourself. So consider this my official invitation: it’s your moment to begin the brave and rewarding process of bringing change into your life!

How Your Brain Makes Change Happen

I can’t believe I let things get this bad before I decided to make a change. I’ve heard this countless times from my patients, as well as my friends and family. I’ve even said it to myself. Having this thought isn’t a sign that you’re failing; it’s a sign of progress. From a scientific point of view, having this realization or something similar is the natural pathway toward change that your brain needs to take. So when you say this yourself, know that you are much closer to making change happen than you think!

Even though our hustle culture tells us stories about people who’ve had one inspirational, life-altering moment that propelled them to make a 180-degree turn, that’s fiction and not reality. I’ve never had a patient tell me that only one moment in time got them to change. Change isn’t a one-time event. It’s a thousand pivotal moments building momentum and gaining steam over time. Change is a slow dawning, often born out of being fed up with how things are.

Researchers working with smokers in the late 1970s developed what they called the Stages of Change Model, or the Transtheoretical Model of change, identifying five stages:1


	Precontemplation: You may or may not be aware of the warnings of your canary and you certainly haven’t recognized that it’s a problem for you yet. In fact, you may even defend against those warnings.

	Contemplation: You’re gradually realizing that those canary warnings may be a problem for you, but you’re still not ready for change. You’re weighing your options, wondering whether it’s better to ignore the warnings rather than do something about them.

	Preparation: You’ve decided you want to do something about your canary’s warnings. For instance, you’re reading this book and figuring out which of The 5 Resets you can bring into your life.

	Action: You’re finally ready to act to take care of those warnings. You put The 5 Resets into practice, two techniques at a time (your Rule of 2), and begin to reap the benefits of less stress and more resilience.

	Maintenance: Through a small amount of sustainable effort, you’ve brought The 5 Resets into your everyday life. Your brain has created new pathways for less stress and more resilience and is being wired differently through your action.



If you think back to some of the biggest changes you’ve made in your life, like changing jobs or starting a new relationship, you most likely went through these five stages of change before making the final decision to act. So if you’re feeling down and wondering to yourself, How did I let things get so bad?, show yourself some compassion instead and congratulate yourself. You’re probably in the second or third stage of making change happen, much farther along the path than you think.

Trust the Process

These five stages that your brain and body go through before you make the decision to act can happen a little differently for each person. Your healing journey will be unique to you. So if you’ve felt anxious, angry, frustrated, disappointed, fearful, or even sometimes indifferent as you go through these stages of your stress journey, recognize that every emotion you experience is valid and normal. Growth is a messy, nonlinear process. The trick is to trust the process and keep going, even through the messy middle. Some days you’ll take big leaps, and other days you’ll feel like you’ve barely made a dent. But no matter your trajectory or speed, trust that you’re making progress on your stress journey. Because you are.

As you bring the techniques offered in The 5 Resets into your life, two at a time, you may sometimes get frustrated that you’re not changing fast enough. We all want the fast track to less stress and more resilience. It’s so tempting to skip the in-between steps and get to the finish line. Of course it is, because our hustle culture values speed as a modern virtue. But your brain and body have their own timelines. They work at their own, unhurried pace. The mindset shifts, practices, and techniques laid out in this book honor that timeline. To change your biology, you need to work with the timeline of your biology rather than compete against it. Taking slow, small, and steady steps is the surest, most sustainable, and long-lasting path to your finish line of less stress and more resilience.

Remember the children’s story “The Hare and the Tortoise”? Your brain and body are a lot like that when it comes to making progress with your stress:

A Hare was making fun of the Tortoise one day for being so slow.

“Do you ever get anywhere?” he asked with a mocking laugh.

“Yes,” replied the Tortoise, “and I get there sooner than you think. I’ll run you a race and prove it.”

The Hare was much amused at the idea of running a race with the Tortoise, but for the fun of the thing he agreed. So the Fox, who had consented to act as judge, marked the distance and started the runners off.

The Hare was soon far out of sight, and to make the Tortoise feel very deeply how ridiculous it was for him to try a race with a Hare, he lay down beside the course to take a nap until the Tortoise should catch up.

The Tortoise meanwhile kept going slowly but steadily, and, after a time, passed the place where the Hare was sleeping. But the Hare slept on very peacefully; and when at last he did wake up, the Tortoise was near the goal. The Hare now ran his swiftest, but he could not overtake the Tortoise in time.

The race is not always to the swift.2

Imagine if the tortoise started second-guessing his abilities during the race: “I’m so slow. I’ll never win this race. The hare is so much faster than me. I’m going to get crushed. Why bother trying? I’m going to fail anyway. I might as well give up. Forget this crap. I’m done.”

No doubt, the tortoise’s negative self-talk would’ve sabotaged his efforts.

But that’s not what happened. The tortoise didn’t buy into the hype of speed. He trusted that his slow-moving, steadfast nature would win out in the end. He was unfazed by his pace and instead focused on his tenacity and perseverance.

Have the tortoise mindset. Focus on taking two small steps forward at a time. Start low and go slow. Maybe your two steps will be deciding to walk around the block every day and spending one of your breaks at work doing some gentle stretches rather than scrolling through social media. Whatever your two steps, keep them small and focused. Over time, you’ll gradually be ready to take two more steps because you made the first two easy and manageable to bring into your life.

Some days will be easier than others. On the days that feel impossible, at the very least, ask yourself: What’s the one thing I can do for five minutes that will make me feel better today? Even if you can do only five minutes of diaphragmatic breathing on a certain day, you are still sending the message to your brain and your body that you are resetting your stress. On days you can’t put any energy or time into resetting your stress, give yourself some grace and start again the next day. Research shows that occasional missed opportunities don’t negatively affect your brain’s ability to form healthy habits for less stress.3 Hiccups are part of the process of change. Keep moving forward whenever you can.

As you apply The 5 Resets to your life, think about how supportive you would be of someone you love, how you would cheer on their determination and forgive them their missteps, how you would try to have compassion and understanding for what they are going through. Then, apply that same treatment to yourself. Because every step forward counts.

Be Gentle with Yourself

Compassion for yourself when you’re feeling stressed isn’t an easy emotion to cultivate in the moment, but it can have a profound effect on your stress. Trying to be a little more compassionate with yourself on your stress journey can be one of the most effective paths forward. Nearly all of the techniques in The 5 Resets work more efficiently when you’re able to view yourself through the lens of self-compassion. That’s because compassion can help change your brain and body, acting as a protective buffer against your stress.

Research shows that self-compassion can decrease cortisol levels, help you cope with difficult life events, and protect your mental health, thereby helping to improve your stress.4 Compassion can also act on specific brain regions that govern stress like your amygdala. One study examined brain scans in forty people and found that the amygdala was more active when people were being self-critical and less active when people practiced compassionate self-reassurance.5 In another study of forty-six women, those with higher levels of self-compassion were found to have lower levels of perceived stress.6 But it’s so much easier to be self-critical, rather than self-compassionate, when you’re stressed. Why is it that we’re our own worst critic at a time when we’d be better off being our biggest cheerleader?

“We are deeply attached to our self-criticism, and at some level we probably think that pain is helpful,” write Kristin Neff and Chris Germer, two psychologists who study self-compassion. “You might say that the motivation of self-compassion arises from love, while the motivation of self-criticism arises from fear.”7

For so many of my patients, stress and fear have often gone hand in hand. Your brain processes fear and stress in the same region, your amygdala, so that makes sense. But with the lens of self-compassion, you can reframe your fear and stress, through the techniques offered in The 5 Resets, to a brighter future for your mental health. The good news is that self-compassion, along with everything else in this book, is a skill that can be learned, practiced, and perfected thanks to your brain’s incredible ability of neuroplasticity.

According to Neff and Germer, “If we truly care about ourselves, we will do things that will help ourselves be happy, such as taking on challenging new projects or learning new skills.”8

Taking on challenges and learning new skills is what The 5 Resets is all about.

Choose Your Future Self

I’ve witnessed firsthand hundreds of patient transformations through my clinical practice and heard the success stories from people who attended my talks. Many of these people were on the fast track to burnout and chronic health issues, and some even permanently damaged their relationships and their jobs because of how they handled their stress. You wouldn’t have bet on them to succeed in their stress struggle because they had everything going against them, but they made it through their dark tunnel of stress to share their success story with me.

I’ve asked many of these people—whose biology is identical to yours and mine—how they became their own success story. What did they think, believe, and ultimately do to crawl out from under their specter of stress? Each one of them told me the same thing in their own words. If there was one common thread linking all of these stories, it’s that their will to want something better for themselves finally overtook their need to stay the same. They chose their future self.

Imagine living your life as your future self with less stress. Envision your future self succeeding and achieving your MOST goal. How would you behave? What actions would you take every day? What would you tell yourself on your way to success? It’s easy to get in your own way when it comes to staying the course of any health journey. But if you can see it, you can be it. Visualizing yourself as already successful can help you stay the course and keep the momentum going of The 5 Resets, even when things get challenging on your stress journey. Think of yourself as a success story in the making, and your brain will help you get there one reset at a time. As author Brené Brown has said, “One day you will tell your story of how you overcame what you went through, and it will be someone else’s survival guide.”

Trust in your ability to be resilient. It’s on its way.

Progress Not Perfection

As you move closer to your future self, step by step, you may lose sight of where you started and how far you’ve come on your stress journey. We are inaccurate historians when it comes to our own progress. When you’re living it day after day, it’s hard to see the distance you’ve traveled. If you’ve ever been on a fitness or weight-loss journey, you know what I mean. You don’t really think you’re making any day-to-day progress. The people in your life—family, roommates, colleagues—don’t notice any changes. But then you go on a weekend away with a friend you haven’t seen in six months, and she can’t get over how different you look. That’s why using something objective to measure your progress is so important.

At the start of this book, you completed a few exercises like figuring your baseline Personalized Stress Score, creating your MOST goal, and designing a Backwards Plan approach to help you achieve it. These are all excellent, objective metrics you can use to track your progress. While you’re bringing The 5 Resets into your life, check in with yourself every four weeks and ask yourself these questions:


	What’s my new Personalized Stress Score? 

	Does my original MOST goal still feel like the right goal? 

	Does another MOST goal fit better with where I am currently? 

	What step am I currently on in my Backwards Plan?

	Are my current Rule of 2 techniques now wired in my brain? 

	Can I add two more techniques to get closer to my future self and MOST goal?



You may not think much has changed with your stress, but when you check in with yourself at four weeks, again at eight weeks, and then at twelve weeks, you’ll be amazed at how much progress you’ve made and how far you’ve truly come.

It’s also important to recognize that growth can be happening internally, even if you can’t visibly see it from the outside. One of my favorite examples of growth comes from the natural world, specifically the Chinese bamboo tree, which doesn’t show any signs of growth for the first five years but then it grows as much as ninety feet in six weeks! The wonder of this natural phenomenon is the incredible amount of internal change that happens in the first five years that’s simply invisible to the outside world. Ninety feet in six weeks may seem sudden, but it isn’t: small, incremental changes have to happen internally before the big, visible changes can occur for everyone to see. Of course, it’s not going to take you five years to see changes in your stress, but the bamboo is a good reminder that growth can be happening on the inside even if you can’t see it on the outside.

When I was early in my stress struggle, I found comfort in a concept Jon Kabat-Zinn in one of his recordings: Cultivating a new practice within ourselves is like growing a garden. When you plant seeds in a garden, you give them time to sprout into saplings. You treat the tender saplings with gentleness and compassion.9 Try to view the techniques of The 5 Resets that you’re bringing into your life in the same way. Give them time to grow strong roots and sprout.

On your journey, focus on your progress—forget perfection. It’s a myth that doesn’t exist. It’s easy to get so wrapped up in the final destination, your MOST goal, that you lose sight of the tremendous and valuable work you’re doing along the way. You’ll eventually get to that goal you’ve set for yourself, but every step you take on your journey is one step closer to improving your stress.

When you realize you’ve made progress, celebrate every single win, both big and small. The big wins are easy to celebrate because they’re easy to see, but the small ones that you’ve worked equally hard for are just as important to honor. Congratulate yourself on moving forward and keep going!

The Perfect Storm and the Raincoat

Over the years, I’ve been honored to witness the transformations of many of my patients who stepped into future selves. My favorite moment of each of their stories is the light bulb moment. It’s that moment when you can literally see a flicker of hope and understanding in someone’s eyes. My patients will say to me, “Dr. Nerurkar, you fixed my stress!” My response is always the same: “No, I didn’t fix your stress. YOU fixed your stress! I was just a mirror.” It’s my highest belief that you have the power within you to heal your own stress. I simply serve as a mirror on your journey to reflect back all of your progress. I can give you the tools, instructions, and data, but only you can reset your own stress.

That work is in your hands. And so is my belief in you.

The techniques in this book are meant to gradually change your brain and body for less stress in the now, but they’re also meant to protect you from stress in the future. Inevitably, you’re going to be faced with unexpected and challenging storms in your life. I hope these techniques can serve as your raincoat, to keep you warm, safe, and dry to weather any perfect storm.

During your stormiest days, I want you to remember these words by Pema Chödrön:

“You are the sky. Everything else—it’s just the weather.”
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