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For the feelers who are learning to think differently . . .
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DISCLOSURE


The relationship between a therapist and their client is unique and privileged, and any information my clients disclose during their sessions is confidential and protected by a strict code of ethics and the law. The client stories in this book are either those for which I have received explicit permission from the client being described to include their anecdote, or they are anecdotes based on my clinical work as a mental health professional that have been cloaked or combined in a way to make them completely anonymized. Beyond this, any similarities or resemblances to people living or dead are purely coincidental.


The information in this book is not intended to diagnose, treat, or cure any mental health condition and is not a substitute for medical or mental health treatment. Please discuss any mental health concerns with your doctor or a licensed mental health professional. If you are experiencing a mental health crisis and are worried about your safety, don’t hesitate to go to the nearest emergency room or dial 116 123 to reach the Samaritans helpline.
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WHY ARE HIGH-PERFORMING PEOPLE BURNING OUT?


Just a month into 2024, beloved Sesame Street muppet Elmo innocently posted on the social media site X: “Elmo is just checking in! How is everyone doing?” The response to this tweet was staggering: more than 200 million likes and 20,000 responses later, the online world had spoken. “Elmo I’m gonna be real I am at my f*cking limit,” one user wrote, and another confessed: “Not gonna lie . . . I’m tired, Elmo. A lot’s going on, little Red.” In message after message, it was evident that the massive online trauma dump touched on something that we as a society brush under the proverbial rug: we all have issues.


Emotional struggles are just part of being alive. But there is a stigma around prioritizing mental health—even as our awareness of its importance grows. Often, society frames us as either “mentally healthy” or “mentally ill”—a false dichotomy that ignores the vast majority of the population. Mental health is a spectrum that we are all on—and, in fact, most of us are in multiple places on that spectrum at any given time. We might have healthy relationships at work but not be our best selves in romantic relationships. We might feel mostly content with our lives but on some level know that we’re not living out our purpose. Which means, ultimately, that we all have more work to do.


Often, we just suck it up, hoping that things will get better in time. We minimize our struggles or stuff down what we feel. If someone notices that we seem off, we deflect or say we’re fine, it’s really nothing. But deep down, we know it’s never really nothing. To truly achieve your goals and ambitions in life—strong and supportive relationships, a thriving career or business, peak physical and mental health—you need to stand on solid emotional footing.


But if mental health is so important, why do we give it so little attention?


I’m a clinical psychologist and therapist working in Silicon Valley. I work with some of the most high-powered, hard-charging, accomplished people in the world. These are people who can identify a massive work problem, devise a strategy, and deliver results. They’ve worked hard to achieve their success. But it doesn’t mean they’re content with their lives. It doesn’t mean they don’t struggle.


The truth is: life is often uncomfortable, especially when you’re aiming high. Unfortunately, our instinctive reaction to discomfort is usually to turn away. Give in to that impulse consistently, however, and you’ll see a gap widen between where you are and where you want to be in life. It is usually when people realize that the gap has widened so much that they are at risk of falling down that hole that they show up in my office.


But here lies the dilemma: if you wait to work on your mental health until the wheels start falling off your emotional life—if you don’t pay attention to what’s going on inside your head until it really starts affecting your body—all that stress, anger, and low self-esteem will wreak havoc on your relationships, your work, and your overall satisfaction in life.


Unfortunately, many people don’t realize that something needs to shift until it feels too late to change things. This way of thinking about mental health is entirely backward—it’s like waiting until you’re diagnosed with early signs of heart disease to start doing cardio. Instead, I encourage my clients to rethink mental health by addressing it more the way we now know we should be thinking about physical health: proactively. I realized that what people really need in order to keep their emotional life in shape is a proactive regimen for mental and emotional health, so that when they do hit the inevitable obstacles in life, they’re able to move through them with strength, flexibility, and confidence rather than stumbling under pressure.


Can we actually train our body for mental health, just as we do for physical health? The answer is yes.


You Can’t Succeed on Smarts Alone


While I was in grad school for clinical psychology, I realized that the information I was learning was being gatekept within my campus and my textbooks. At the time, there were no “emotional intelligence” classes in high school or college. People weren’t flocking to social media to talk about “healthy communication” or “setting boundaries” or anyone’s “growth mindset.” Meditation was still fringe. And the idea of prioritizing mental health was definitely not normalized. These concepts are more mainstream today, but back then, if you weren’t getting a degree in psychology, there was very little information on how to navigate relationships in a psychologically minded way. People were supposed to possess fully developed emotional coping skills, yet they were discouraged from seeking support in developing those skills or even admitting to having trouble with them. This was especially true in the context of work, as I observed firsthand with my roommate at the time, Monica.


Monica was struggling. The small-fish start-up she was working for had just been acquired by a big-fish company, and she was thrust suddenly into a massive corporate machine. From the outside, the company was well-run and highly profitable. It attracted top-tier performers, the hungry and smart, the motivated and the hardworking. The employees possessed the “right” traits typically considered important for success. In other words, they had all the hard skills to make it. But Monica would come home from work night after night to unload about what an absolute nightmare the place was, and I could tell she was overwhelmed and burned-out.


Over time and a lot of takeout, we figured out the company had made several unforced but common errors: there was ineffective communication between departments, leadership seemed to be leaking their emotional issues all over the place, and there was a severe lack of empathy for employees inside and outside of work. It all came down to overlooking or undervaluing important soft skills (a term that wildly undercuts how significant and difficult these skills are). Everyone had the business acumen and product intelligence to drive sales and profits, but not everyone had the emotional intelligence to make the workplace a positive and collaborative environment. And leadership didn’t seem interested in doing much about it, even as attrition skyrocketed and growth sputtered. Everyone blamed the company itself, but I saw the trees through the forest: to have a healthy organization, every individual needs to feel supported to show up as a healthy version of themself.


The company was failing because the people who made it up were struggling. Even though they were intelligent. Creative. The “best of the best.” They couldn’t succeed on smarts or talent alone. And neither could the business. It’s true in tech, and it’s true in all industries and walks of life: we bring our emotional selves to work every single day whether we like it or not. So why does our society so often privilege hard skills over interpersonal intelligence?


One big problem stemmed from the stigmas and misconceptions about emotions and mental health overall. At the time, therapy was a four-letter word, and people were discouraged from even mentioning their mental health unless they were in the throes of a crisis—and then, they were judged for having a crisis at all!


As I supported Monica in navigating her frustrations with work, I started to wonder: What if people didn’t wait so long to tackle their long-suffering inner demons and seek help? Could mental health be a more proactive practice? What if we didn’t wait until things were falling apart to work on our mental and emotional health? Which led me to the next question: What if we treated emotional health the way we treat physical fitness? Could we shift our mindset about mental health care to look more like going to the gym and less like going to the doctor? And what would this look like in the workplace (where we spend about a third of our lives)?


There’s No Quick Fix


The importance of proactive physical fitness is both ancient and relatively new. Our ancestors had physical exercise built right into their lives, as they had to hunt for food, and, in hard times, they migrated hundreds of miles to find it. And up until the 1950s, most jobs required physical movement and labor. There was a baseline of movement in everyday life, which contributed to overall health. The downside was, of course, that a physical injury could sideline a person (and hinder their economic prospects) for good.


This baseline of movement has been slipping away as we move to an information-based society. So what have we done? We’ve adapted. If someone one hundred years ago had told you they were going for a run, you’d have probably wondered why—were they being chased? Jogging to improve physical health proactively is a newer idea, but it’s now common sense that it’s better to be proactive about your physical health instead of waiting until you’re sick and then trying to fix it.


These days, many people (especially those in tech) are using their minds instead of their bodies at work. Which means, as my cofounder, Alexa Meyer, would say, burnout is the workplace injury of the twenty-first century. Unhealthy mind, unhealthy bottom line. At work and at home—in all aspects of our lives—it’s imperative that we’re as proactive with our mental and emotional health as we are with our physical health. If the world doesn’t start thinking about things this way, we should brace for a global mental breakdown.


Many people like to believe that if they’re not sick, they’re healthy. But talk to someone who prioritizes physical fitness—someone who sleeps eight hours a night, exercises, and eats well—and they’ll tell you, just because you aren’t ill, does not mean you’re physically fit. The same is true with emotional fitness—you might not be suffering from daily panic attacks, but that does not necessarily mean you are in good shape emotionally.


But just as a magic pill won’t give you six-pack abs, there is no quick fix for work-related burnout or a troubled marriage. Transformation and personal growth demand consistent and directed effort. To develop as a human being and reach your full potential, you don’t need general principles. You need a regimen. To train for a triathlon, you don’t just read about running, biking, and swimming for two months. You set training goals based on your knowledge, train consistently using proven methods, and measure your progress to stay on track. You also eat well, get good sleep, and recruit emotional support from your community.


No one finishes, let alone wins, a triathlon on a whim. It takes a trusted system and a daily commitment to action. A good system says: do these things in this order, and you will achieve the expected outcome by race day. Follow the program and get the results. Why should emotional fitness work any differently?


The demand for help is there. Public figures are opening up about their emotional health struggles. Books, apps, and courses try to fill the gap, but no single resource has yet laid out a training regimen for emotional fitness. Experts describe emotional health without offering a path to achieving it. We spend hundreds—thousands, even—going to the gym, Pilates, and spin studios in our Lululemon outfits, but we don’t spend nearly enough capital on our mental health.


I want to change that.


You Can Train for Mental Strength


My first lessons in the power of psychology were given to me by my mother. With Yoda-like wisdom, she has always had an enormous talent for synthesizing emotional turmoil into manageable and digestible lessons in human behavior.


One such moment: On a particularly trying day in middle school (weren’t all days in middle school trying?), I had the experience that many young girls have of being bullied by some mean girls. That night, I sat with my mom, in tears, and asked if I should just switch schools. She told me that she could understand the desire to run away but that perhaps I had an opportunity to look inward instead.


“Emily,” she said, “you have some great friends and a family that loves you, but inevitably, you’re going to come across people who are less kind and have a lot of anger. Here’s the thing, though—no one can hurt you with insults that you don’t believe about yourself. Which means that self-compassion is the antidote to any and all hate that comes your way.”


Her stunning revelations always hit exactly the way I needed them to, and they transformed my relationship with my emotions and thoughts so profoundly that they shaped my life’s trajectory. I realized how powerful it could be to make space for my feelings, to examine my thoughts, to own my experiences, and to process my life as I go. I also took a psychology class in high school that taught me that when you know a lot about psychology, you know a little about everything, because the world is spoken in the language of relationships, and psychology is the study of the relationships we have to ourselves and to other people. I loved this idea—that I could learn the language of relationships—and I found myself pursuing a career in therapy so that I could support people through their struggles.


Born and raised in Silicon Valley, I developed an interest in the mindset and thought processes of entrepreneurs. During the tech boom that was happening when I was in grad school, it became clear to me that the people who are running the huge companies we all interact with are deciding a lot about our world and society, so the more mentally and emotionally healthy they are, the better off we all are. And so, when I graduated, I dove headfirst into supporting the emotional needs of business founders and other high-functioning entrepreneurs.


As you can imagine, the life of an entrepreneur demands extraordinary fortitude and flexibility. Unfortunately, most don’t come to the table with the necessary emotional fitness to pull it off. As a group, these individuals tend to work even harder when the going gets tough rather than seek outside help. It’s no wonder their personal problems get out of hand. Entrepreneurial meltdowns are common in the press for good reason. While the company they start may last long enough to file for an IPO, the emotionally unfit entrepreneur probably won’t be there to ring the bell above the trading floor.


In my private practice, I’ve helped hundreds of entrepreneurs navigate these difficult waters through the development of emotional fitness. What I’ve come to see is that with enough sets and reps in the emotional gym of daily life, anyone can build the necessary patience, strength, character, and resilience to succeed over the long term. Working on these areas strikes many people as counterintuitive at first. These are capacities that most entrepreneurs—and most people—believe come naturally. My clinical experience proves otherwise.


As I continued to enjoy my one-on-one work with entrepreneurs, I became more and more interested in developing a proactive, large-scale approach to improving mental health for this group. To this end, I conducted clinical interviews with hundreds of psychologists and entrepreneurs about the traits of emotionally healthy leaders. A subsequent analysis of this data revealed the seven traits of emotional fitness that form the core of this book.


Findings in hand, I began consulting with some of the fastest-growing technology companies in the world, including Google, Asana, Spotify, Salesforce, NBCUniversal, GitHub, Nasdaq, Unilever, and Bloomberg. These organizations brought me in to support their leaders in establishing emotional fitness practices to help sustain them in their work. And in 2019, I cofounded a mental health start-up, Coa, the gym for mental health. When I became a founder myself, the traits I’d been supporting others with suddenly became relevant to my own life and success in an entirely new way.


If you accept the notion that entrepreneurs run the emotional equivalent of ultramarathons, it follows that an entrepreneur’s emotional training regimen should prepare anyone to face their own personal and professional challenges with vigor, perseverance, and often joy. Entrepreneurs are not alone in needing emotional fitness training—whether you’re a doctor, teacher, parent, writer, PhD student, or CEO, training your emotional fitness will amplify and direct your efforts; buffer you against burnout, unnecessary stress, and anxiety; and cultivate an inner sense of satisfaction and fulfillment.


And, most important, it will improve your relationships. As psychotherapist and relationship expert Esther Perel says, “The quality of your relationships determines the quality of your life,” and the relationship you have with yourself is the place to start. What you hold in your hands is a manual to better emotional health—a comprehensive, research-backed program for developing all the key traits of emotional fitness to face any and all of life’s challenges. It offers a way to think and feel differently and, thus, show up in your life differently.


You don’t have to be broken.


You don’t have to be in crisis.


You don’t have to be anything but ready to level up and move closer toward the version of yourself that you want to be.


Ready? Let’s get into it.
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WHAT DOES AN EMOTIONALLY FIT PERSON LOOK LIKE?




If you need to pass some eye water, I’ll be happy to go out and get you some weakness tissues.


—JACK WELCH, FORMER CHAIRMAN AND CEO OF GENERAL ELECTRIC, PLAYING HIMSELF ON 30 ROCK





David was a thirty-seven-year-old consultant at a hot San Francisco–based AI tech company, but that was just his day job—his real passion was ultramarathon running. He had run dozens of races around the world in some of the most inhospitable terrains, from the Ultra Trail du Mont Blanc in France to the Marathon des Sables in Morocco. Not only did he finish these marathons battling extreme conditions like desert heat and torrential rain, but he also beat out world-class competitors. When it came to running, he was on top of his game.


Where he wasn’t on top of his game was at his job, and he had come to me because he had been put on a performance-improvement plan. While his work output was quite strong, his boss flagged him for having too many interpersonal issues. He was seen as argumentative, unempathetic, and uncollaborative by the rest of his team. He had, according to his review, “no people skills.” His hard skills—doubling the company’s number of clients in record time—had gotten him noticed by the higher-ups, but unfortunately, his lack of “soft skills” was stopping him from achieving more.


David had a sense that his peers didn’t like him, but he wasn’t sure how to change this, or—when he first stepped into my office—if he even wanted to. In his mind, he was just doing his job; he held himself to a high standard and expected everyone else to perform at his level. If his colleagues didn’t like it, that was on them. When team members tried to explain to him that his communication style felt dismissive and unkind, he waved them off. Ten minutes into our first session, I’d already gotten a taste of it.


“How are you feeling about starting this work with me?” I asked.


“Ah, so I guess we’re already getting into the ‘let’s talk about your feelings’ bullshit, huh?”


“Well, David, admittedly I don’t think talking about feelings is bullshit, but you are giving me some sense of why your colleagues find you combative.” I gave him a sly smile.


David winced and then laughed.


“Sorry. I know. I’m not thrilled about how things are going there, either. I’m just not so sure there’s anything I can do about it. I think this is just who I am.”


“You know, in my experience, anyone who says ‘this is just who I am’ about something that’s holding them back has never experienced really good therapy. ‘Who you are’ is an ever-evolving truth, and together we can shift the things that aren’t working.”


David was skeptical.


“Let me ask you something, David. How did you go from being a good runner to being an extraordinary runner?”


“I trained. I trained every single day.”


“That makes sense. And you probably had some quality coaches and community along the way, right?”


“Definitely.”


“All right, then. So you have some sense of what it takes to get fit. And that’s what we’re going to do here, together. We’re going to help you train your emotional fitness.”


David was open to giving it a try, and from there, we got down to work. Every week, David and I met and talked about his life. Over time, he really opened up—he talked about his feelings, his thoughts, his past relationships, and his hopes for the future. He came up with emotional goals he wanted to achieve, and we talked about what it would take to get there and what might have kept him from getting there already. We took baby steps toward healthier relationships. He practiced communicating his needs more empathetically, learned how to create some space between his anger and his actions, leaned into being more playful and collaborative, and took ownership over the role he was playing in his own life. David’s relationships at work (and at home) began to improve. And he noticed himself enjoying his job a lot more as a result. David was doing the work, and he was enjoying the fruits of his labor.


In short, he was becoming more emotionally fit.


A New Emotional Landscape at Work


In my twenty years of studying and practicing psychology, I have helped hundreds of Silicon Valley highfliers improve their emotional health. But it wasn’t so long ago that the phrase emotional health was barely uttered in the workplace. For too long, basic management skills didn’t leave much room for emotional display. Success was ruled by numbers, not by people, and killer negotiating chops won the day—any day—over emoting effectively. Hard skills were prioritized over soft skills.


Cracks in the “if you want to cry, do it outside” exterior began to show in the early 2000s, driven in part by the concept of emotional intelligence (the ability to identify and manage one’s own emotions, as well as the emotions of others), which fostered engagement and better communication in the workplace. Since then, self-help and management books, corporate off-site retreats, and HR seminars on communication (Zoom breakout room, anyone?) have attempted to raise awareness about the importance of a well-balanced inner life.


But perhaps the biggest fault line was created by something we haven’t ever seen before: the confluence of several different generations in the workplace. Baby boomers and Gen Xers, who were raised to have steely exteriors, are rubbing elbows with millennials and Gen Zers, who want (and rightfully demand) a more thoughtful approach that ensures a better and more fulfilling work-life balance. Four different generations—all with very different philosophies on emotions and success, and all trying to get along but not quite sure how to do it.


It doesn’t help that society continues to downplay the role of emotional well-being. Why? For one, our educational system fails to help young people prepare for the mental and emotional stressors of modern life, from social media that promotes bad behavior and impossible lifestyle standards to political ideologies that have fractured communities, to the existential threat of climate change and unrelenting gun violence. And for all the media coverage, celebrity confessions, and the propagation of virtual-therapy apps, there remains an enormous stigma around mental health struggles. Even now, it feels taboo to ask for help dealing with emotions, above all at work. When it comes to how you feel inside, you’re pretty much on your own out there.


That’s where I come in.


My clients run the gamut: I have old-school types who believe that feelings are best left at home (as though that’s humanly possible). I have perfectionists, shaken, not stirred with a splash of narcissism (because in the tech world, you have to believe in something no one else sees yet). And I have bleeding-heart young go-getters who aren’t sure how to manage their emotions in a workplace setting. I also see those who have to work with these personalities and feel they need to match that same intensity or that they have to prove themselves, only to end up feeling overworked, undervalued, or left out of the proverbial boys’ club altogether.


Why Do People Struggle with Emotions?


There are a variety of reasons a person might not thrive emotionally. Some are controllable and some aren’t, but paying attention to your emotional state is crucial because it affects your relationships with family, friends, and work colleagues. As with many things, knowledge is power—and knowing what may be causing your distress is the first step to feeling better (we’ll get into this more in chapter 5).


THE COMPANY YOU KEEP


Emotional health leads to healthy relationships, and healthy relationships lead to good emotional health. Caring, supportive relationships are a key factor for your emotional health and satisfy your need for connection, while unhealthy, toxic relationships will keep a harmful cycle going. Your earliest relationships were the blueprint you’ve built your life on and have shaped you, for better or worse (if you think the way you relate to your boss has nothing to do with the way you related to your parents growing up, think again). When you were young, you had minimal choices and tools at your disposal. You didn’t get to choose where you lived, where you went to school, or who your family members were. So you did the best you could with the limited set of tools and resources you did have. Often that meant building emotional walls and avoiding things that felt unsafe. The skill of coping with life’s demands is learned like any other. Some people were lucky enough to have been taught the basics in a stable and nurturing home growing up. Others, not so much. In any case, your early experiences and relationships affect you to this day—both positively and negatively—and play a role in your overall emotional health and how you relate to others.


GENES


Some people may have a genetic predisposition to certain mental health conditions, which can affect their well-being. When it comes to the greatly debated question of nature versus nurture, I believe both influence us to various degrees, depending on the individual and their circumstances. But in general, I tend to believe that nature loads the gun and nurture pulls the trigger, meaning that our predispositions are affected by certain environments or situations. But all conditions, when properly understood, can be managed, mitigated, and, often, changed and healed.


STRESS MESS


Major life events, such as the death of a loved one, divorce, job loss, or any kind of trauma can cause significant stress, which in turn can affect your emotional health. Even small losses or changes in life, when ignored, can dramatically affect how you show up emotionally day-to-day. Feelings of burnout, impostor syndrome, anxiety, depression, and emotional distress have hit an all-time high, but I’m hard-pressed to find statistics that accurately reflect this collective malaise. McKinsey Health Institute’s 2022 survey found that, on average, one in four employees have experienced symptoms of burnout, and this is global, not just in the United States. And in 2020, the National Center for Health Statistics reported that 40 percent of Americans suffered from symptoms of anxiety and depression. I believe both stats are woefully underrepresentative, and the pandemic didn’t help: in addition to global uncertainty, job loss, health struggles, and living in survival mode for three years, a newly hybrid work environment is blurring the line between our work and home lives. All this can lead to more stress and burnout.


PHYSICAL HEALTH


It has been widely shown that there is a strong correlation between physical and emotional health. The mind-body connection is real, and those who ignore it are doing themselves a huge disservice. Dr Bessel van der Kolk and his book, The Body Keeps the Score, broke ground with his theories on the interplay between the body and mind when it comes to trauma. It’s a two-way street: as much as emotional ills can negatively affect your physical body, chronic physical illnesses or pain can negatively affect your emotional health. Similarly, an unhealthy lifestyle (poor diet, lack of exercise, substance abuse, and insufficient sleep) can wreak havoc on your emotions.


CULTURAL AND SOCIETAL EXPECTATIONS


A positive self-image and healthy self-esteem are important components of emotional health, but both have taken a nosedive in the advent of social media, where comparing your behind-the-scenes world to everyone else’s online highlight reel has increased hundredfold. Sociological factors such as systemic racism and wealth inequality, as well as long-held stigmas around socioeconomic status, neurodivergence, and the LGBTQ+ community are still present and deeply problematic. A persistently skewed health care system is a huge part of the problem, and across the board, fewer marginalized people seek treatment because of a myriad of reasons such as cost, access, and stigma. For example, 25 percent of African Americans seek mental health services when they need them, compared to 40 percent of white Americans. When it comes to emotional health, we’re stuck in a catch-22—we need healthy individuals if we are to create a healthier society, but an unhealthy society makes it very difficult to be a healthy individual. As psychologist and author Viktor Frankl says, “An abnormal reaction to an abnormal situation is normal behavior.” There is a lot of work to be done here, we have a very long way to go.


While these factors can affect each person differently depending on life circumstances, everyone grapples with the same taboo when it comes to talking about mental and emotional health. It’s important to fight the stigma and make it more permissible to tend to these issues before a person starts fraying at the seams. Otherwise, hidden emotional struggles can sabotage physical health and happiness. Unfortunately, for every person who rages under stress, there are ten more who suffer silently: frozen by self-doubt, incapacitated by anxiety, or just generally unsatisfied with life. It’s time to change that.


What Does an Emotionally Healthy Person Look Like?


As I developed my idea about reframing mental health to be more like physical fitness, I began using the term emotional fitness—I noticed this term resonated with people who felt themselves to be mostly healthy but still wanted to level up their mental health—and I decided to do some research about what an emotionally fit person looks like in real life. I knew that similar to physical fitness, emotional fitness would not just be an absence of disorders. Being emotionally fit would include being able to create and maintain meaningful and rewarding relationships with family, friends, romantic partners, colleagues, and oneself, as well as a sense of satisfaction about life in general and where it was headed.


But, I wondered, what tools does a person need to get there? What attributes make it possible to live an emotionally fit life? To answer these questions, I conducted a comprehensive research study called an interpretive phenomenological analysis—a fancy way of saying that I interviewed one hundred psychologists and entrepreneurs and asked a series of questions to figure out what an emotionally healthy person looked and felt like to them. I wanted to be able to put a name to the qualities that measured emotional health. I asked the therapists a series of questions, such as: When you are in a session with someone, how do you know that they’re emotionally healthy? What does it look like when a person goes from being less emotionally healthy to more emotionally healthy? What changes do you see? How do you measure your own emotional health? With the entrepreneurs, I asked a different set of questions, such as: What makes you feel like you are engaging in an emotionally healthy way with people at work? What does an emotionally healthy leader look like and feel like? What is it about certain colleagues that makes them more enjoyable to work with? How about those colleagues you don’t like working with?


Over the course of a year or so, I collected the data. As I pored over the answers and coded the interviews for themes and patterns, key concepts emerged: I recognized, like a fuzzy picture coming into focus, the seven traits that emotionally healthy people have in common. I called them the Seven Traits of Emotional Fitness. Here’s how those seven traits unfolded.




1. Many therapists I interviewed cited the importance of tolerating discomfort. Emotionally healthy clients, they told me, could sit with some uncertainty, because growth is nearly impossible if a person does not have some ability to be uncomfortable. Entrepreneurs echoed this trait. Starting a company from scratch is close to futile, and along the way, rejection and uncertainty are inevitable, so the ability to withstand the ups and downs of life and business are necessary for success. This simple (and yet profoundly difficult) practice of becoming more comfortable being uncomfortable is MINDFULNESS. I made this the first trait because developing the rest of the traits requires an ability to withstand some discomfort.


2. Both camps flagged defensiveness as a hindrance to emotional health. For their part, therapists commented that their clients often come to see them not because they want to change but because they’re hoping the therapist will tell them how to change everyone around them. They want to keep their defenses up and do exactly what they’re doing but feel better about it. But a sign of emotional health peeks through when a person starts to realize, “Oh, I have to change. I need to be willing to take responsibility for how I show up if I want things to change around me.” The entrepreneurs appreciated those who asked a lot of questions and genuinely wanted to know what they could do to be better at their job and support people more effectively. It was taking responsibility for themselves that scored high marks. This act of pursuing growth over defensiveness is CURIOSITY. Everyone is defensive sometimes, but to prioritize growth over comfort, one must learn to get curious and ask questions.


3. It’s hard to change something before you know it exists, but humans work so hard not to know things about themselves. Many therapists I interviewed mentioned that they’d know progress was being made when clients began acknowledging their frustrations and becoming more open to seeing parts of themselves they had previously avoided. Entrepreneurs, for their part, painted disparate pictures of how the worst leaders were completely unaware of the effect they had on the people around them. But the healthy leaders among them, on the other hand, were able to own what they brought to the table. This is SELF-AWARENESS: the ability to understand your personality traits, triggers, biases, strengths, struggles, tendencies, and characteristics that make up, well, you.


4. Words like grit and perseverance came up a lot in my research. Therapists saw emotionally healthy people as being able to push forward through setbacks and failures but not do so mindlessly. Their healthy clients were the ones who could experience a difficult thing, honor the experience in a way that fostered learning (versus just surviving), and grow as a result. The entrepreneurs talked about the importance of a leader being able to stay the course and not give up, no matter how many times they were knocked down. They mentioned the ability to handle failures and not crumble under the weight of them. This is RESILIENCE, and it is the ability to bounce forward, grow, and learn from your setbacks, disappointments, failures, and difficult experiences.


5. To be emotionally healthy and have quality relationships, therapists and entrepreneurs alike agreed on the importance of a caring mindset and an ability to put oneself in other people’s shoes regularly. Therapists mentioned that their emotionally healthy clients were willing and able to allow themselves to feel what other people around them were feeling. Both the therapists and the entrepreneurs saw the need for confidently navigating an environment where emotions are at play, whether at home or work. The ability to meet people where they are and truly understand and care about other people’s emotions is critical for human connection. This is EMPATHY.


6. Both groups underscored the importance of effectively sharing ideas and thoughts with others. The therapists described their emotionally healthy clients as people who could identify what they’re feeling and what they need, and communicate those feelings and needs effectively (rather than expecting people to read their minds). The entrepreneurs described the importance of being able to deliver clear expectations and set goals, all while being a great motivator. They also spoke about giving—and receiving!—feedback well. What they were all describing is good COMMUNICATION. Putting words to your needs and expectations is vital for emotional health.


7. The final trait surprised me until I realized how obvious it is. Therapists described someone as emotionally healthy if they could entertain an idea without feeling too attached to it. Their healthy clients were not rigid, their thinking wasn’t so black-or-white, and they could ponder different outcomes. Entrepreneurs saw emotional health in people who could brainstorm, collaborate, and offer lots of room to be creative. It may not be obvious at first, but both camps are saying the same thing: it’s important to be able to play. PLAYFULNESS might not be a word that comes up in people’s minds when they think about emotional health, but ultimately, a lot of therapy is just teaching people how to play—to remove constraints and think big. The ability to “play well with others” is a lesson we’re supposed to learn in kindergarten, but it can be a struggle for plenty of adults.





After sketching out these seven traits, I needed to see if they would stand the test of time and real-life conditions. Over the years, I championed them in front of hundreds of companies and conferences. I collected real-time feedback from people all over the world, and with my one-on-one clients, I sought to pinpoint which traits needed the most support and developed a plan to help them train. Over time, I concluded that, indeed, these seven traits hold up. Much like physical fitness, which includes concepts of aerobic endurance, strength, and flexibility, these seven traits serve as the foundation of what it means to be healthy emotionally. And just as a fitness regimen works out different parts of the body and requires a good diet and sleep habits to improve overall physical health, each of these traits builds off the others to improve overall emotional health.


These seven emotional traits work in tandem to make you stronger as a whole: as you increase your ability to withstand discomfort (mindfulness), you’ll be better able to lower your defenses (curiosity) and learn about yourself (self-awareness). This knowledge will equip you to get through difficult moments in life (resilience), which will set you up to support (empathy) and connect with (communication) others. Meeting people in this way will make it possible to think big and be creative (playfulness), which will create an environment in which you’ll continue to strengthen every other trait.



What Emotional Fitness Is Not



There is a lot of noise out there, in real life and online, about what emotional health looks like. Some of it is good, but I’m going to level with you: a lot of it is pop-psychology bullshit. As with any good fitness program, let’s start by sorting the signals from the noise. Here are a few things that emotional fitness is not:


EMOTIONAL FITNESS IS NOT A QUICK FIX.


Americans are all about the quick fix, but just as you can’t do one push-up or eat a stalk of broccoli and call it a day with physical fitness, you’re going to have to play the long game for good emotional fitness. You might wish that getting a handle on your emotions could be as easy as getting food delivered through an app, but you need to get out of the mindset that everything should have been fixed yesterday. Your emotional life is complicated, and you should stop trying to find easy solutions for complicated problems. It takes practice, and it takes work, but believe me, it does work. As adults, we sometimes forget that if we practice something we aren’t good at, we will get better at it—it just takes time and dedication. And as you do this work on yourself, things will change around you. As you get healthier, healthier people will just start to show up in your life.


EMOTIONAL FITNESS IS NOT “SELF-CARE.”


Most people see working on themselves as a frivolous practice—a nice-to-have, not a must-have. Self-care is a vague and slightly woo-woo term reserved for people with privilege and too much time on their hands. Working people must, well . . . work, to get what they want. No one who attempts the emotional workouts that follow would dismiss them as frivolous. This practice is so much more than taking a spa day, a staycation to binge Netflix, or a silent retreat to find yourself. It’s important to take time off, of course, but emotional fitness takes work and practice; it certainly won’t be attained by a mere afternoon of drinking Aperol spritzes. These workouts are tough as hell and offer dramatic, real-world benefits. Instead of “self-care,” think “self-maintenance.”


EMOTIONAL FITNESS IS NOT TOXIC POSITIVITY.


Have you ever shared a challenging situation with someone and had them tell you that it’s “for the best”? That you should “keep your head up” or “smile through it”? Beware of toxic positivity. This newish term refers to the belief you should always look on the bright side and remain positive—no matter the circumstance—while stifling more negative emotions. Phrases like “everything happens for a reason” or “there’s always a silver lining” ignore the other half of the truth—that life includes some suffering. It always will. It’s important not to pathologize or shove down normal, human pain. Emotional fitness validates the full range of human emotions, all of which have a place in your life. And speaking of the full range of emotions . . .


EMOTIONAL FITNESS IS NOT CONSTANT HAPPINESS.


Emotional fitness is a sustainable state of well-being—being able to effectively manage stress and emotions and relate well to others. We live in a culture that fetishizes happiness—we’re made to feel like something is wrong with us if we’re not thrilled about every moment. But happiness is an elevated state, and is not unwaveringly sustainable. It is only one of many healthy, useful, important emotions that will help you be emotionally strong. Rather than focusing on simply being happier, think about how to increase the depth and authenticity of your satisfaction with your life. It is all about gaining and recognizing the agency you have in your own life. Agency is the power you have over your life and choices. It’s about your ability to take action in difficult situations and take responsibility for your decisions, and your capacity to influence your own thoughts and behavior so you can live your life the way you want to instead of feeling like life is happening to you.


EMOTIONAL FITNESS IS NOT REACTIVE.


It’s proactive. No sensible person would ignore a grinding noise coming from their car engine. Yet we exhort each other to “rise and grind” and push ourselves beyond our limits. If you perform regular maintenance on your car, you should invest at least as much effort in tuning up your mental health. Celebrate the hustle all you want, but don’t skip the requisite tire rotations and oil changes. The average F1 driver makes several pit stops in a single race. That means instead of running yourself ragged every day, between work, social life, family duties—give yourself pit stops to recharge and work on your emotional health before it becomes a huge struggle. I understand the desire to work hard and push through exhaustion, fear, or sadness—it is a common message to receive: suck it up. But that much grinding and spinning your wheels will only ruin your engine.


How This Book Works


I’m not going to sugarcoat it, emotional fitness requires work and commitment, just like physical fitness does. But I promise that the work will pay off. This program will energize and motivate you to flex your feels and break an emotional sweat. It will help you understand and appreciate all the core concepts you’ll need to become emotionally fit, and even at the start you will notice improvements in the texture of your everyday life. Each of the following chapters will be devoted to one of the seven traits, taking a deep look at how it contributes to your overall emotional health and how you can actionably “flex” that trait in your life.


If you do your reps and hone these traits to their fullest, you will see real-time results: you will learn from criticism instead of collapsing under it, you will build and maintain healthier relationships, you will increase your ability to resolve interpersonal conflicts, and you will be better able to achieve your deeply held ambitions. Not overnight, of course. It takes time and practice. Keeping active requires consistent effort, and there are many different levels of fitness, from someone who is just starting to run, to doing their first 5K, to becoming an elite marathoner who has been running for decades. Whatever level you’re starting from, keep going—you will progress. Small steps lead to big change.


My favorite metaphor to use for emotional fitness is of a ship changing course. A large ship or carrier can’t turn on a dime. It’s a slow process and is barely, if at all, perceptible in the moment. If a ship changes its direction by only one degree, no one on board (or watching from shore) will notice. But look at where that ship is an hour, a week, or a month later, and you’ll see that one degree of change translates to a completely different position in the sea. When it comes to your emotional fitness, it won’t always feel like things are changing in the moment, but if you work on it consistently, you can trust that your life will be subtly directed toward profound change over time.



Testing, Testing



Speaking of change, you’ll want to actively track your emotional fitness progress along the way. To help you gauge where you are now, take this simple quiz. On a scale of 1 to 5 (with 1 meaning This is a huge struggle for me and 5 meaning This is a huge strength for me), how emotionally fit do you feel in each of the seven traits? Let’s take each trait one by one.




MINDFULNESS: Do you lean into and embrace your discomfort rather than avoiding it? A mindful person is willing to be uncomfortable in order to grow.


1  2  3  4  5


CURIOSITY: Do you have a learning mindset? Can you take in tough feedback and ask tough questions? A curious person actively seeks to learn more about themself and others.


1  2  3  4  5


SELF-AWARENESS: Do you have a strong sense of self and know your triggers, biases, and emotions? A self-aware person recognizes their strengths and shortcomings.


1  2  3  4  5


RESILIENCE: Do you face life’s challenges head-on and use them as an opportunity to learn and grow? A resilient person doesn’t let setbacks, well, set them back (for too long).


1  2  3  4  5


EMPATHY: Do you let yourself feel the emotions and see the perspectives of others? An empathetic person can and does regularly put themself in others’ shoes.


1  2  3  4  5


COMMUNICATION: Do you clearly express your needs and expectations, and listen to others in kind? A communicative person can effectively exchange ideas and thoughts.


1  2  3  4  5


PLAYFULNESS: Do you approach life with a “yes, and . . .” mindset and foster a safe space for connection and creativity? A playful person can think big and exist “in the gray.”


1  2  3  4  5





Where Do We Go from Here?


To increase these numbers, you’ll need to get your reps in. Just as every fitness regimen includes exercises (e.g., physical push-ups) to help you get stronger, each chapter in this book includes trait-specific exercises, or what I like to call “emotional push-ups.” Emotional push-ups are small emotional exertions that put you just a little outside of your comfort zone so you can grow. Like real push-ups, the more you do them, the easier they get and the more you can do. They’ll help you get emotionally stronger now and prepare you for times of stress and uncertainty later.


An emotional push-up could be anything from apologizing for a mistake to asking for feedback from a direct report to letting yourself cry at a sad movie. Remember as you read on, what’s just outside of one person’s comfort zone might be way outside of another’s. While I will provide general prompts for the push-ups, how you practice them will be dependent on the particular emotional “muscle” you want to flex and where you are in your emotional fitness journey. For example, if you’re a person who says yes to everything that’s asked of you only to end up feeling overwhelmed and resentful, an emotional push-up for you might be giving a (firm but kind) “no” to one request today. But if you’re a person who tends to put your own needs above others, a push-up might look like helping someone else with a task.


As the philosopher and Roman emperor Marcus Aurelius wrote, “The soul becomes dyed with the color of its thoughts.” If you change your thoughts, you can change your whole world. I do believe that there’s something very powerful about thinking about things in a new way. But you can’t think your way out of a feeling; rather, you have to feel your way through that feeling. Both your mind and your emotional state are important tools for emotional fitness.


Leaning into your feelings is the first step you’ll take on the road to emotional fitness, and that means you are going to get a bit uncomfortable. You need to get comfortable with discomfort, because you’re going to experience plenty of it in this book. Instead of ignoring or turning away from your discomfort, you need to show up and look at it in the eyes. Think of this trait as tying up your shoelaces and getting in some active stretches before you head off on your run. You need to get mentally ready to do the work. So put on your running shoes, and let’s talk about our first trait: mindfulness.
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