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Praise for The Busy Brain Cure


 


“The Busy Brain Cure will transform how individuals and organizations approach the outdated conversation on diets, stress, and burnout. Dr. Romie combines her authority as a neurologist, holistic health expert, and corporate Chief Wellness Officer to lead a researched, comprehensive, easy-to-implement program called brainSHIFT. brainSHIFT will help you to stop sugar cravings, curb stress eating, and tame anxiety so you can focus, feel energized, and sleep through the night.”


—JJ Virgin, CNS, CHFI, Nutrition & Fitness Expert, New York Times bestselling author


 


“For any leader searching for a solution to the workplace mental health and burnout crisis, The Busy Brain Cure offers a compelling research-based program based on the latest brain science. Dr. Romie’s unique authority as a physician, Chief Wellness Officer, and compassionate leader has helped countless individuals and teams rethink their relationship to stress and build wellness cultures.”


—John Murphy, CEO, Great Wolf Resorts


 


“The Busy Brain Cure isn’t just a solution; it’s a revolution. To the CEOs, executives, and entrepreneurs feeling trapped in relentless cycles of stress, anxiety, and burnout: Dr. Romie offers a transformative path for healing the root cause. She weaves her expertise in neurology and integrative medicine with humor, ancient wisdom, and captivating storytelling to guide you toward a more balanced, sustainable way of working, leading, and living.”


—Natalie MacNeil, Emmy Award–winning media entrepreneur, author of The Rituals, and founder of Coaching Evolved


 


“If you identify as creatively fulfilled but stressed by a brain that won’t stop, The Busy Brain Cure delivers the solution you have been searching for. In true Dr. Romie Real Talk style, you won’t be told to meditate for an hour a day or to tone down your aspirations, rather you will get a medically informed cure that literally reduces inflammation in your brain, allowing you to sleep better, sharpen your focus and do the best work of your life.”


—Pamela Slim, award-winning author of Body of Work and The Widest Net


 


“For any leader in need of a solution to the burnout crisis in their organization, The Busy Brain Cure provides a scientific solution that is cost-effective and easy to implement for individuals and teams. Dr. Romie serves as our Chief Wellness Officer, and her unique expertise in neurology, integrative medicine, and mindfulness have helped to create a cultural movement within the organization.”


 —Will Loughran, president of Evolution Hospitality


 


“The Busy Brain Cure is the solution to the toxic hustle culture in the workplace that is fueling anxiety, difficulty focusing, and FOMO about work. Bringing together brain science and powerful client transformation stories, Dr. Romie shares an 8-week plan to heal burnout that founders and leaders need to address focus and productivity.”


—Suneera Madhani, founder of Stax and CEO School


 


“Here is a program that dismantles the toxic diet culture and honors cultural diversity of foods while using a protocol to reduce stress eating. The Busy Brain Cure uses researched microhabits known as brainSHIFTs that are simple and easy to implement for busy professionals and parents to help improve your ability to focus and daytime energy.” 


—Kanchan Koya, PhD, Harvard-trained doctor in biomedicine, and Chief Spice Mama and founder of Radical Vitality


 


“A great workplace culture starts and ends with team members feeling cared for and supported. One of the best investments an organization can make is in tools and resources that help associates manage stress, find better work-life balance, and prioritize mental well-being. By incorporating practices from The Busy Brain Cure into our corporate health and wellness initiatives, we’ve been able to equip and empower our people with science-based programs that heal the root cause of burnout and help boost engagement.” 


—Ann Christenson, chief human resource officer of Aimbridge Hospitality


 










Dr Romie Mushtaq is a board-certified physician and an award-winning speaker on leadership and workplace wellness. Known for her work with Fortune 500 clients, elite athletes and celebrities, she brings over two decades of experience and research in neurology, integrative medicine and mindfulness to her work.
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Dedicated to all of my teachers—from my proud years in the American public school education system to the professors in my medical training and the teachings of the global healing community and especially for the wisdom and patience of all my aunties.










Introduction


I wrote this book for you, my fellow unapologetic, type A, success-driven professionals. You may have been told to slow down, but the problem is we don’t want to slow down. Quite frankly, we do not have the luxury to pause, take a break, or go on a self-care sabbatical. You are the leaders, change-makers, caregivers, single parents, night-school-attending, mortgage-paying adults who live in the real world. A 4-hour workweek? Impossible! The successful people with passion for their purpose whom I’ve served aren’t working 4 hours a week. They are teachers, lawyers, journalists, nurses, techies, finance executives, hotel general managers, airline pilots, accountants, doctors, start-up founders, architects, nonprofit directors, national sales leaders, C-suite executives, bankers, or pharmaceutical representatives, and they have deep, meaningful goals. In consulting with these dedicated, hardworking, and amazing people, I discovered that we all had one thing in common: if one more person told us to “chill” or “go with the flow,” we would run over them with our wearable tech and designer shoes.


But inside that purpose-driven life, we also understand that there must be a different way to succeed that doesn’t lead to burning ourselves out. After countless years of research as well as my personal experience with burnout and the health issues that stem from it, I became committed to finding a path to success without wearing stress as a badge of honor. We don’t have to apologize for our drive, but there are key actions we can take to avoid being overcome by stress and burnout. The answers came in the conversations with many of you in convention hall corridors when I was giving my keynote lectures on stress management. I’m so thankful for all of you who stood in line to talk with me, sometimes for over 2 hours, to tell me about your symptoms and frustrations with the current medical system. I can’t tell you the number of people who asked for the cure to their Busy Brain, a term you will come to know intimately through the reading of this book. A Busy Brain is the term I coined for a pattern of neuroinflammation in the brain caused by chronic stress and burnout. Symptoms of a Busy Brain include an inability to focus, anxiety, and difficulty falling and staying asleep.


If up to now you don’t know my work and haven’t seen one of my keynotes, you might be asking, how do I know if this applies to me? Let’s have some Dr. Romie Real Talk. You might have a Busy Brain if any one of these statements resonates with you:



	•
	
You can’t connect to your personality without a venti dairy-free latte in the morning. If, by chance, the barista used whole milk, then you are Bitter with a capital B for the rest of the day.






	•
	You tell me you just drink coffee, but you really chugged three energy drinks, and if I caught you from the stage, you tried to hide the can under your seat. Busted.





	•
	Your day/schedule/task list has been hijacked by a mysterious external force.





	•
	There are too many browser windows open on your computer and in your brain.





	•
	You try to focus on one important task, but the dinging of notifications from your email inbox, messenger channels, and text messages distracts you. It takes 47 minutes to finish a task that should take less than 3 minutes.





	•
	You finally make it to the end of the day and need a glass of wine or three, followed by bourbon to take the edge off.





	•
	If you don’t drink alcohol, you are trying the latest fad supplement that some Instagram influencer shared.





	•
	You are wired and tired—you’re sure you will sleep well tonight, but when you put your head down on your pillow, you can’t shut down the racing thoughts.





	•
	Once again, the ping of a notification pulls your finger to the screen of your phone, and you lose another 92 minutes down the Google research rabbit hole, wondering why you have been researching high-grade plungers for your bathroom.





	•
	When you finally fall asleep, you wake up at 2:37 a.m. or thereabouts and are wide awake. Heck, you may as well knock out some emails or get a load of laundry done before the kids get up.




Be honest. Did you say yes to any of the above?


No judgment from me. As you’ll see in this book, I used to suffer from these symptoms but continued to churn and burn. That is, churn through the day and burn the midnight oil. I wore stress as a badge of honor, which led me straight down the path of burnout and eventually required lifesaving surgery. I thought that the system was stacked against me, just like you think the system is stacked against you.


When my brain got lost in my dark hole, the last thing I wanted to hear was, “Everything is going to be fine; just focus on rainbows, butterflies, and puppies.” I didn’t need another meditation class or to be shamed into another lesson on resilience. Toxic positivity deepened the wounds, and I kept searching for a new way of being that I didn’t have access to with the adult survival skills I had then.


Have you been stuck on a stress-success cycle too? Where is the adulting manual to help us pivot, rebuild, and reinvigorate? Heck, right now, you may be scrolling and trolling Instagram for a pseudo-inspirational reel in millennial pink to help your brain cope for the next 47 minutes of that virtual conference call—video off—but hey, can someone help turn your brain back on?


If I could share one message to help jump-start your healing process, my heart wants you to know this:


Your brain is not broken.


Your mind is not a mess.


And hope did not permanently depart your soul.


Busy Brain in a Busy World


Between our schedules, screens, and screaming individuals on the street, our senses are overloaded. There are too many browser windows open on our multiple screens, and in our brains. We no longer live in a world where stressors are temporary and our brains have a chance to reset back to a calm channel.


Instead, stress is chronic, and we can feel helpless as we sink further into burnout. I am here to tell you that living with chronic stress takes its toll on your memory, ability to think, mood, and all aspects of your physical health. Chronic and unchecked stress will cause chronic disease, and it will kill you. It almost killed me, and I’m a brain doctor. I should have known better.


What if I told you that traditional medicine got it wrong? That attention deficit disorder (ADD), anxiety, and insomnia in adults are not three different problems but are all part of one syndrome? I call this syndrome a Busy Brain.


And the problem? Here in the West, we use stimulants like caffeine to energize and focus all day and sedatives like alcohol at night to cope. And when the coffee-wine combination fails, some physicians hand out prescription Adderall to get you through your day and then a sleeping or antianxiety pill at night to help you chill out. We are stuck on a stimulant-sedative cycle, all in the name of success.


And let me be clear right here in the introduction. The cure to a Busy Brain is not a cleanse, a diet, or the next nutrition fad. In fact, when we cure our Busy Brains, we stop stress eating and instead mindfully enjoy comfort food. Yes, this brain doctor is telling you to eat comfort food, and in section two, you will learn why it is the path to not only curing your Busy Brain, but also honoring the diverse people on your teams in the workplace. And go ahead, take a quick peek at the appendix. I’ll wait. You’ll see we share a sample of the comfort foods from my circle of loved ones for you.


Here’s another thing. You don’t need another time management technique or productivity tool either. How many self-development books have you read, listened to while working out, or sworn that you would follow, only to feel like it is another to-do list item adding to your stress levels?


brainSHIFT: The Busy Brain Cure


If we don’t get the state of our brains straight, we cannot build our dreams or our teams. If we don’t start by optimizing our brain function, we’ll never be able to optimize our passion, purpose, relationships, and callings. So, yes, this brain doctor is telling you not to apologize for your drive or maybe not even for your 60-hour workweek. It is possible as long as your brain is functioning at capacity, and right now, I haven’t met many brains that are (including my own, at times). When we cure our Busy Brains, we can focus, remain calm, sleep, and optimize our performance. How would it feel to be back in control of not only your schedule, but your ability to pay attention, to sleep, to not feel so anxious all the time?


As an award-winning speaker, founder of the brainSHIFT Institute, and Chief Wellness Officer, I’ve been conducting research with individuals and teams in corporate America specifically on curing their Busy Brains for the past 3 years. For this book, I brought my 20 years of experience as a researcher, doctor of neurology and integrative medicine (add a dash of tech, sass, and soul). We cannot forget to mention the wisdom of my Aunties—they must not be ignored, and how can you with the flashy 22-K yellow-gold necklaces and bracelets they are wearing for this special occasion? My Aunties are elders who were friends with my immigrant parents, and they hailed from different religious and cultural backgrounds. The one thing they had in common was traditional family values, and the openhearted desire to make sure I grew up to become a doctor, and marry well. (Not necessarily in that order.)


And in this book, you will also hear the stories of individuals, teams, and organizations who participated in my brainSHIFT Protocol and were committed to curing their Busy Brains. I also candidly share my journey from Busy Brain to burnout and back again with the help of both Western doctors and global healers.


My cure for the Busy Brain is called the brainSHIFT Protocol. It was developed as I thought back to all the individual patients I had treated in neurology and integrative medicine with similar symptoms. As I successfully treated these patients, I wondered: How can I scale this concept to share it with teams and the public at large? Since 2020, when the global pandemic hit, I was prompted to get creative using technology, so the brainSHIFT 8-week wellness program went online. Not only did we help to restore sleep and a sense of sanity in a time that was, frankly, quite stressful, the teams who participated felt a rejuvenated sense of connection even if they could not be in the office together.


The Busy Brain Cure is not just meant for professionals working from home. A Busy Brain does not have cultural or country-specific boundaries. According to the World Health Organization, 3.6% (about 264 million) of people worldwide have an anxiety disorder. Additionally, 4.6% of females and 2.6% of males globally are affected by anxiety. The State of the Global Workplace 2022 Report was conducted in 116 countries by Gallup and indicated that 43% of employees experience workplace stress.


In over 120 virtual global presentations that I gave between 2020 and 2022, no one wanted this brain doctor to tell them to “eat berries and breathe, and everything will be just fine.” I needed to help find a solution for individuals and a strategy for corporate teams.


So what is brainSHIFT? I define a brainSHIFT as a series of microhabits to implement that have the biggest impacts on your brain and physical health. The “SHIFT” in brainSHIFT is an acronym for the five key areas that are responsible for the root cause of a Busy Brain in most individuals.


S = sleep


H = hormones


I = markers of inflammation


F = food as fuel


T = technology


Every Busy Brain is unique, and together we will figure out the key area for you to focus on between sleep, hormones, inflammation, food, and technology. You may not need to cover each area, but starting with a solid sleep foundation (chapter 5) is essential on the path to taming your Busy Brain.


How to Use This Book, the brainSHIFT Protocol, and Tame Your Busy Brain


You didn’t get here overnight, so I will not lie and tell you there is a fancy brain scan or overpriced supplement to offer you a quick fix. There is no on-off switch on your brain that you can access by meditation or buying an overpriced pair of house slippers. What I am going to offer you is years of field testing, the latest medical research, stories, and the cure for a Busy Brain to help you move forward. In this book, you are offered the 8-week plan to help you find focus, tame your anxiety, and sleep again. I include bonuses such as self-assessment questionnaires, labs to discuss with your doctor, and the brainSHIFT Protocol to start weekly microhabits to tame your Busy Brain.


In section one, we will take a journey to understand the stress-success cycle, how chronic stress can lead to neuroinflammation, disease, and specifically to a Busy Brain.


In section two, we break down the scientific research into the root causes of a Busy Brain, ranging from a disruption in your circadian rhythm, to your hormones, to the role of technology.


And in section three, we will walk you through the researched and tested 8-week brainSHIFT Protocol to cure your Busy Brain.


Through this book, I want to offer you both hope and solutions. We no longer have to live with low-key anxiety, chug caffeine all day to focus, drink half a bottle of red wine at night to calm down, or allow our endless to-do lists to rob us of our sanity.


Back in 2010, as I started the search for a cure for a Busy Brain, burnout wasn’t a widely recognized term. People like me were written off as “too weak to handle the pressure.” Today an estimated 82% of the American workforce has symptoms of burnout—but neither you nor I are just another sad statistic. We are the experts, innovators, and leaders of our families, communities, and organizations. Somewhere on the path from a Busy Brain to burnout, there is an opportunity to pause, self-reflect, and take measured action.


If you had told me as I lay in the dark place my life had become due to burnout, that one day my brain would be functioning better than when I was in medical school, I wouldn’t have believed you. In fact, I could not have imagined this type of peak performance. I started as a sleep-deprived and frazzled doctor. I cured my Busy Brain and brainSHIFTed to become an entrepreneur who woke up energized and in control of my inbox, calendar, and emotions. I now have laser-sharp focus to live my driven, passion-filled life as an award-winning speaker, female founder, and Chief Wellness Officer scaling mindfulness and wellness programs to over 7,000 employees.


So if you feel like you lost control or ended up burned out, I want you to know:


Your brain is not broken.


Your mind is not a mess.


Hope did not depart your soul.


It’s an honor to be your guide on the path forward. Now, let’s turn the page together, and brainSHIFT.


Dr. Romie










SECTION ONE


Busy Brain: Stuck on the Stress-Success Cycle










Chapter 1


Are You Stuck on the Stress-Success Cycle?


Girl, Maybelline, you lied to me. This mascara ain’t waterproof.


I sobbed as I navigated Interstate 94, and when I glanced into the rearview mirror, my appearance just made me cry harder as black rivers of said mascara ran down my cheeks. The heated seat of my smoky mica granite Lexus IS 350 was not providing its usual comfort. I took a deep breath and glided over the three icy highway lanes toward the exit for the hospital where I was an attending physician and professor of neurology. I didn’t even know why I was crying; I was just so damned tired. I’d worked my entire life to become a doctor and dreamed of creating a better life for female epilepsy patients.


“I love my job. I love my job. I love my job,” I whispered into my rearview mirror.


Don’t I?


My Italian silk black suit and overpriced Jimmy Choo stilettos could no longer hide the fact that I was not as pulled together as the designer labels would suggest. It was 6:42 a.m., and already the beeper was buzzing for another stat consult in the neuro-critical-care ICU. I reached for my breakfast, but the only thing I could find was a stale, half-frozen piece of KitKat sitting in the console. I ate it anyway.


How in the hell did I get here?


I had followed (almost) every rule given to me since I wore my plastic neon-red-and-yellow Fisher Price stethoscope on my first day of preschool. I’d grown up with one success mantra from my immigrant father, who had whispered it to me in the newborn nursery and every day after that during my childhood: “We have one daughter, and you will become a doctor.”


Any other life-guiding principles from my circle of elders led back to that one goal.


“Go study your math and science. Otherwise, how will you get into medical school?”


“Hooo-hai-hai, future doctors do NOT say those curse words.”


“We pray that one day you will find a suitable husband. After all, you went to medical school.”


Like any other working adult in the United States, my days were balanced between checking off items on my to-do list and acquiring labels, achievements, and more shoes. To the outside world, I had every title expected of me—doctor, professor, researcher, and dutiful daughter. I married well and then promptly divorced 3 years later with even more flair. And just when one might start to doubt my pristine facade, my overpriced designer high heels would click-clack down the hospital corridors and snap any doubters back to attention. I was a bona fide STEMinist in Stilettos who had arrived to take control of the situation.


While on the outside I kept up the facade of self-control, internally, it felt like my brain cells were on fire. No matter how much caffeine I drank, I couldn’t seem to focus or have enough energy to get through the day. If any emotion dared to destroy my doctor-in-control image, I would immediately self-medicate with more chocolate. I was wired and tired and consistently robbed of a routine sleep schedule. When I put my head down on my pillow, seventy-two warring conversations took over as I tried to process my day, judge my actions, and add to my never-ending to-do list. What was controlling the on-off switch in my brain to stop the insanity and restore order?


Nothing, I suppose.


I was a faithful follower of the churn and burn daily spiritual practice—the norm for any of us employed in academic medicine. Churn all cylinders during the day, and burn the midnight oil. Stress ourselves out until we reach another level of success, then rinse and repeat. I was definitely stuck on the stress-success cycle.


I pulled my Lexus into the hospital parking lot, chocolate from the KitKat still on my fingers, and mustered up the courage to get out of my car and strategically keep my balance on the icy sidewalk leading to the sliding doors of the neuroscience division.


That’s the moment I started to have searing chest pain.


What I know 16 years later, beyond a shadow of a doubt, is that we can no longer wear stress as a badge of honor, which was what I was doing as I walked into work every day. All those years ago when I drove my Lexus on that icy freeway, we didn’t have terms like burnout, chronic stress, or employee well-being. After all this time, I’ve learned that chronic stress is toxic and destroys the structure and function of our brains and bodies. We can no longer sacrifice our health to achieve our goals in the pursuit of success. Chronic stress over time actually WILL kill you. Is that too bold a statement? I am not being a drama queen. It almost killed me.


brainSCIENCE Break


Are You Stuck on a Stress-Success Cycle?


Have you ever asked yourself, “Why can’t I be truly calm or happy in my life? What’s missing?” Only to have your inner voice immediately answer, “Maybe if I meet my quota for my sales goal this quarter, then I’ll be happy.” Or, “Maybe when I finish that next big remodeling project in the house, I’ll finally be able to calm down.”


Like the success-driven professional you have become, you’ve set your SMART goals, used the GTD method, and put myriad other structures and systems in place to manage yourself and your output. You also stress, obsess, and worry until you achieve whatever goal you’re working toward in the moment. But invariably, that nagging feeling comes right back—something is missing. You’re not feeling calm anymore or focused. You ask yourself what else is on your to-do list. You’ll focus on that because it will make you feel better. But it doesn’t.


That, my dear reader, is being stuck on a stress-success cycle. And listen, as a triple board-certified physician and C-suite-level executive, I am not here to tell you that striving for success is wrong. But what if I told you we could strive for success in our personal and professional lives without stressing ourselves out?


I’m here to tell you that you are stuck on the success-stress cycle if you subscribe to the “success at any cost” mantra while wearing your stress as a badge of honor. You have trained your brain to believe that if you could just check off one more item on your never-ending to-do list then you will have achieved inner peace. What’s so wrong with that? Well, instead of the inner peace that you’re so sure is at the end of all those completed check marks (a pipe dream, at best), you start having back pain, acid reflux, a lost libido, or a panic attack. To boot, you end up ghosting your primary care physician because they claimed that you now have high blood pressure, borderline diabetes mellitus, or an irregular heart rhythm.


Eventually, still stuck on the success-stress cycle, you may even start to develop symptoms of chronic disease in your heart, stomach, lungs, and joints. But, hey, not a thing feels off. Then suddenly, you drop to the ground from a cardiac arrest. Stress can not only derail your plans for success, chronic stress will kill you if you don’t address it.


Before you start to panic, I want you to know that it is possible to achieve your goals, be ambitious, and succeed without falling into the pattern of chronic stress, burnout, and ill health. The first step I invite you to take is often the most difficult—it’s simply self-awareness. Ultimately, it is your decision, and your decision alone, to get off the stress-success cycle.


What’s Stress Got to Do with It Anyway?


When someone starts by simply admitting to me that they are stressed out, it is not uncommon for their defense mechanism to be, “Dr. Romie, who isn’t stressed in today’s modern work world?”


If we were sitting down together one-on-one, I would want to ask you:



	1.
	Have you been stuck on the stress-success cycle for a short period due to a deadline at work?





	2.
	Or are you living with stress all the time due to strains on finances, your relationship, your health, or perhaps something else?





	3.
	Or do you feel like you are always stressed out about life, and then more struggles keep piling on top?




Stress is defined by the World Health Organization as any change that causes physical, emotional, or psychological strain. Any of these types of stress can cause your well-being to deteriorate in one or more of these areas:



	•
	Brain function (cognition)





	•
	Emotional well-being (mental health)





	•
	Function of your body (physical health)





	•
	Sense of self in relation to the world (spiritual health)




When we think about how stress will impact our health, it is first important to understand that there are not only different types of stress. Stress is also classified by the duration of the stressor. Standard psychology classifies stress into these three types:



	1.
	Acute stress





	2.
	Acute episodic stress





	3.
	Chronic stress




Acute stress results from your body’s reaction to a new or challenging situation. This is the feeling you get from an approaching deadline or when you narrowly avoid being hit by a car. In this case, scientists agree a little bit of stress is a normal reaction to make our brains focus, be motivated, or push through procrastination. We can even experience acute stress due to something we enjoy, like riding a roller coaster. Acute stress is classified as short-term. Usually, your stress hormones, emotions, and body will return to a normal state within minutes to hours through the relaxation response in your brain.


The second type of stress is acute episodic stress. Acute episodic stress is when acute stresses (as defined above) happen frequently. You feel like you are constantly moving from one crisis to another. One example of acute episodic stress is having tight work deadlines that happen on a recurring basis without a break. Another example is the frequent high-stress situations experienced by some professionals, such as healthcare workers. Doctors, nurses, and other healthcare workers are repeatedly at the bedside of different patients in a potentially critical state, revving up stress hormones and then repeating the cycle with each patient seen in the emergency room, intensive care unit, or clinic. With acute episodic stress, we don’t get time to return to a relaxed and calm state, so the effects of the high-frequency acute stresses accumulate.


Last but not least is chronic stress. Chronic stress results from stressors that continue for an extended period of time and can feel never-ending. Examples include constantly fighting with your life partner, facing insurmountable debt, or living with a chronic disease. In chronic stress, we have difficulty seeing any way to improve or change the situation. In the face of chronic stress, trying temporary relaxation measures like a nap, short meditation, or exercise often doesn’t feel like it helps to get us out of stress. Once again, a quick fix or an on-off switch for the brain doesn’t exist.


One important item of note in our discussion of stress and its classifications is the idea that “stress is good for you.” I want to clear up any confusion here and now around that statement that has been touted in recent years. When you hear that phrase, please understand that they are talking about acute stress, which, as noted above, helps you to push through a deadline, or allows your reflexes to take action quickly. For example, let’s say you’re driving in winter weather and hit a patch of ice and start skidding. “Stress is good for you” in this situation because the acute stress will allow you to navigate the ice with your brain on high alert and all your reflexes focused. In this book, we’re going to target the last two types of stress: acute episodic and chronic stress. Those are the two that I’m worried about, because these types of stress can kill you.


Acute episodic and chronic stress create havoc in our brains and bodies. I want you to think of your brain as having an airport traffic control tower. At a busy airport, the airport traffic control tower oversees the operations of the cabin (in-flight experience), below-plane operations, and above ground (airport) operations. In the same way, our brain has an airport traffic control center that oversees operations in our brain and all of the organ systems in our body.


Your Brain as an Airport Traffic Control Tower


Fourteen years after pushing through the sobbing moments in my car, I found myself in a luxurious affair with my travel boyfriend, Delta Airlines. In 2019, they even gave me the elusive diamond—Diamond Medallion status, that is. I knew we’d taken our relationship to the next level in 2022 when Delta Airlines invited me to meet the family of employees at the mother ship: Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International Airport (ATL).


When I woke up on the morning of the big day, the joy and excitement I’d felt over the invitation was clouded in my Busy Brain by the judgmental voices of the Aunties in my head: “Hai hai, you are a visiting dignitary and guest at their airport. What a big honor Delta Airlines is giving you. You will represent our whole family. Fifty-one years ago, your mother came on a big plane like that from Asia to America when she married your father. What are you going to wear? You come from a good family, so do not bring us shame. You must at a minimum wear proper jewels and something silk.”


As I dressed for my big “date,” I heeded the internal guidance (ahem…criticism) of my elders and put on my finest pearls, 22-K gold earrings, and a rose pink silk blouse. When I arrived, I met Rondah Smart, Delta Airlines’ ATL Worldport Manager for Employee Engagement and Communications. To her credit she kept her stoic composure as she covered my silk and pearls with a neon-green vest five sizes too big. Plastered across the front of the vest in shiny silver were the words “Delta Visitor.” What was more impressive than her stoicism was her compassion and care when she stuck the neon-green earplugs into my ears above my 22-K gold hoops.


Of course, my Busy Brain had conveniently forgotten the critical detail that we would be outside, where the bitter December Atlanta winds would pierce through my fine silk and neon vest as I stood on the tarmac of gate T8. Even with the cold, I stood in awe, saluting the pilots while watching the super tug cart pull the 757 Boeing out of the gate onto the tarmac. To stand underneath the belly of that plane was a life list moment.


Until my “date” with my travel boyfriend that day, I’d had no idea that with one gust of wind, one lightning strike, or one major snow or thunderstorm, this carefully controlled symphony of operations could become chaotic, and a ground stop could be ordered. A ground stop is mandated by the Federal Aviation Authority (FAA) in the airport traffic control tower to ensure no employees are on the tarmac in dangerous weather, nor are any planes attempting to land or take off with poor visibility.


Further, if a ground stop is ordered by the FAA at the ATL traffic control tower, you have just hit the pause button at one of the world’s busiest airports. How long do you think it takes for Los Angeles International Airport (LAX) or London Heathrow International Airport (LHR) to be impacted by a ground stop at ATL? Within just a few seconds, the chaos of cancellations and delays spreads to the global airspace, impacting passengers and crews, and causing planes to be delayed or diverted elsewhere.


Our brain and bodies function the same way when we are trying to push operations through. Episodic stress is like a temporary slowdown of one runway at the airport due to the congestion of incoming and outgoing planes taxiing to the right terminal. Piling on acute stress after acute stress for long periods of time causes a chronically stressed brain, which is akin to a complete ground stop. It’s not unlike a blizzard coming through ATL. There is now diminishing visibility, it’s dangerous for employees to be out on the tarmac, and all below-plane operations slow down or come to a complete halt.


Effect of Stress on Your Brain’s and Body’s Operations


Your brain also has a fight, flight, or freeze response. Known as the stress response, this is a how your brain responds to any event it perceives as harmful, an attack, or a threat to your survival. This stress response was first described by Dr. Walter Bradford Cannon and is known as the Cannon-Bard theory. The Cannon-Bard theory proposes that your brain’s airport traffic control center (the amygdala) processes what you see and hear, translating possible danger to the airport gates (the hypothalamus). In simple terms, the stress response then releases stress hormones that signal you to either freeze, fight, or take flight.


When a winter storm is going to threaten or create harm to the people and operations of ATL airport, the FAA in the airport traffic control tower sends a signal to the other key areas of the airport, known as a ground stop. Until it is safe to resume operations, no planes can take off or land at the airport. Employees who work on the tarmac in below-plane operations also have to go indoors to safety. What appears to a passenger as being stuck in the airport is actually a carefully crafted symphony of operations to keep everyone safe.


When we experience ongoing episodic stress (instead of acute temporary stress), the amygdala acts like the traffic control tower if it were constantly sending out a distress signal—the employees at all the airport gates start shifting operations to emergency mode. It is not just the brains of the operation that switch into this crisis mode, but so does the rest of our crew, the body.


Then the hypothalamus activates the autonomic nervous system by sending signals through the sympathetic nerves to the adrenal glands. This is known as our hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis (HPA axis). Our adrenal glands produce key chemicals and hormones that keep our bodies fueled. Under stress, the adrenal glands respond by pumping these chemicals and hormones (cortisol and adrenaline) into the bloodstream. As these hormones circulate through the body, they bring on several physiological changes that signal distress.



	1.
	The heart beats faster than average, pushing blood to the muscles, brain, and other vital organs.





	2.
	The blood pressure also goes up. The person undergoing these changes also starts to breathe more rapidly.





	3.
	Small airways in the lungs open wide. This way, the lungs can take in as much oxygen as possible with each breath.





	4.
	Extra oxygen is sent to the brain, increasing alertness. Sight, hearing, and other senses become sharper.





	5.
	Meanwhile, adrenaline triggers the release of blood sugar (glucose) and fats from temporary storage sites in the body. These nutrients flood into the bloodstream, supplying energy to all our body parts.




It’s important to remember that, just like flying through different global airports, every person’s body is different, and so is how each individual sees the impact of episodic and chronic stress. Physiological changes can vary from one person to the next, and we each have to understand our own patterns.


When you fly to various airports, they all have different architecture, while key functions operate the same. This is the same with the human brain, our personalities, and ability to cope with stress. What makes your brain’s airport traffic control tower panic or shut down can be different than someone else who might have steady-state operations.


Our brain’s airport traffic control tower perceives threats differently compared to other people’s brains. This is why two people can experience the same situation and may not experience the same stress response, if any at all. For example, two people may hear a toxic coworker yell in the middle of a meeting. One might feel sick to their stomach or may be annoyed by the angry colleague, while the other person doesn’t react at all. It doesn’t even faze them. As humans, it is normal to have different stress reactions to the same thing; some people perceive a threat, whereas others don’t. Another example is public speaking. While 90% of the population fears public speaking, thus inducing a stress response, there are 10%, like myself, who find joy in public speaking—thus it doesn’t elicit a strong stress response.


I often joke that my stress relief and relaxation come through research and reading. The habit of reading encyclopedias was instilled in me by my mother and Aunties so they’d be less stressed with me constantly underfoot asking questions. If I had more time, I’d pursue a PhD in psycho-neuro-immuno-endocrinology. Say that five times fast—for most, that repetition is an example of an acute stressor. For me—utter bliss.


It’s fascinating to research how emotions and your mood (psycho) change the structure and function of the brain (neuro), thus shifting the body’s entire immune system (immuno), and the role of every organ system’s hormones (endocrinology). Psycho-neuro-immuno-endocrinology. Stress doesn’t just hijack your mood. Through decades of research, we know that emotions change how your brain functions (sleep, memory) and your physical health (digestion, hormones, immune system, muscle tension).


In all three types of stress, the limbic system is the seat of the stress response and where emotions are processed. I want to reiterate that once the amygdala (part of the limbic system) is stimulated by acute, episodic, or chronic stress, it sends a distress signal to the hypothalamus. The HPA axis is then activated. In acute stress, at some point within minutes to hours the relaxation response is elicited—the parasympathetic response to reverse the acute stress effects.


In episodic and chronic stress, there is no chance for the relaxation response to fully bring the brain and body back to homeostasis. The hypothalamus and pituitary glands in the brain are responsible for maintaining the homeostasis of every organ system in the body. There are over fifty different hormones in your brain and body that make sure every organ system is working in harmony. When the HPA axis is activated under stress, glucocorticoids and catecholamines surge. In prolonged stress, the HPA axis continuously stimulates your sympathetic nervous system.


What happens when your sympathetic nervous system is accelerated chronically? With constant stimulation in chronic stress, the sympathetic nervous system will elevate your heart rate and blood pressure, cause muscle tension, inflame your joints, and wreak havoc with your digestion.


I’ve been there, 16 years ago, as I walked through the sliding doors of the neuroscience division and had that searing chest pain. Little did I know that I was experiencing acute chronic stress in my job as a physician. I was only in my early thirties. Another thing I didn’t know back then was that my chest pain was worsening due to the stress my brain’s airport traffic control tower could not control…and it was wreaking havoc with my mood, sleep, and digestion. It would be years before I pieced together the puzzle of my symptoms and my personal history to find the solution to maintain homeostasis in the airport traffic control tower of my brain.


brainDUMP Chapter 1 Summary



	•
	You are stuck on a stress-success cycle if you constantly feel stressed trying to achieve your goals, only to start the process all over again on a new goal, task, or to-do list item.





	•
	Depending on the duration and frequency, stress is classified as acute stress, acute episodic stress, or chronic stress.





	•
	Acute episodic stress and chronic stress lead to symptoms that destroy your mental health, cognitive health, physical health, and spiritual well-being.





	•
	Ongoing episodic and chronic stress leads to disease and can kill you.





	•
	Your brain has a system that functions like an airport traffic control tower. This part of your brain controls operations in the rest of your brain and every organ system in your body.





	•
	Under acute episodic and chronic stress, operations in your brain and body can slow down or come to a halt—known as the stress response.




quickSHIFT: Take Fast Action Now


Take a moment now to ask yourself, are you stuck on a stress-success cycle?


Self-Awareness Exercise



	1.
	Do you feel like you have to push yourself at all costs in order to obtain your goals, finish a task, or succeed?





	2.
	Where did this pattern start?





	3.
	What symptoms do you start to feel when stress is pushing you over the edge?





	4.
	Are you ready to take the first step toward breaking this stress-success cycle?





	5.
	Can you think of a time when you succeeded at something important in your life without having to be under a long period of stress?











Chapter 2


Signs that Your Stress Created a Busy Brain


The chest pain I experienced back in 2007 as I tottered across the ice in my stilettos started right behind the strap in the middle of my La Perla black lace bra—a rapidly ascending fire rising to my throat and searing straight through to the middle of my back. Moments later, a darkness overtook me, and I couldn’t breathe. I broke into a sweat. I recovered and went to work, but from that day on these symptoms got more frequent, would haunt me, and would sneak up on me when I least expected it. On a day-to-day basis, I would be doing everything to avoid curling up into fetal position. All I wanted to do was go home and cuddle with my puppy, Rahja.


I tried everything, including chugging half of a bottle of neon-pink Pepto-Bismol to alleviate the tight spasm in my chest, but I threw it all back up. At first, I argued with my internal doctor brain that I was at least 22 years too young for a heart attack. But I did not mess around. I went straight to my primary care doctor for help.


I traded in the La Perla for a scratchy hospital gown as I sat waiting for my doctor to arrive. She peered up at me after assessing all the facts in my flimsy medical chart. “Romie, you are like every other type A junior faculty doctor coming through here. It’s just acid reflux. You gotta stop the coffee-chocolate-wine combination.”


I lost my composure and gasped before catching myself. Romie, take it like a warrior. Keep a straight face.


“We’ll start these antacids and antibiotics and send you to the GI department for additional tests.”


I listened to her instructions. I stopped consuming the only three food groups that mattered to me and started the antacids and antibiotics. They didn’t work, so eventually I stopped the antibiotics and restarted the chocolate; a girl has gotta cope, right? Somewhere in that period of 18 months, my overwhelmed, chronically stressed self was starting to lose the connection to the joy I used to have in seeing our epilepsy patients reach significant milestones—like going to prom, and getting a driver’s license.
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