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INTRODUCTION



I wrote this book for you. Yes, you.


If you’re reading these pages, the odds are that you are an ambitious, hardworking person who is struggling with anxiety, stress, and exhaustion—even as you appear to excel.


And maybe, just maybe, it’s not easy for you to pick up this book. Maybe asking for help is hard. Because you’re someone who prides yourself on being self-sufficient no matter how heavy the burden, on charging ahead no matter the obstacle. Perhaps your instinct to disguise any imperfection, to present as unflappable, to please others in order to get ahead, is at war with your need for support.


I get that. I really do.


In fact, this pattern is typical of the people who so often find their way to my therapy couch—whether virtually or in person—allowing me the privilege of listening. Countless times, I’ve watched new patients drop their flawless facades (and tensed shoulders) once in my office, revealing themselves to be driven, determined, often brilliant, but also riddled with self-doubt, dread, and worry.


After years in the field, I have come to think of this phenomenon as high achiever’s anxiety. And I see it as a kind of epidemic.


The bad news is that right now you are likely not feeling your best. You may be overwhelmed, tired, and frustrated by what feels like an insurmountable mountain of effort, and the truth is, if you continue on this track, you will burn out.


But you don’t have to.


Though you may have imagined otherwise, I am here to tell you that your anxiety is not the price of admission for your success. You can feel better without losing your edge. In fact, if you feel better, you will thrive. You can be happy and high-achieving.
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As soon as I began seeing patients early in my career, I observed this high achiever’s phenomenon over and over again, too obvious to ignore. Almost every patient who walked through my door was burned out and unsure of how long they could sustain the pace of their relentless schedules and demands. They were plagued by feelings of inadequacy no matter how high they soared.


Sound familiar?


I recognized many of their qualities myself. After all, years ago, I overcame my own habit of people-pleasing.


Well over a decade of working with ambitious, anxious patients has concretized my understanding of high achievers’ struggles and fueled my commitment to helping them find success and joy. When they first arrive, my clients are these awesome people who aren’t yet enjoying their excellence. They’re so bogged down with stress that they can’t relish the fact that they’re crushing it!


No more.


I am here for you, with you, and I have the expertise to help using science-based strategies I’ve formulated to combat the unique pressures and pitfalls of high-performing individuals—so you can flourish.


ARE YOU AN ANXIOUS HIGH ACHIEVER?


Among other things, high achievers are productive, talented, goal-oriented, skilled problem-solvers who love—I mean, love—a list. And these are advantageous traits! Maybe you recognize some of them in yourself. Or maybe some of these less enjoyable anxious high-achiever qualities also resonate:




[image: image] You are overwhelmed by self-doubt and your overextended schedule.


[image: image] You like to feel in control.


[image: image] You feel massive pressure to keep achieving big and impressive goals.


[image: image] You desire certainty.


[image: image] You experience fear of failure, of making mistakes, or of being viewed as incompetent.


[image: image] You’re afraid others will find out that you’re not as smart or talented as they thought you were.


[image: image] You are self-critical, often thinking about what you should have done or should do in the future.


[image: image] You worry about your performance and others’ perceptions of your performance.


[image: image] You like to feel special instead of like “most people.”


[image: image] You have tense muscles and often hold your breath.


[image: image] You suffer from difficulties with sleep.


[image: image] You have trouble saying no because of people-pleasing.


[image: image] You have unrealistic or perfectionist expectations for yourself, your family, your friends, and your coworkers.


[image: image] You see asking for help as weakness or failure.


[image: image] You get impatient or annoyed with things that feel unnecessarily long and prefer bite-size nuggets of wisdom that bottom-line the point quickly (like this list!).




If you recognize yourself in any of the above, if you love bullet points and hate saying no to your boss, if you think living at a frenzied pace with chronic stress and self-criticism is the necessary cost of success, you have found your way to the right book.
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Raised to value hard work and service to others, I am passionate about helping as many people as possible. I earned my PhD in clinical psychology, specializing in health psychology, from the University of Florida, completed my internship and post doctoral fellowship at the VA Boston Healthcare System with appointments at Harvard Medical School and Boston University School of Medicine, then eventually became the chief of behavioral medicine at my group practice in Boston. I started working with high achievers organically, as the city is teeming with successful business and medical professionals, graduate students, and athletes who contend with chronic anxiety, intense worry, and imposter syndrome. During a later stint in California, I found that, despite a lot more sunshine, my high-achieving patients there suffered from the same challenges. Though some of my clients came to see the value of work-life balance over the course of the pandemic, they still felt—and continue to feel—inadequate and even more anxious and disconnected, sacrificing their health and happiness in order to prove themselves.


Fortunately, I have developed a cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT)–informed approach to help my patients navigate the particular challenges of high achievement. It’s based around a concept I call the 8 Essentials, formulated with insights garnered from my clinical training, research in the field of psychology, direct work with patients, and expertise in CBT. The Essentials are practical principles to help you live well and optimally, free of the perpetual worry and overwhelm that can hold you back.


These tenets are game-changing in terms of guiding my clients to find relief, balance, and joy, helping them make better choices for their mental and physical health. With support, high achievers like you can shed self-doubt and continue to get ahead, without losing steam.


High achievers are action-oriented people who want concrete tools to take home and use. But after years of teaching these research-based strategies, I still couldn’t find a text specifically tailored for high achievers, underlining the important concepts of the 8 Essentials in a concise and applicable way. So I decided to write one.


The foundation of my method is identifying how our thoughts, feelings, and behaviors are fundamental to achieving and sustaining our success and happiness. Once we understand that—including what I call the Troublesome Trifecta, or the three most persistent unhelpful ways of thinking that are obstacles to excellence for high achievers—we can begin the most important work: getting you relief as quickly as possible!


We need to combat counterproductive, energy-zapping habits that hinder your joy and, yes, achievement. Then, I’ll give you the rocket fuel to accelerate your path to an excellent life. Plus you’ll learn how to maintain those positive shifts and practices you’ve developed, so you can thrive without chronic anxiety for the rest of your life.
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My psychologist friends and I often discuss how the people who wind up on our particular couches seem to arrive there for a reason. It’s as if we were meant to work together, just like you were meant to pick up this book. You have arrived here for my help because you need it—and you are not alone. You’ve arrived here because you deserve to feel better.


If you’re a high achiever, you probably hate to waste time. So let’s get going. I’m excited for you because I have seen the incredible power of these Essentials in action: improving mood, sleep, relationships, and more. These changes in your cognitive and behavioral patterns will not only decrease your current anxiety but also proactively prevent such significantly elevated levels of anxiety and distress in the future, helping you achieve your goals.


So, picture yourself in my office, across from me on my comfy couch. You’re letting your shoulders drop. You’re breathing evenly. Your leg isn’t bouncing. You’ve let the stress lapse for a moment, and guess what—you are still afloat. No one is thinking less of you.


You possess the capacity and power to optimize your life and become the best version of yourself. It is within your control to transform into a happy high achiever.


Now, let’s do this!
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OPTIMIZE YOUR THOUGHTS FOR SUCCESS





Your life is limited by the limits of your thoughts.


—Albert Einstein




Picture this: You’re sitting in a meeting. It’s not all-hands or make-or-break, but you and some of your colleagues and higher-ups have gathered around the big conference table or virtually, lattes and laptops at the ready. In the midst of some light brainstorming, you decide to share an idea. Your heart is racing, but this is your chance to shine! Only, before you can fully wow everyone, your boss stops you:


“No, actually, that problem was resolved yesterday,” she says. “We’re talking about something else.”


No one seems to mind. Everyone moves on quickly. Everyone… except you. You want to disappear. Instead of moving past the gaffe, your mind spins into a shame spiral.


For the rest of the meeting and even the day (or week!), all you can think about is how deficient you were in that cringeworthy moment and, perhaps, are in life. You’re consumed with how you sabotaged an opportunity to show your prowess. Maybe it’s because you’re not good enough? Maybe you’re not working hard enough? Maybe everyone can now see your glaring imperfections, how you’ve been faking it all along?


Does that resonate?


My high-achieving clients come to me distraught over scenarios like this one all the time, stuck in overwhelming feelings of anxiety, shame, and imposter syndrome. As we start to talk, what we find is that it’s very rarely the fumbled words or minor misstep itself that’s standing in their way. Instead it’s the unhelpful, anxiety-promoting thoughts that plague them in the aftermath that become the real hindrance to sustained success.


THOUGHTS, FEELINGS, AND BEHAVIORS—IT’S ALL INTERCONNECTED


The very first step on our journey—even before we meet the 8 Essentials—is to understand the powerful relationship between thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. These three elements—and how they affect each other—fundamentally shape how we experience the world.


Our thoughts (how we think about ourselves, others, and the world), feelings (our emotions, moods), and behaviors (our actions, choices, how we navigate the world) all directly impact each other. In fact, that interconnected relationship is so automatic to our functioning as humans that most of us have rarely, if ever, stopped to notice it:
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For instance, let’s say you are thinking ahead to plans with a close friend and have the thought, “I can’t wait to see Julie on Saturday!” You are likely to feel excited. If you’re reading a good book on your couch (a cozy behavior), you’ll feel content and relaxed. And have you ever noticed that if you arrive at work feeling happy and confident on a particular day, you’re often more productive (a behavioral effect)?


Now, what if you’re at a job interview for a position you really, really want and, as you shake the interviewer’s hand, you think, “What if I freeze up?”—and then you feel extremely nervous? You may actually wind up behaving in a way that’s disengaged, making minimal eye contact, and appearing less interested. Afterward, you might tell yourself, “See? I knew I’d mess this up!” And that thought only perpetuates the cycle of feeling stressed and anxious. But what if instead, as you shake the interviewer’s hand, you think to yourself, “Wow, I’m so excited I got this interview! I’ll do my best and no matter what happens, it’s just really cool that I’m here!” Think about how different you would feel (probably motivated, proud, grateful) and how that would affect how you show up and behave at the interview (likely engaged, asking questions, and appearing curious, interested, and energetic). So, you can see how these three factors directly impact each other and how they profoundly impact your life. And that includes your professional activities and advancement.


We know that when people feel better, their behaviors are better, as well. In fact, research has shown that feeling happier will help you find more sustainable success. In Shawn Achor’s internationally bestselling book The Happiness Advantage, he details his time at Harvard researching how “cultivating positive brains makes us more motivated, efficient, resilient, creative, and productive, which drives performance upward.” As he notes, “This discovery has been confirmed by thousands of scientific studies and in my own work and research on 1,600 Harvard students and dozens of Fortune 500 companies worldwide.”1


This is why, in CBT, an empirically supported treatment for anxiety and depression that is the basis for much of my work, we target improving both thoughts and behaviors to help people feel better. Feeling anxious, stressed, and insecure is unpleasant to say the least—and we want to release the pressure for you as quickly as possible. But it’s important to note that our goal is not to eradicate our feelings completely. We need our emotions. Anger is there to show us a sense of injustice. Sadness demonstrates a sense of loss. Anxiety mobilizes us for potential upcoming challenges or dangers. That’s why our goal is to modulate the intensity of our feelings, so they feel more manageable and we can more effectively move through them, rather than try to eliminate them.


That brings us to the main goal of The Happy High Achiever: to help you be both happy (feeling) and high-achieving (behavior). Your thoughts are going to be the key to making this objective a reality. And that’s why they’re going to come up again and again in this book. Thoughts are synonymous with self-talk. We are constantly in conversation with ourselves, whether we realize it or not. Unhelpful self-talk is going to make us feel bad and perform less well. Balanced self-talk is going to help us feel better and be our best. It’s that simple.


THE POWER OF YOUR THOUGHTS


Now, before you panic, no, “self-talk” isn’t code for overly earnest woo-woo affirmations! When I reference self-talk, I am referring to the thoughts that pass through your mind all the time that are fueling your feelings and impacting how you show up in the world. Self-talk can also be called your inner monologue or automatic thoughts.


Many of the wisest people in history, from Buddha to Marcus Aurelius to Maya Angelou, agree on the importance of our thoughts. As William James, widely considered the father of American psychology, said, “The greatest weapon against stress is our ability to choose one thought over another.” And those choices around our thoughts are the foundation for how we move from anxious to happy high achievers.


So, thoughts can help us make great positive strides—when they’re encouraging and not defeating.


In this particular book, you’ll notice that I refer to helpful thoughts as “balanced” as opposed to “positive,” which may be the term you’re accustomed to hearing. This is not to diminish positive psychology, which is so important and intrinsically related to everything we’re discussing. In fact, I’m an incredibly positive person, to the point where people have said my enthusiasm is like a “force” they can feel even over a Zoom call. But for my high achievers in the midst of anxiety spirals, positivity can also be a lot to ask. Saying, “Be positive!” to someone during a crisis can feel dismissive, to say the least.


That’s why I often say, “I’m an optimist, but we have to stay real.” There’s a way to hold both. We can hope for the best while also staying grounded in the reality of a situation. What I’m trying to help you do is start finding balance. You don’t have to like how you feel, but you deserve to know you’re not alone and that there are tools to help you. So, while thinking positive may sometimes feel like too big of a reach, a balanced or helpful thought—a thought that serves you instead of detracting from your calm and confidence—can feel more accessible.


The bottom line: You can become a master of your mind. You can enhance your awareness of your thoughts, learn to transform your self-talk, and be your best.


Improve your thoughts, improve your life.


HOW YOUR THOUGHTS WORK


The first step to optimizing your thoughts is paying attention to them. Let’s say you’re back at work and, because you made that previous mistake at that earlier meeting, now you’re nervous about contributing. You tell yourself, “What I have to say is probably dumb. People might think I’m amateurish if I say it.”


How are you likely to feel after telling yourself that? Not good—right? More anxious, overwhelmed, and frustrated. And you could be more reluctant to speak up. So, one probable scenario is that you tell yourself, “It’s just better if I don’t say anything,” and continue to feel stressed about talking at meetings. Not ideal.


This is an example of a cognitive distortion. Cognitive distortions are unhelpful thoughts originating from erroneous assumptions, misinterpretations, or maladaptive beliefs. Another version of that might be: “I said the wrong thing in a meeting and now everyone is going to think I’m bad at my job and I’ll never get promoted.”


If you didn’t already guess, this manner of thinking seriously ramps up stress and anxiety, which makes everything harder. The thing about cognitive distortions is that all humans make them. A lot. Especially high achievers, who are prone to self-criticism and aggressively high standards.


Unhelpful thoughts lead to unhelpful feelings (distress) and unhelpful behaviors (not participating at meetings). They deplete your energy and keep you stuck, further reinforcing unhelpful/unbalanced thinking. It’s a self-perpetuating, mood-sabotaging cycle. One we need to break.


This all sounds great in theory, right? You, like most of my patients, might be thinking: “Okay, Dr. A. But how?” Fair enough.


Our mission is to catch and conquer our cognitive distortions. Overcoming these ubiquitous beasts is not easy, but it’s definitely doable. The first step is learning how to notice them. We have to get you really good at knowing when you are thinking a cognitive distortion (also sometimes referred to as “thinking errors” or what I’ll call unbalanced or unhelpful thoughts). Then we move from awareness into action. When you recognize you are error-engaged, you can start challenging the heck out of it. And for that, you’ll need your flashlight.


WHERE ARE YOU SHINING YOUR FLASHLIGHT?


So how do you recognize a cognitive distortion when it’s happening? By how you feel. Thoughts impact feelings, which means you can work backward. This will be the easiest way to spot when you are thinking a cognitive distortion, because we don’t often walk around saying, “What am I thinking right now?” but we do often know how we feel.


If you are feeling anxious, tense, on edge, nervous, or overwhelmed, ask yourself: What am I thinking? What am I telling myself right now? This is where you’re shining your flashlight!


Your flashlight in this context is your attention. And where you aim your flashlight is just like choosing where you aim an actual flashlight in a room. You can choose to shine the beam right or left, up or down, and where the light is directed is what you’ll see. The rest will fade into the background and stay in the dark. Similarly, if you choose to focus your attention on helpful, balanced thoughts or unhelpful, unbalanced thoughts, that’s what you’ll concentrate on—and that will impact how you feel.


If you’re feeling anxiety, panic, or dread, most of the time you’ll recognize you’ve been focusing on an unhelpful thought that is needlessly amplifying your anxiety. So, with the exception of traumatic situations that can naturally cause intense levels of emotions, if you’re experiencing heightened levels of anxiety that feel unmanageable, then a cognitive distortion is likely the culprit.


When my patients are having particularly hard days, I’ll ask them: “Where are you pointing your flashlight right now?” For high achievers, flashlights are often focused on their fears, self-doubts, and anxious thoughts about winning an upcoming case, landing a new role, earning the highest score, or submitting the best project. Or their attention is fixated on what others have accomplished—which, in turn, makes them feel inadequate.




TAKE ACTION


As soon as you can after your next stressful situation (so it’s still easy to remember how you felt and what you were thinking), use the framework below to help identify the link between your thoughts about a situation and your reactions to it. What did you tell yourself during that situation? Where were you shining your flashlight? How did it make you feel and behave?






[image: image]







Here’s a sample version:


Situation: I want to ask a question in a meeting or a class.


Thoughts: This is probably a stupid question. People will think I’m incompetent if I ask.


Reactions:


Feelings—Anxious, nervous, insecure.


Behaviors—I don’t ask the question and, thus, don’t participate for fear of looking foolish. Someone else asks the same question and is rewarded with praise by the professor or higher-up.


Now you try!


Your Situation:


Your Thoughts:


Your Reactions:


Feelings—


Behaviors—


If you do this exercise regularly, you will begin to notice patterns and gain clarity about the situations in which unhelpful thoughts most often come up for you. And you’ll start to see how your unhelpful self-talk negatively impacts your feelings and behaviors.






POKE HOLES IN DISTORTED THOUGHTS


Once you’ve shined your light on a distorted thought, the question is—how can you make that thought go away? (You’re a bright person, I’m sure you’ve tried simply commanding a thought to leave and found that didn’t work. That’s why you’re reading this book.) The good news is, while you can’t make your thousands of thoughts stop or disappear, you can learn to poke holes in them, strategically helping yourself see where they don’t make sense.


First, ask yourself: How is my thought not necessarily true? (You can likely list tons of reasons why you believe your thought is true. That’s why the unhelpful thought exists in the first place.) Then, try to identify any aspects of your thought that are based on oversimplifications, inaccuracies, assumptions, or what happened in the past instead of what’s happening now. We poke holes in our cognitive distortions by asking ourselves questions to find the evidence—the facts of the situation—that demonstrates our thoughts may be inaccurate.


For example, if your thought is about your mistake in the meeting, perhaps you can recognize that other people make mistakes in meetings all the time, so maybe your coworkers aren’t likely to dwell on your small gaffe? Your boss told you you’re doing a great job just last week, so maybe she won’t decide you’re inept because of one error?


When my patients who are law students express related anxiety about a mistake they made out loud in class, I often ask them, “When your classmates are speaking, are you really even paying close attention?” The answer is usually no. Let’s be honest: Most of the time, people are focused on their own next thought, worry, or even phone and not on what someone else is saying. In fact, experts have identified a phenomenon called the “spotlight effect,” or our “tendency to overestimate how much other people notice about us,” and have found that people actually pay way less attention to what we are doing than we might imagine.2 Most likely, your classmates aren’t scrutinizing your every word, either.


Questioning the veracity of your unhelpful thoughts will help you overcome your current default, which is to automatically perceive all of your thoughts as truths. Why do our thoughts directly impact our feelings? Because we believe that our thoughts are true. If we don’t treat our thoughts as facts, because now we know they are often based on cognitive distortions, they won’t impact our feelings as intensely.


Think about a recent situation when you felt anxious. What were you thinking? When you identify which thought was the most anxiety-provoking and then poke some serious holes in that nasty overlord, your remaining unhelpful thoughts will be easier to conquer. Of course, this, like everything else, is a muscle that needs to be exercised so it can strengthen and become the new default.


Some additional helpful hole-poking questions to ask yourself:




[image: image] Am I making this all-or-nothing? Is there a gray area or middle ground to consider? Can I make a mistake, for example, without it meaning all is lost?


[image: image] Am I making assumptions? Am I trying to guess or predict what another person might think or what will happen in the future?


[image: image] Are there other possibilities? Could there be alternative interpretations or explanations about what happened?


[image: image] Did I lose perspective? Am I inflating the importance of something? Am I minimizing my strengths? Is this a life-or-death situation? If not, what are the actual consequences of this situation?


[image: image] What might a trusted friend or mentor say about my thought? How might someone else provide evidence to refute the accuracy of my unhelpful thought?




The good news: The more frequently you catch and poke holes in your cognitive distortions, the less power they’ll have over you. Continue to challenge them with questions and you’ll begin to think more optimally and feel better!


NEW AND IMPROVED SELF-TALK—WITH A TWIST OF HOPE


Once you’ve poked holes in your unhelpful thought, you can use the evidence you amassed to generate some new and improved self-talk. Here’s the formula: A helpful thought pays homage to the reality of the situation and then gets balanced out, after an important “but,” by what I call the Twist of Hope at the end. The twist is created from the facts you learned when you poked holes in the initial thought—that’s why we call new and improved self-talk evidence-based thinking.




Pro Tip: Make it believable and keep it short.





Let’s look at an example: My patient Tina, an architect in her early thirties, came to our session feeling overwhelmed and burdened with worry about giving a presentation. Her boss had asked her that day to speak at the company’s upcoming board meeting. “I can’t do it, Dr. A,” she lamented. “I’m going to mess up. Everyone will see how nervous I am. I’m not a good public speaker. I should be better at this.” We talked through her concerns a bit and recognized that she was feeling especially stressed because she was focusing her flashlight’s beam on her most anxiety-inducing thought: “I can’t do it.”


Can you sense the dread? Poor Tina felt terrified.


So we started poking holes in that sucker by asking questions. I asked, “How is your thought not necessarily true? You said you can’t do it. Have you ever presented at a meeting before?”


In fact, she had. “Well, I spoke at the company meeting last year to discuss part of an important project I was point on,” she acknowledged.


“Did you get negative feedback after that meeting?” I asked.


Tina shook her head. “No, my boss actually said I did a good job, and one of my colleagues told me it was helpful. But I don’t like speaking at meetings and I don’t want to do it. I’m so stressed out!”


So we crafted a more balanced thought for Tina: “I feel anxious about this presentation and I really don’t want to do it, but I’ve done presentations before and even received some positive feedback. I’ll prepare, practice a lot, and do my best to get through this one, too.”


Notice we didn’t encourage Tina to tell herself, “I like speaking at meetings. Everything will go perfectly.” That Pollyanna sentiment wouldn’t actually help Tina feel less anxious. Why? Our thoughts impact our feelings because we believe them. You’re a savvy high achiever with a great brain! You’re not simply going to accept a new thought because it sounds nice. Your new and improved self-talk needs to be believable—or else it won’t help you feel better.


Additionally, an ideal balanced thought is also short—so it’ll stick. Stick in your mind when it races with worry. Stick in your head when you’re confronted with a sudden, stressful situation like an impromptu call from your higher-up or a deadline that gets bumped up a day. We know from the way our minds swarm with and glom on to unhelpful thoughts that they’re often cruelly concise creatures that replay in our heads. Maybe some of these sound familiar?




I can’t handle this.


What was I thinking?


I’m not good enough.


They’ll see right through me.


It won’t work.


What if I fail?


This is too much.




A short, memorable phrase will help you combat those crafty, malevolent ones. So try to shorten your new and improved self-talk to the least number of words possible. Tina decided this abbreviated balanced thought worked best for her: “I don’t like giving presentations, but I’ve done this well before.” She practiced it whenever her unhelpful thoughts about the meeting started creeping back into her self-talk. Tina also posted a brightly colored sticky note at the bottom of her computer that read I’VE DONE THIS BEFORE to keep her moving forward as she prepared and practiced her PowerPoint presentation. And when the meeting day arrived, she was ready for it.


I encourage my patients to choose whichever words feel most true and most effective in assuaging their anxiety. No one knows what resonates with you as well as you do! With that in mind, here are some conveniently compact, constructive self-talk phrases you can try out. Use them as-is or to jump-start your own new balanced thoughts. Ask yourself: What feels most believable?




[image: image] I got this.


[image: image] I can handle this.


[image: image] I’ll get through this.


[image: image] I’m not alone.


[image: image] I can’t control everything.


[image: image] I’ll do my best.


[image: image] I can go and see what happens.


[image: image] This isn’t life-or-death.




In the spirit of embracing reality, it’s also important to accept that, though it can be uncomfortable, some level of anxiety is normal. In fact, anxiety is essential to alerting us to potential dangers. The problem is that high achievers are almost preternaturally gifted at thinking ahead to potential scenarios. For instance, my lawyer clients can anticipate possible counterarguments and maneuvers by opposing counsel, which is helpful in their careers—but that can become problematic when applied to their personal lives. So you see the issue: Your tendency to analyze, recognize the inherent uncertainties of life, and push yourself to accomplish great goals can also exacerbate your stress.


Anxiety may pop up at times, but you’re working to equip yourself with the tools to help it feel less overwhelming. The more you practice your new and improved self-talk, the less frequent and more conquerable your old, unbalanced thoughts will become.


So, identify your most anxiety-provoking thought, poke holes in it by asking questions—and collect your evidence, and then create a believable-and-short balanced thought to shine your flashlight on instead. When your attention inevitably shifts to an unhelpful thought (and it will—because you’re human), keep refocusing on balanced thoughts that help your emotions feel manageable. Remember: You’re holding the flashlight. And balanced thoughts will energize you and keep you moving forward toward successfully achieving your goals.


Now that you understand the power of your thoughts—and you possess the strategies to overcome cognitive distortions—we can take the next step forward. Let’s take a look at the three distortions that most frequently plague high achievers, so you can stay watchful for what you’ll need to conquer to feel happier, be your best, and really crush it. And then the 8 Essentials await!
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UNDERSTANDING THE TROUBLESOME TRIFECTA





If you correct your mind, the rest of your life will fall into place.


—Lao Tzu




We’ve already established that you love a list. (That’s right! I see you!) Which is why, when an anxious high achiever settles in across from me in my office, sizing up my behemoth water bottle and fiddling with their shirt cuff, it’s my practice to hand them a list of various cognitive errors.


Now, I know the word “error” might be freaking you out as a high achiever, but try to remember that everyone, I mean everyone, engages in distortions like these every day. They’re ubiquitous, part of how our brains work, so let’s normalize them. The problem isn’t that we have them, it’s that we don’t catch them or challenge them.


My version of this list of distortions—which is adapted from the work of psychiatrist David D. Burns, MD1—is a kind of choose your own adventure of unhelpful, but deeply human, distorted thoughts. Thoughts that we all have sometimes, ranging from “Emotional Reasoning” (assuming that your emotions must reflect the truth or a fact—for example, if you feel nervous about getting on an elevator, you assume it means that elevators aren’t safe) to “Discounting the Positive” (rejecting positive experiences as if they don’t count—for instance, if you got published in an important magazine but dismissed the success because the article was “only” published online or because the editor made some changes). But when I ask my stressed-out high achievers to look through the list and identify what resonates, three specific cognitive distortions come up so often that I have come to call them the Troublesome Trifecta. (Cue the ominous music!) They are:




1. All-or-Nothing Thinking


2. Jumping to Conclusions


3. Should Statements




Together, this Troublesome Trifecta needlessly amplifies anxiety, drains your energy, and makes it harder for you to achieve your lofty goals. They are, in short, the constant hurdles on the path to success and happiness. As always, the first step toward diffusing these problematic ways of thinking—catching and conquering them—is identifying them and how they show up within what I call the Three Pillars of Life: home, health, and work.




ASK DR. A


Question: Can I stop myself from ever having cognitive distortions?


Dr. A: As a human, you’re going to have unhelpful thoughts. And that’s okay. It doesn’t mean you’re failing. So no, you can’t stop yourself from having them altogether. But you can learn to respond to them more effectively. Thanks to neuroplasticity—our brain’s awesome ability to change and adapt2—with repeated practice of more helpful self-talk, you are strengthening neural connections for healthier thinking. That means by poking holes in your cognitive distortions and practicing new and improved self-talk, you’re creating new superhighways in your brain. Eventually, those will become your default. Your old, unhelpful ways of thinking will become like grassed-over country roads, no longer traveled. So the good news is that the frequency of those unhelpful types of thoughts will likely decrease over time the more you practice new, healthy self-talk. And even when those unhelpful, anxiety-promoting thoughts do pop into your mind, you’ll know how to optimally respond to them so you can accelerate forward.





ALL-OR-NOTHING THINKING


All-or-Nothing Thinking—or what I also like to call Pressure-Cooker Thinking because it creates a crushing tension—is just what it sounds like: thinking in absolutes. This means seeing life only in rigid dichotomies: right and wrong, good and bad, perfect or a total failure. Everything is black and white. One of the first times I remember encountering this issue in my office was with a client of mine named Josh. He was an ambitious and energetic recent MBA graduate in his late twenties, clearly poised to do great things. But despite his trim haircut and tailored button-downs, which made him appear polished from an outside perspective, he was privately riddled with self-doubt. Like many of my high-achieving patients, he described feeling overwhelmed by job stress and, particularly, a specific project on which he was working. But when he talked about it, he didn’t say, I just want to do a good job! or I’m going to work my hardest, so I know I did my best. Instead he said things like, “I want everyone to be completely blown away by my work.”


As a high achiever yourself, you may be thinking, “So? What’s wrong with that?”


Sure. Fair enough. Who doesn’t want to wow their colleagues and bosses?


The problem arises when being the absolute best is the only acceptable metric for success, when—instead of simply wanting to impress your higher-ups with a job well done—you feel you must bowl them over with nothing short of perfection. Anything else equals failure.


Sound familiar?


Having high standards for yourself is great, except when they’re taken to unhealthy, unrealistic, and even impossible extremes. Then they’re at the heart of destructive perfectionism, unnecessarily turning up the heat on situations and setting you up for unhelpful thoughts and feelings, including:




[image: image] Anxiety


[image: image] Worry


[image: image] Self-doubt


[image: image] Overwhelm


[image: image] Disappointment


[image: image] Exhaustion




Why, for example, should someone like Josh, still early in his career, know how to perfectly orchestrate a type of project he had never completed before? That’s a dangerous expectation on multiple levels. First of all, it leaves little space for innovation. The minute you begin evaluating and judging, the space for creativity narrows.3 When you’re self-conscious, it creates a rigidity that doesn’t allow you room to explore and iterate. And openness is necessary for achieving excellence.4


Second, this idea that everything must be the best or worst, that achievements don’t count unless they’re flawless and at the pinnacle of what’s possible, actually hampers your trajectory toward success. Having set themselves up for almost sure failure with unrealistic expectations, high achievers often become so afraid of appearing inept that they stop trying at all. Unmeetable standards can spur a kind of perfectionist paralysis or, at the very least, procrastination, which translates to wasted time. Clients like Josh might spend an excessive amount of time editing and re-editing an email and overthinking, for example, for fear of making a single mistake.


Third, working such long hours is not only unhealthy but also leads to burnout. I don’t need to tell you how much less clarity you have after countless hours burning the midnight oil without breaks. You’re a high achiever! You’ve no doubt experienced the toll firsthand. It leaves us fried, unlikely to interact well with others, accomplish tasks, or actually enjoy our lives.


And the emotional toll of walking around anxious and feeling like a failure all the time? Of perpetuating a cycle of self-doubt and disappointment? Of feeling exhausted and overwhelmed trying to do everything all the time? That’s not just a miserable way to walk through this world. It’s also not sustainable. Eventually, we all hit a wall.


This issue rears its head in multiple areas of life:


At home, in your personal life, perhaps you want to throw a party for a significant other and will not rest unless it’s the Celebration of the Century, inspiring guests to heap praise upon you and then talk about it for years to come. It’s not enough to throw a fun get-together.


When it comes to your health, maybe you set an expectation of hard-core HIIT workouts seven days a week. If taking even one day off feels like failing, then if you’re injured or sick and your perfect record is ruined, you’re likely to scrap the exercise (never mind other self-care) altogether instead of pausing and beginning again. Or perhaps you’ll exercise anyway and push your body too hard.


In the workplace, that All-or-Nothing Thinking is likely to make you feel defeated in advance. Whether you’re a lawyer prepping for a big trial, a student in the days before an exam, or a marketing professional readying for a pitch, your obsession with being the absolute best may actually trigger procrastination. And nobody wants that.


When you find yourself thinking things are either amazing or awful, the best or the worst, always or never, you’re likely practicing All-or-Nothing Thinking.




TAKE ACTION


As you go throughout your day, try to catch yourself using these buzzwords:




[image: image] Always/Never


[image: image] Everyone/No One


[image: image] Everything/Nothing


[image: image] Absolute/Absolutely


[image: image] Complete/Completely
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[image: image] All
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I often hear patients talking about how they’re so “behind”—even at twenty-five years old! They think they need to be partnering up, buying homes, penning first-author publications, or winning higher titles. If they aren’t the very best, what’s the point? As high achievers, we are conditioned to strive to be the best in order to feel valued and lovable, and our culture can inadvertently exacerbate the issue. The expectations set up by movements like #GirlBoss are meant to empower, but often they ratchet up the heat on the pressure cooker. Additionally, the fact that we are always available and plugged in via our cell phones can feel like convenience, when it actually hinders our productivity because it burns us out. And then we wind up living with chronic anxiety.


JUMPING TO CONCLUSIONS


Picture yourself seated across from an old-school fortune teller as if in a hokey movie. The light is dim. Beads hang in the doorway. An intoxicating incense permeates.


“What do you see in my future?” you ask.


The madam squints as she peers into her cloudy crystal ball. “You will never get promoted, you will never find love, and your cholesterol will be very high. Also”—she continues, looking up to meet your eyes—“I’m judging you for being here. Why are you relying on a psychic for a life plan?”


Would you return to this shop? Would you trust the madam’s vision? Probably not. And yet this is so often how we speak to ourselves.


Jumping to Conclusions, the second of the Troublesome Trifecta, is just as it sounds. It’s the practice of making negative predictions about what might happen or what someone else is thinking and is often an unhelpful way of coping with uncertainty. This cognitive distortion can be broken down into two subtypes:




Negative Fortune-Telling: When you believe something in the future won’t go well, even though it hasn’t happened yet.


Mind Reading: When you assume that a person or group of people don’t like you or are responding negatively to you, even though there is nothing confirming that fact.




Jumping to Conclusions is problematic because focusing on the future, especially on factors that we can’t yet (or ever) control, can be detrimental not only to our happiness but also to our path to success. Often I have patients who sit across from me, wringing their hands and insisting that they’ll fail the bar exam, that a date will be a disaster, that a presentation is doomed to flop. I can’t begin to count the number of clients who, with real worry in their eyes, express dread about aging—when they’re only in their twenties!


Of course, it’s quite common to get bogged down in worries about the future. Especially for high achievers, who crave certainty and control, sitting with ambiguity and the potential for failure and disappointment is incredibly uncomfortable. The truth is that life rarely goes exactly as we expect, so trying to protect ourselves by predicting negative outcomes in advance is counterproductive, especially because we’re often wrestling with issues that will never actually arise. More often than not, the real concerns that emerge are not what we stressed about anyway, so Negative Fortune-Telling becomes a waste of time and energy.


I understand this not only because of how often I see this phenomenon with my clients but also because I myself have fallen victim to it! For years, a little voice saying, “What if people don’t like it?” stopped me from writing this book. What if it wasn’t good enough? In the recesses of my mind, I imagined that the project—and I—would fall short, even when I knew I had the professional expertise.


Negative Fortune-Telling can be enough to stop you in your tracks. Damn that crystal ball! Take my patient Laura, who really wanted to find a life partner. When talking about an upcoming date, she sighed heavily and said, “I know it’ll be just like the other dates I’ve been on, Dr. A. It’ll be awkward, we won’t click, and I’ll just be sitting there waiting for the date to end.” Her Negative Fortune-Telling caused her to feel anxious and even dread going on dates. And it really lowered her motivation to meet new people or check out dating apps, even though that’s what would ultimately help her achieve her major life goal of finding a significant other.


This type of Jumping to Conclusions also drains us because worry is exhausting and distracting. It’s hard to concentrate on accomplishing a task and doing your best in the present moment while you’re shining your flashlight on worries about the future—what could go wrong or not work out well, negative outcomes of things that are important to you. If you’ve ever tried to work while worrying about bills or a conflict at home, awaiting a call from your doctor about test results, or checking your phone for a text from that person you’re crushing on, you know it’s super hard to concentrate.


So, Jumping to Conclusions actually hinders your ability to achieve success. One thing that helped me overcome this was that my goal of helping as many people as possible superseded my fear about what the future might hold. Focusing on my “why” is what gave me the courage to take action, sit down to do the work, and finish this book despite my initial negative forecasting. And I realized we earn courage by doing the things we are scared to do.


But what is it that makes us afraid in the first place? Often it’s about our fear of not meeting other people’s expectations. I know one of my worries was, “What if people think less of me?” Caring a lot about what other people think and the outside world’s perception of you is a hallmark of high achievers. This is often at its most extreme when you really care how someone thinks or feels about you, and your fear of rejection overtakes your ability to think analytically. So in romantic situations, in job interviews, during meetings with your manager (or anyone else whose opinion you value), you’re more likely to engage in inaccurate thinking and unhelpful self-talk.
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