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Praise for Detach


“Twelve years after helping me build strong fundamentals in my personal and business life, Dr. Bob Rosen, in Detach, sheds a bright light on the path toward a life free of unnecessary and dangerous psychological dilemmas. Easy reading and impactful.”


—Alessandro Valenti, CEO, Givenchy


“Bob is a great coach. Here, he shines a light on what’s possible when people replace habits like perfection, which will get in the way of success, with behaviors like curiosity and lifelong learning, which will propel us forward.”


—Brian Cornell, Chairman and CEO, Target


“I love this book. It’s a revolutionary approach to improving your life. These concepts are so needed in our stressed-out world. In typical Bob Rosen fashion, the book is honest, real, and deeply human. His words and the stories of others will help you improve your health and well-being, experience more freedom in your life, and help you overcome your fears to live a life full of love. As a leader, I know these ideas help improve morale, reduce tension, and help people thrive through change. This is Bob’s best book!”


—Linda Rabbitt, Founder and Chairman, Rand Construction Corporation


“Bob Rosen’s Detach offers practical wisdom on how to merge Western ideas of personal fulfillment with Eastern insights about the release of personal attachments as the key to happiness. Detach includes data, personal stories, and insights drawn from Rosen’s own career as an executive leadership coach. This book struck a real chord with me.”


—Tim Kaine, United States Senator, Virginia


“An illuminating look at the obstacles that can keep even the most successful business leaders from experiencing a sense of satisfaction and well-being in their own lives. Through real-life examples and probing questions, Bob not only helps us explore our own relationship with the ‘ten attachments’ but also provides a pathway for moving away from them and into a life of greater purpose and joy.”


—Mark J. Madgett, Executive Vice President and Cohead of the Foundational Business, New York Life Insurance Company


“Bob Rosen takes his many years as a practicing psychologist and organization consultant to weave his magic into every chapter. This is a great collection of wisdom not only from the author but from all that he gathered culled from others. He weaves a fascinating tapestry so that every reader can find nuggets to apply to their own life. This is a book you will want to recommend to many others for a variety of reasons.”


—Dr. Bev Kaye, Author, Love ’Em or Lose ’Em; Thought Leader; Keynote Speaker; Consultant
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To those who carry personal baggage and aspire to lead
a more joyful life. That would be all of us!










THE BAGGAGE WE CARRY



Why do we make life so difficult when it doesn’t have to be that way? Every morning, we activate a switch when we open our eyes. We choose—consciously or unconsciously—how we want to live the day. We can choose the path of love, full of joy, curiosity, and freedom, or we can choose the path driven by fear, littered by worry, disappointment, and suffering. The choice is ours.


We all start out on the same journey toward the same destination. Our first attachments, if we are lucky, are formed early on with our parents. Hopefully, for us, our experience establishes a sturdy foundation for a happy, secure life. These attachments are essential to our healthy emotional development, providing us with security, pleasure, and the validation we need throughout our lives.


But, for many, something goes awry. We veer off course, finding ourselves distracted, seduced, or sabotaged by internal conversations that undermine our best selves. We develop attachments to ideas, people, ideals, and behaviors that weigh us down. They keep us from moving forward and inhibit our ability to live a full life.


What are these attachments? Where do they come from, and how do they develop? How do they poison our lives? And how can we confront and overcome them? Finding answers to these questions is central to living a good life—to experiencing joy, to being free, and to reaching our full potential.


This book probes these unhealthy attachments and how we can overcome them to live a healthy and fulfilling life, shedding those conscious and unconscious conversations we have with ourselves that keep us stuck in old patterns, shackled by dysfunctional habits. Convincing beyond belief and resistant to change, these attachments blind us from the truth and control how we live in the world.


Think of these attachments as baggage we carry around with us every day. Each piece of baggage represents an attachment in our lives. We can carry them in our heads, stuff them in our pockets, and drag them behind us in big sacks. They trip us up, drag us down, and wear us out.


Attachments come in many shapes and sizes. Some are simple thoughts and feelings; others are more elaborate philosophies about life, desires about the future, and ideas about success. As they develop, they grow like a cancer, like a dense, entangled psychological web, controlling our minds. One day, we wake up to find that we have created a compelling story that literally has hijacked our mind.


Our suffering occurs when we embrace these attachments and let them control our lives. When we worry about the past, become preoccupied with the future, or feel pressure to be perfect, we become shackled by sadness, anger, or guilt. Or, when we are dismissive of others or addicted to people and things, the result is suffering. The more we identify with our attachments, the more we suffer. By letting go of them, we become free of our suffering. Then, we can trade our disappointments for joy, worries for peace, and fear for love.
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My name is Bob Rosen. As a psychologist and businessman, I have spent the last forty years helping top executives become better leaders and builders of great organizations. I have run my own company, met with more than 600 CEOs in 55 countries around the world, and have written eight leadership books. In my travels, I’ve had the great fortune of meeting thousands of people who have shared their life stories with me. As I look back on my life, I have had a great career and have met some amazing people on my journey. But this is just my public and professional life.


Like all of us, I have a personal and private life. So this time, I wanted to write a book about life, what I’ve learned from the people around me, and what it takes to be awake, joyful, and successful. I certainly don’t hold my life out as a paragon of health. I’ve had my share of ups and downs, illnesses, mistakes, and accomplishments, and suffered from anxiety and addiction. Fortunately, I’ve had my husband and life partner of forty years by my side. Yet this time, I wanted to write a book about successful living and working and our common search for meaning and happiness in our lives.


As a student of Eastern and Western philosophy, I find myself deeply influenced by the psychology and spirituality of both traditions. Eastern psychology, especially Buddhism, teaches us about change and suffering, how our attachments are the source of this suffering, and what we can do to release ourselves from this bondage. Western psychology teaches us about aspirations and the power of ideals and the importance of positive thinking. By aspiring to higher goals, we can fulfill our potential and awaken our best selves. Both perspectives are central in this book.


We also live in a world of paradox where we find ourselves sitting on both sides of the fence of life. We learn to aspire for more and grasp for less, to improve ourselves and accept who we are, to dream of tomorrow and live in the moment. To help us succeed, we must draw on the philosophies of both the East and the West. This paradox is one of the most important lessons of my life.



WHY THIS BOOK NOW?


We live in a world of uncertainty. Like all times in history, we have our unique challenges and opportunities, making it difficult to stay calm in a world of chaos. Geopolitical instability and rapid climate change provide the backdrop for this angst. Diminishing trust, prejudice, and polarization infiltrate our relationships. Closer to home, work pressures, gun violence, addiction, and family conflicts exacerbate the stress, anger, sadness, and worry we face. A systemic and pervasive anxiety hovers over all of us, and many lack the agility, adaptation, and resilience skills necessary to thrive in these conditions.


As I look across the landscape, I see two primary areas of angst simmering inside of people. The first is the growing disconnection people feel toward others and their organizations and communities. This lack of meaning and belonging isolates people and creates high levels of loneliness in society.


The second area of angst is the growing level of anger and cynicism among the masses. Inflammatory rhetoric, intensifying vitriol, and affective polarization between groups of people are commonplace. Whether in politics, business, religion, or the media, people resent more and trust less.


The result of this internal turmoil is that people are less comfortable in their own skins, less engaged with others, and more fearful about the direction of the world.


At the same time, we are entering a new age of health and prosperity. Digital intelligence is accelerating the pace of our lives. Greater diversity and hybrid work arrangements are enabling more flexible living. And, democratizing power and information are giving more voice to the people.


We are also coming out of the recent pandemic with different feelings about ourselves, our families, organizations, and society. These deep psychological shifts are shining a light on our holistic selves, fostering a renewed search for well-being and quality of life. It will take years to figure out the full impact of this worldwide health crisis.


As humans, how we manage these challenges and leverage new opportunities will make a huge difference. We have a choice. We can live with too little anxiety—the face of complacency—by blindfolding ourselves and pushing problems under the rug. Or we can live with too much anxiety—the face of chaos—where rising stress levels, exhaustion, and frenetic living are the norm.


There is a better way, but it requires more evolved people, those willing to unlearn old ways of thinking, feeling, and acting and embrace new mindsets and skills. When this happens, we become physically and emotionally healthier, happier, and more fulfilled, and we’re more likely to reach our potential and perform better.


By letting go of old baggage and our attachments, and practicing a new way of living and working, we can rise above this angst and move forward. Detach is the antidote and the source of what’s possible.


THE TEN ATTACHMENTS


What are the ten attachments? How do they poison our lives? How can we overcome them?


1. The Attachment to Stability


We are all part of a big delusion: We believe that we can create stability and safety in our lives. But there is no such thing. Every time we breathe, the world changes. This is true of our brains and bodies, our companies and economies, and the planet we live on. We love the feeling of stability, but it’s simply not sustainable. Scared of uncertainty, we deny this truth. We flee from or get hijacked by change, and we risk becoming too attached to stability. If we learn to accept uncertainty as the true nature of life, we can become more agile and free from this fear of uncertainty and change.



2. The Attachment to the Past



Every day is a gift, filled with potential. Yet many of us are living in the past, trying to make sense of what’s already happened. We idealize or demonize our memories, becoming immobilized by old emotional scars, neglectful parents, relationships that didn’t work, or business deals that went sour. We are haunted by thoughts of loved ones who have died or partners who have left us for another. By not facing the truth about times gone by, we risk becoming attached to the past, replaying old stories, and missing out on today. If we can practice acceptance and forgiveness and let go of our emotional baggage, we can face reality head-on and move on with our lives.


3. The Attachment to the Future


Conversely, many of us are preoccupied with the future, striving for more, obsessing over what is missing in our lives. Whether it’s finding the right job, the right mate, the right degree, or the right house, we keep trying to fill life’s cup that is always half empty. We’re never satisfied with who we are or what we have. We let day after day pass us by. We never take vacations, so we’ll have money for the future. When we hold out for the perfect partner, we miss the wonderful person in front of us. We save everything and buy little. By fearing that something is missing in our life, we risk becoming too attached to the future. But, if we can live in the present moment and learn to appreciate what we have and who we are, we can live a wonderful life—today.


4. The Attachment to Control


From early childhood, we are taught to shape our environment. We learn to minimize our weaknesses by maximizing our strengths. Over time, we develop the confidence and courage to try to control our own destiny. We take charge. We plan things meticulously. We cleverly maneuver our way through situations or manipulate people to get what we want. We fail to see that many things in life are simply outside our influence, like managing the stock market, moderating another’s emotional reactions, navigating rush-hour traffic, and guiding our grown-up children. Determined to control the uncontrollable, we create havoc in our lives. In trying to hide our vulnerability, we risk becoming too attached to control. If we learn to trust ourselves and the mystery of life, and let ourselves be vulnerable, we become free from our controlling nature.


5. The Attachment to Perfection


People are imperfect by nature. Yet, how many of us are ruled by the need to be perfect? We’re the ones who can never make a mistake, who must be right or smart or good all the time, and who get publicly embarrassed when we admit a weakness. Keeping this quality to ourselves would be bad enough, but we tend to impose our perfection on the people around us—from parents to kids, spouses to partners, and bosses to associates. Why can’t we just acknowledge reality and laugh at ourselves? By fearing to look inadequate, we risk becoming too attached to perfection. In learning to be gentle with ourselves, we can fall in love with our imperfections.


6. The Attachment to Success


Everyone dreams of success. Who doesn’t want to be the best? But when our desire for success turns into a compulsive need for achievement, then we’ve got a real problem. Suddenly, we find our dreams dictating our lives. Whether we define success by how much money we make, or by being a great parent, a tireless advocate, or a moral person, we give up a piece of ourselves when we can’t distinguish “who we are” and “what we do.” We end up defining success from the outside in, based on other people’s expectations and society’s standards, and not on our own definition of success. Our fear of failure drives our attachment to success. But if we are authentic and comfortable with ourselves, we can learn the true nature of success.


7. The Attachment to Pleasure


Many people are attached to the pleasures in their lives. But that’s the point, right? Well, partially, but not when your desire is driven by dysfunctional grasping that undermines your health and performance. Alcohol, drugs, food, and sex are the best-known addictions. Less obvious obsessions include exercise, workaholism, religion, and being in love. Oddly enough, these obsessions are driven by an inability to experience pleasure and pain and to be alone in our own skin. By fearing our difficult feelings, we risk becoming too attached to pleasure. But if we learn to experience the full range of emotions and sit with our anxiety, we can enjoy life’s pleasures without being hijacked by them.


8. The Attachment to Youth


The Japanese have a commendable concept for aging called “wabi-sabi,” meaning there is beauty in all living things, whether growing or decaying. There is no question that our society idealizes youth, ignoring its older citizens. Nowhere is this process more insidious than in our own heads. Rather than appreciate our aging minds and bodies as facts of beauty, we spend thousands of hours and dollars trying to reverse this natural process. We ignore the many benefits of aging: more maturity, wisdom, independence, and freedom. By fearing the aging process, we risk becoming too attached to our youth. By accepting our natural state, we can allow ourselves to age gracefully.



9. The Attachment to Self



We are, indeed, alone in the world, living in the inner sanctum of our minds. Some of us are simply too attached to ourselves, preoccupied with our own needs, thoughts, and feelings. With a sense of entitlement and self-interest, we are seduced by our inner experience. Under the guise of taking care of ourselves, we withdraw from others and rarely find our needs met, often avoiding the very people who could give meaning to our lives. There is another way: experience the world and become more conscious of it. This path is full of empathy and compassion, caring and service. By fearing intimacy and connection with others, we risk becoming too attached to ourselves. When we can practice generosity, we can lead our life loving others and making a difference in the world.


10. The Attachment to Life


All things die. It’s plain and simple. Why do we have so much difficulty accepting the natural process of growth and death, whether it’s our natural surroundings, our jobs and retirement, human relationships, or simple beliefs that change over time? And, why is it so painful to think about death and dying? Are we simply scared of these life changes, the pain and suffering that might come, and our not knowing where we might go afterward? Or are we afraid of leaving our past behind—or departing the world not having made any lasting contribution? Wouldn’t it be great if we could make peace with these questions of beginnings and endings? By fearing death or even loss, we risk becoming too attached to life. But, if we feel gratitude and appreciation for each day and a life well lived, we can see life and death as inevitable and just part of life’s evolution.


So there you have it, the ten attachments. Each one is driven by fear in a vicious cycle of negative beliefs that activates destructive emotions and leads to sabotaging behaviors.


Fear comes in many forms, from being hurt to feeling loss, from being unworthy to feeling failure, and from pain to insignificance. If we continue to hold on to these attachments, we amplify these fears and end up infecting our lives and undermining our health and happiness.


Attachments are part of our unhealthy self, a self that can be arrogant or cynical, ignorant, or scared. When grasping and clinging behavior become engrained, we become asleep at the switch of our own lives.


There is another way. We can live our lives motivated by love and a virtuous cycle of affirming beliefs that lead to positive emotions and nurturing behaviors. Rather than clinging to one of the ten attachments, we can let them go and step onto an alternative path of positive aspirations for the future.


That path leads us to our healthier self, one full of wisdom and flexibility, joy and generosity, mindfulness and abundance, and forgiveness and gratitude. By replacing our attachments with positive aspirations, we free ourselves to live a joyful, liberated, and more successful life.


Wait a minute! Don’t we need some stability in our lives or some ambitions to motivate us to succeed? How about our memories from the past or our dreams for the future? Don’t they matter? And what about our first attachment with our mom and dad, or the love we have for our partners, or even our friends? Aren’t these attachments important to living a good and prosperous life?


And while we’re at it, what about the idea that people are motivated by fear or love? Can life be that simplistic? Don’t we all experience fear and love throughout our lives?


All of this is true. Admittedly, there is a healthy side to these attachments. Some degree of stability and ambition is motivating. Memories and dreams can be wonderful. As social animals, we need our emotional connections with others. And we all experience both fear and love over the course of our lives. But, when our attachments become preoccupations, obsessions, even addictions, we turn our lives over to fear and limit our capacity for love.


That all sounds great. So where do we start? How can we begin to rid ourselves of these attachments and step out on the path of aspirations toward true health and happiness?


Let me give you a personal example of how this process works. For a long time, I struggled with an attachment to the future. As a dreamer and planner, I always looked ahead to imagine my future and the path forward. Much of this planning was motivated by my need for success and my fear of not being “special.” Coming from a broken home, I was thrust into my newfound independence and my desire to control my own destiny. But, when I looked ahead, I sometimes found myself dissatisfied with who I was and where I was at the time in my life. What was I missing? How could I obtain it? Was I with the right partner? Was my career moving forward? As you can imagine, this path was littered with worry and anxiety about the future. To complicate matters, I had come from a lower-income family and was insecure about not having enough money for my future life.


The upside of this attachment resulted in my working hard and having a job since I was ten, getting a full scholarship to college, and getting my PhD at age twenty-five. Yet, as I examined my attachment more closely, it became clear to me that much of my motivation was driven by my fear of financial insecurity and not getting what I wanted in life.


Fortunately, I began to examine my attachment more closely, accept the impact it was having on my life, and separate myself from the attachment itself. Rather than seeing my life from a position of scarcity, I began to practice the power of abundance. Meditation helped me appreciate the present moment. I tapped into my gratitude for the great things in my life—my family, my career, my health, and daily happiness. Slowly, the attachment to the future evaporated, and I began to live more fully in the present.


Some scar tissue still emerges from time to time. Yet today, I feel more grounded and conscious as a person and executive. Being grounded helps me stay centered in the face of life’s challenges. Being conscious keeps me aware, agile, and adaptive so I don’t get hijacked by these demons.


THE POWER OF SELF-AWARENESS


The key to moving from attachments to aspirations is deep self-awareness, and the only way to achieve this stage is to look at ourselves in the mirror. Regardless, many of us live in a world of delusion, a kind of psychological avoidance. We avoid the mirror at all costs, and we do this to avoid discomfort and anxiety.


Our natural tendency is to look outside ourselves for answers to life’s problems. In a counterintuitive way, our peace of mind really comes from the inside. Indeed, many of our problems are self-imposed, and the only way to put an end to our suffering is to deepen our self-understanding. By turning inward, we can find true joy and freedom. Otherwise, we are left with faulty thinking and disturbing emotions and the attachments that weigh us down.


As human beings, we have enormous capacity for change. Our brains rewire through neuroplasticity; our minds adapt through self-discovery and self-development. By listening to our inner voice, questioning our assumptions, and looking for patterns, we can let go of the way things are and create a new picture of ourselves.


Why then, do so many of us have trouble with change? Fear of uncertainty and vulnerability is a major reason. Some people run from these deep feelings and remain complacent. Others ignore the resistance that lurks under the surface. Some of us don’t like to give up what feels good and will do everything we can to avoid withdrawal. Other times, it is merely inconvenience. And even if you want to change, your partner, peers, or family can expect and reinforce the opposite behavior.


The result of this resistance for many is a fear of losing our current life, whether changes in ourselves, our relationships, or our health and well-being. But for most, we believe our busy, hectic lifestyles don’t afford us the luxury of looking inward.


THE TEN ASPIRATIONS


The secret to letting go of our attachments is to replace them with more powerful aspirations. Tapping into our hopes and dreams provides the direction to live a better, more productive life.


Turning your attachments into aspirations is a lifelong process. Faulty thinking can appear at any time and can last a lifetime. And just when we think we’ve mastered the transition, the attachments raise their ugly heads and come back to torment us. As true keys for change, our aspirations unlock those mysterious shackles and shine a light on our healthier selves.


As you read the ten attachments, each one has its own attendant aspiration. The key to an attachment to stability is the aspiration of agility. We release the attachment to the past by accepting and forgiving old demons and facing the truth with honesty and compassion. The attachment to the future is lifted by living in the present moment. By practicing trust and making friends with vulnerability, we can eliminate the attachment with control. When we accept our shortcomings, we can befriend our imperfections and loosen our attachment to perfection. The attachment to success is remedied by the aspiration of abundance. By experiencing pain, we can help eliminate our attachment to pleasure and find peace and comfort in life’s ups and downs. By practicing acceptance, we can reduce our attachment to youth and allow ourselves to age gracefully. By loving generously, we can avoid the attachment to self and feel true intimacy and connection. And by feeling grateful, we can lessen our attachment to life and move through it with grace, flexibility, and conviction.


Detach is designed as a personal guide for achieving this freedom. By letting go of old baggage and practicing a new way of living and working, we can rise above our angst and move forward. We literally can save ourselves from ourselves.


Remember, each day is the first day of the rest of your life. By knowing yourself, being yourself, and loving yourself, you can achieve the three goals of life: to feel joy, to be free, and to reach your highest potential. The choice is yours.


HOW TO READ DETACH



I have written Detach with three priorities in mind. First, I hope that the book presents a fresh psychological approach to successful living and working and blends Western and Eastern philosophies.


The search for health, happiness, and success is not new. Philosophers, writers, poets, psychologists, and spiritual leaders from all traditions have spoken and written about these issues for thousands of years. It’s part of being human. But that doesn’t make the search easy.


As humankind has evolved, we have increased our ability to think, reason, and plan. We have developed a deeper understanding of our emotional lives. Accordingly, we have also increased our capacity to sabotage our own efforts—blinded by our biases, misconceptions, and faulty logic. And we’ve become vulnerable to being hijacked by our attachments. We take three steps forward and two steps back.


More of us today are searching for the good life—a life that has meaning, brings joy and freedom, and makes us happy and successful. People in all walks of life are determined to control their own destinies, creating the lives they want.


Conversely, many feel challenged by this goal. We are asking ourselves what success really means to us, as many of us have lost our sense of who we are and where we’re going.


With its psychological foundation, Detach offers a way to reflect on how you might be standing in the way of your own success. It allows you to ask yourself hard questions and know you’re not alone.


Second, the book unfolds its message through the personal stories of real people, sharing the secrets of how they have mastered and struggled to overcome their attachments.


I have a long history of talking with people about their troubles and triumphs. In my career, I’ve used what I’ve learned to help leaders at all levels become better equipped on their life journeys. I’ve also found that shining a light on real people, with deeply honest stories, is the best way to communicate new ideas. It’s a great way to show how those ideas affect people’s day-to-day lives.


In Detach, I tell the stories of the special people in my life, how they are grappling with their own attachments, what they are good at, and where they are still struggling. These are folks who work (or who have worked) at all levels in business, government, and nonprofit organizations. They are men and women, young and old, from diverse backgrounds, countries, and cultures. I also weave my own story throughout the book. How could I not, after asking you to reveal your attachments and aspirations along the way?


One final point: Detach is purposely written as a practical guide. I’ve included concise sections for easy reading, added supporting science when appropriate, offered tips and advice, and listed quick quizzes throughout. Reflection questions complete each chapter.


I hope you enjoy the book.
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ONE


THE ATTACHMENT TO STABILITY




•Do you naturally shy away from change?


•Do you consider yourself rigid, controlling, or highly organized?


•Do you feel the need to live in a stable environment?


•Are you someone who procrastinates in the face of change?


•Do you get anxious when your world is uncertain?





In 2020, our world underwent traumatic uncertainty during the Covid-19 pandemic. For the next three years, distress pervaded every household with fears of contagion, illness, and death. Unsettled and confused, we were all living with the same questions: “Where did it come from?”; “Who is at risk?”; and “How can we combat the menace?” Those questions plagued people daily and aroused a deep feeling of anxiety that many had not felt for years. What people didn’t realize was that Covid brought to the surface the same uncertainty that exists in our lives every day.


In fact, everything is changing around us at record speeds all the time: from technology and demography, to geopolitics and climate, to lifestyles and marriages, the list goes on. The challenge is that the world is often changing faster than our ability to adapt.


Many of us are unprepared for these accelerations. Reacting too slowly as new challenges confront us, we get overwhelmed by problems and ignore opportunities. Sabotaged by outdated thoughts, misguided principles, and inflammatory relationships, we face uncertainty with fear and mistrust. Stress and burnout undermine our ability to live up to our full potential, casting a pall on our efforts to steady our environment, keep things on an even keel, and maintain some semblance of balance. At a time when we must stay nimble and learn faster, our minds, in their current state, are unprepared for this new reality. It was that way with David.


David has lived a successful life. Yet a black shadow has haunted and hovered over his psyche. For years, he suffered from a deep attachment to stability and security—at home, with friends, and in his career and romantic life. With time and hard work, he found a way to shed light on that shadow and release his attachment. Today, he lives a joyful and agile life. This is his story.


David recalls his earliest years: “I was born in a nursery and stayed for six months until I was adopted. I left with an emotional scar of isolation, separation, and alienation. Then, I entered ‘the perfect family.’ At least, that’s what my father wanted. The epitome of the American success story as a prominent university president, he was all about image. My adoption was swept under the rug until I was four, so I never had an opportunity to process it. From my perspective, it was a horrible flaw in my life, and my job was to live up to self-imposed expectations to repay them for taking me in.


“So, my life was all about security: making sure I had a roof over my head, enough money to live on, and a career where I couldn’t get fired. I sold myself out to my attachment.”


Eventually, David graduated from the University of Miami and became a lawyer. Off he went to the federal government for his newfound career and security. He moved to Arlington, Virginia, and bought a house. “My home was my castle. I was meticulous and controlled everything in that house. It gave me a sense of security; it was my sanctuary where I could retreat from the outside world.


“With my friends and relationships, I kept everyone separate from one another. I never allowed anyone to get too close to me, for fear of exposing myself to emotional attachment that threatened me. I lived a controlled, single life.”


From the Department of the Treasury to the Department of Commerce, and back to the Treasury, where he worked in the Office of Foreign Assets Control, David flourished. In his job, he discovered a real aptitude for organizing and managing people and things. David jokes, “It was my early practice as a kid collecting shells, coins, stamps, and rocks that were immaculately labeled and organized.” He put his attachment to stability to good use.


After twenty years in government, he quit his job suddenly, a move that was completely out of character. David recalls, “I resigned as a matter of principle. I wasn’t going to work for someone who sabotaged the career of a woman who did nothing wrong. There I was, leaving my job without an income and living two years off my retirement.” For David, quitting was a huge accomplishment that catapulted him into a sea of uncertainty. But he did it.


Then he got the call to become the next assistant secretary of commerce for export enforcement, his reward for being agile and flexible in his life. “I always thought being gay would be a professional liability, but there I was under the Obama administration being considered because I was gay and had deep managerial experience.” There, David spent seven years successfully managing two hundred special agents who wore badges, carried guns, and made arrests. David finished his career at Citigroup as general counsel and managing director for economic sanctions and anti-bribery.


“Back in 1997, I was challenged by my mentor and enneagram teacher, who saw my attachment to stability. He told me, ‘David, go out and expose yourself to life, especially to heartbreak. Boy, did that hit home. I’d been guarding my heart for years. I never accepted people into my life who were available, and always ended up feeling empty and disconnected from others.”


Years later, “there he was at a party. Adam appeared in my life, and it scared the hell out of me. He was available and represented a lot of the qualities that I knew addressed my underlying fears and my attachment to stability—loyalty, commitment, duty, and trustworthiness. Compatible and complementary, our new relationship helped me take the last step to weaken my attachment to stability in my personal life. Today, we’ve been happily married for nine years.”


As we look back on David’s life, he has shed important parts of his attachment to stability—at work, with friends, and with Adam. His house is still organized meticulously and his vast library of books are all cataloged properly. David still loves his stability and security, but the dark shackles in his mind don’t own him anymore.


THE ATTACHMENT TO STABILITY


Let’s face it. Stability is an illusion; uncertainty is reality. Every time we breathe, the world changes. In fact, I believe the idea of stability is a human construct that we created by necessity to help us feel safe and secure in our lives. Many of us long for stasis, striving to find the perfect, stable life. However, this mindset is limiting and keeps us mired, slow to adapt, risk averse, and undermines our overall agility. We want to believe that we will find comfort in the predictable, but it doesn’t always exist. We need to develop the ability to navigate in a world of uncertainty and change.


Wait a minute. Let’s be honest here. Everyone needs some stability and security in their lives that allows them to take a breath, relax and reflect, enjoy the present moment, and cultivate a sense of peace. Who doesn’t like a vacation, some downtime from an intense project, or a night with yourself? Naturally, we want to keep good things alive without changing them. Stability is also important during unpredictable times, when we need safety and security from threatening people and events.


But what we want and what exists can be two different things. As Heraclitus observed, “No man steps in the same river twice, for it’s not the same river and he’s not the same man [or woman].” The Buddhists also get it right here: change causes suffering when we resist it or ignore it.


Uncertainty can become our undoing if we are not open to what’s around the corner, whether new ideas and experiences or the latest resentments or disappointments. During a state of uncertainty, we must learn to be comfortable with being vulnerable. Although the idea may seem counterintuitive, vulnerability is a strength, not a weakness. Allowing yourself to be vulnerable says you are willing to take risks, be an imperfect person, and accept reality, whatever it may be.


WHERE ARE YOUR SHADOWS?


Being unaware can be a big problem. There is a growing gap between those who are awake in the world and those who are asleep. The faster the world changes, the bigger the chasm becomes. In my previous book, Conscious, I wrote about some reasons why we sabotage ourselves when we need to change. We get:


•Too shallow: We are often too superficial in our thinking. Spending too little time in self-reflection, we stay stuck in our personal stories about change, shackled by old baggage with little understanding of ourselves.


•Too narrow: Biased and closed-minded, we are often encased in steel bunkers with no way out. We ignore facts, harbor faulty assumptions, and make uninformed decisions, causing us to rely on fixed mindsets with unconscious biases.


•Too safe: Many of us approach the world too cautiously. Afraid of change, we prefer to avoid the uncertainty around us. By being too safe, we atrophy and fail to evolve and transform, leaving us standing in place as the world turns.


•Too small: If your view of yourself is too small, you won’t see connections, possibilities, or solutions. Staying small and never stepping up is sure to lead to future regrets that will undermine your personal power and potential.


Without self-awareness, we pretend our lives are stable and secure, when they are not; like a stone in a swiftly moving stream, change eddies around us.


HOW OUR BRAIN RESPONDS


Modern science tells us that our “adaptive brain” is an integrated, interdependent network of electricity, chemicals, thoughts, and emotions. Its primary mission is to respond to threats and challenges and adapt to changing circumstances. This adaptive brain developed out of millions of years of evolutionary pressure.


Our brain constantly strives to achieve homogeneity and stability. But, with our internal and external worlds constantly changing, it’s impossible to achieve that outcome. Fortunately, our brain has an incredible capacity, called neuroplasticity, that allows it to rewire itself and enables itself to grow and adapt. This ability of the brain sustains our feeling of stability that is actually a psychological and neurological illusion.


As Brigham Young University neuropsychologists suggest, “our very survival depends on our ability to respond quickly to advantageous and threatening events. The more our brain can predict potential outcomes with different courses of action, the better it can adapt to the future. And by linking past and present threats, we can activate our survival circuits and avoid dangerous situations.”


Deeply connected to our bodies and the outside world, our brains don’t operate in isolation either. In fact, our emotions, thoughts, and social bonds, which provide acceptance, connectedness, and a sense of belonging, all have evolved together to help us survive and adapt.


As you know all too well, as part of being human, the “slings and arrows of outrageous fortune” can happen at any time. And when our extraordinary brain network doesn’t function as planned, this assault increases our negativity, with anger, moodiness, worry, insecurity, and dissatisfaction. These emotions ultimately accumulate when we get too attached to people, places, and things.


When our physical body goes into fear mode, it prepares us for the uncertainty lurking around the corner. Our emotional circuits label our experience with feelings, like pain, worry, and anger, concurrently tapping into our memories from similar situations. Our thoughts create context for the sudden upheaval, fabricating a story that helps us understand what is happening. Unfortunately, it can also lock us into belief systems that deceive and delude us from seeing reality for what it is. Most often, it’s our anxiety that sends us the message that it’s time to pay attention.


THE THREE FACES OF ANXIETY


My mind raced as the ambulance sped through traffic. Lying on the gurney and listening to the siren, my heart pounded, and my anxiety skyrocketed. I was a healthy forty-five-year-old guy. I worked out. This wasn’t supposed to happen. But there I was, headed for the hospital with a diagnosis of atrial fibrillation.


A year or so later, I was hospitalized again—not once, but twice—for a bowel obstruction. Soon after, I underwent surgery to correct a congenital growth in my small intestine. A couple years later, I was confronted with unexpected surgery to repair a herniated disk that ruptured while I was sitting on a Canary Islands beach. And just four years ago, my back herniated again, this time at the typical L5 joint that required surgery. You would think that would be enough. Just recently, my heart, after years of the original diagnosis, required a pacemaker. I’m hoping that’s it for a while, and I remain in “good shape.”


With each health crisis, I found myself face-to-face with the uncertainty of life and my anxieties about illness and death. And with each crisis, I had to make a choice: Was I going to let my emotions shut me down, or could I find a way to understand and manage them? I decided to embrace my anxiety.


In 2004, tapping into my own experience, I decided to write a book called Just Enough Anxiety to help explain how we all experience and manage uncertainty in our lives. Its primary premise asserts that:


Anxiety is a fact of life. How you use it makes all the difference. If you let it overwhelm you, it will turn to panic. If you deny or run from it, you will become complacent. But, if you use anxiety in a positive way, you will turn it into a powerful force in your life.


Everyone said it was a great title, yet the book had a mediocre showing in the market. I remember my niece called me while traveling after she bought a copy in an airport bookstore. “Really interesting, Uncle Bob,” she said, “but I’m hiding the cover so people don’t see what I’m reading.” At that moment, I knew we had a problem.



YEARS OF FAULTY THINKING


Here’s the catch. Dealing with change can be a slippery slope. The confusion goes something like this: change creates uncertainty and makes us anxious; anxiety is bad, a sign of weakness, something to avoid. This view comes hardwired into our brains from centuries ago, when we had to cope with hungry lions lurking in the savanna. Back then, change was truly dangerous, even life-threatening. So we as a species learned anxiety, equating it automatically with danger.


Today, that mental model is often viewed as a mental health issue. Yet now, centuries later, the complexity and pace of our daily lives change at a moment’s notice. Consequently, when we encounter these changes, we get hijacked by our innate anxiety from years past. We’re afraid that we can’t manage the anxiety, so we avoid it, resist it, run away from it, or medicate it. Pushing the anxiety away only compounds the situation and makes us feel worse.


Understandably, anxiety has gotten a bad rap. But think about it another way. Like other emotions, anxiety is a form of energy. Paradoxically, this energy has two sides and can act as a wake-up call, a ping on our built-in cell phone to the brain, signaling our bodies and minds to pay attention and act as a positive force for growth.


Because anxiety travels with change and uncertainty, it can give us the boost we need to deal with the ups and downs of life. Managed effectively, it can encourage us to take advantage of unforeseen opportunities or help us confront difficult issues. We just need the right amount of it.


Of course, not all anxiety is healthy. Instead of helping you cope with a situation or spurring you to action, it can cloud your good judgment, scatter your thinking, and interfere with healthy functioning. Left unattended, unhealthy anxiety can lead to physical and psychological illnesses and require professional help.


It’s time to shake off our outmoded beliefs about change. Let’s rethink our understanding of uncertainty. And let’s reframe our perspective about anxiety.


TOO LITTLE ANXIETY—THE FACE OF COMPLACENCY


The easy option is to live an insulated life—to enjoy the status quo, avoid change, and limit new possibilities. In a protected bubble, we are spared challenges and upheaval, sheltered from the complexity of the world as we know it today.


Understandably, people who have their heads buried in the sand do not witness the volatility of modern life, yet they miss out on anything new. Perhaps early in life they may have been spared difficulty or learned how to protect themselves through denial or complacency. This attitude is like wearing a self-imposed blindfold that restricts the opportunity to learn and keeps us from enjoying the excitement of life. In my travels, I have observed different ways that people express too little anxiety in their lives.


•Idealistic people live in a fantasy world: Driven by their need to have things work out favorably, they tend to ignore reality and gloss over bad news.


•Cautious people are frightened by the world: Driven by their fear of change and uncertainty, they overcompensate by trying to avoid everything.


•Detached people isolate themselves from the world: Driven by the need to protect themselves, they operate best on their own or with minimal interaction.


•Overpleasing people live in other people’s worlds: Driven by the need to make everyone happy, they are uncomfortable with conflict and avoid their power to influence others.


I’m sure you know people who might fit into these categories. They’re not always the easiest friends, or you may have trouble working for, with, or managing them. You may even want to ask yourself whether you are a “too little anxiety” person? Consider these questions:


•Do you focus on the positive while downplaying the negative?


•Do you analyze everything to avoid making mistakes?


•Do you seek comfort and security whenever possible?


•Do you try to give everyone what they want?


•Do you believe everything will be OK or resolve itself?


•Do you find it hard to get in touch with your emotions?


•Do you naturally shy away from conflict?


TOO MUCH ANXIETY—THE FACE OF CHAOS


Many people are far too familiar with too much anxiety. Today’s frenzied world makes it difficult to avoid this lifestyle of turmoil. Caught up in their need to be right, in control, or high achieving, too-much-anxiety people can easily become overly attached to success. Their anxiety is born out of fear of being inadequate, insignificant, or vulnerable, and these feelings can become internalized and habitual. Often out of touch with themselves in the moment, they are held hostage by their emotions of anger and resentment and end up broadcasting their negatively charged feelings at home or in the office.


Here are some types I’ve observed over the years:


•Egotistical people want the world to revolve around them: They are driven by two needs: to be admired and to protect themselves from their feelings of inadequacy.


•Perfectionistic people try to orchestrate the way the world works: They are accomplished micromanagers. Underneath the surface, they are driven by the fear of failure or not being good enough.


•Volatile people believe the world is against them: Driven by the desire to win at any cost, they wield their power like an emotional saber cutting down whatever and whoever gets in their way.


•Suspicious people are mistrustful of the world around them: Their own suspicious nature leads them to believe that people are inherently dishonest.


So, what are your reactions when you bump up against these people? Do they pull you into their drama? Do you respond defensively? Or do you cower in their presence? Maybe ask yourself: Are you a “too much anxiety” person? Consider these questions:


•Do you know what it feels like to be anxiety free?


•Are you broadcasting to the world that you are tense, upset, or a powder keg ready to blow up?


•Are you suspicious of other peoples’ motives?


•Does your impatience prompt you to react too quickly?


•How important is it for you to be respected or admired?


•Do you wear your emotions on your sleeve?


•Do you worry about being taken advantage of?


JUST ENOUGH ANXIETY—THE FACE OF SUCCESS


Turning anxiety into a positive force is key to living a life of balance and success. For instance, compare your life to a seesaw where there is tension between weights on either end. Your job is to balance the seesaw. Under stress, some of us are drawn to too much anxiety as the seesaw tilts, and we become vulnerable to chaotic energy. At other times, we may lean toward too little anxiety that produces ineffective energy, so we retreat into complacency where we feel safe. A rare few of us are poised to live in the middle.


That’s why we must maintain a consistent level of tension with just enough anxiety that allows us to balance the seesaw of life without resistance, giving up, or being overwhelmed. Allowing this anxiety unleashes positive energy and helps us stretch ourselves so that we become the person we truly want to be.


Anxiety is contagious too. Our brains are hardwired to pick up cues from our environment, including from other people. We unconsciously monitor tone of voice, facial expressions, body language, eye contact, attentiveness, and other nonverbal cues. We interpret people’s behaviors, sense their intentions, and feel their feelings. And they feel ours. We are simply hardwired to be connected to each other.
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