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Disclaimer

This book presents the research and ideas of its author. It is not intended to replace the consultation with a professional healthcare practitioner before starting any reset, diet, or supplement regimen.


To all those who continue to put everything and everyone else before themselves; this book was written for you. May you live consciously and deliberately, never allowing anyone or anything to come in between your ultimate health and happiness—even yourself.


CHAPTER 1

FEELING THE BURNOUT?

Ever wonder what’s the scariest thing about burnout? Here’s the cold hard truth: you won’t even see it coming, because it usually happens when you’re doing something that you’re passionate about, and quite good at.

Burnout is not some made-up thing lazy people pretend to have (like a cold) so they can stay home, avoiding the office. It’s a force stronger than a hurricane that can knock you out completely, making even the simplest of tasks like getting dressed and showered, cooking a meal, or answering email seem impossible. You don’t get burned out because you’re weak. You get burned out because you’ve tried to stay strong for far too long.

I assume you must have felt, or dare I say currently feel, as though “total destruction” were nipping at your heels or you wouldn’t have picked up this book looking for help. By now I hope you recognize that at some point you’ve more than likely enabled yourself to play the supporting role in the movie of your own life. Seriously, think about that for a second. We have all allowed someone or something to dictate our time and misalign our priorities, at the expense of our own health and well-being. I’ve been there a few times; hell, I’ve been there more than a few times. Who am I kidding?

It was 9:07 p.m., I was driving on Alligator Alley across the good ’ole Sunshine State, and Caroline Kennedy was waiting. The temperature through the Everglades was still a blistering 80 degrees, even though it was late October. It was the last week of the 2008 presidential campaign, and Kennedy would be stumping for then-Senator Barack Obama the following morning. Stumping is a crucial part of campaigning, and an opportunity for potential voters to meet candidates and their surrogates. Stump speeches are usually designed to be used in several locations within a state, conveying the same basic ideas at each stop. Staff members will rework the speech slightly for each location, subtly changing the focus depending on the audience. In this case, it was my job to bring Kennedy up to speed on the key political and policy issues in the state of Florida and travel with her across the state over the next few days.

Suddenly, a sharp pain punched me in the gut. I slouched over, briefly taking my eyes off the road. I rubbed my stomach gingerly as I forced myself to focus on the road and searched for a clue as to what was causing the pain. Then it hit me: the only thing I had eaten all day was a cinnamon and brown sugar Pop-Tart, over nine hours before. I don’t think any nutritionist would have given me extra credit for the seven cups of coffee I had pumped into my body either, hoping it would fuel me through the rest of my long day.

But after all, this was presidential campaigning; meals were for the weak, right? I remember the first piece of advice I ever received while working on my first campaign right out of college: “Eat when you can.” After only a brief period of time working on the campaign, I knew the game and thought I knew how to play it pretty well. Yet, this time I felt faint, and the pain would not go away. That was the moment I realized I was out of control, had a problem, and needed to make a change.

A political campaign feels unique to those inside it, but it’s very similar to any other campaign—that is, a goal-oriented activity that occurs in a finite period of time. One minute you could be sitting in a cubicle, elbows brushing against another employee, and the next you’re in the back of an SUV briefing a celebrity, a CEO, or even the Vice President of the United States. The pace is invigorating, but the demands are exhausting. After seven long months, by the end of the 2008 presidential campaign, I found myself in the same place that so many others do when their work and life are out of balance—with a toxic diet, lousy sleeping habits, an irregular exercise schedule, and a sense of general physical distress. By trying to give everything I had to my work, I ended up without the energy to be of any use to myself or the campaign. And after it was over, I was left with nothing but “hope and change,” gray hair, and twelve extra pounds. By the last week of the campaign, I had hit the lowest point possible—I had to change.

The long hours, lightning-speed pace, and demand of the job as political director eventually took its toll on my health. I made small changes, which brought temporary relief, but the problems only followed me to Washington, DC, and to my next job at the Pentagon. Falling into the same unhealthy patterns as I did on the campaign and fearing disaster, I made the decision to take control of my life.

In 2010, I joined a CrossFit gym, changed my diet and sleeping habits, and learned how to efficiently manage my time and stress even while working in a high-performing job. In 2012, I moved back to Florida to work on President Obama’s reelection campaign as his policy director. Fearful that all the hard work and progress I made with my health and fitness since the last campaign would be destroyed by the horrendous and unsustainable schedule, I developed my own program. With a mastery in 5 areas—time management, sleep, food, fitness, and stress management—this program allowed me to align my professional and personal life, finding my own strength in the face of adversity.

I have a strong belief that it isn’t just about being able to get through difficult “campaigns” throughout your life, but it’s also about preparing yourself—both physically and mentally—for the tests that life will put you through. In this book, I will provide you with practical and proven tools I designed based on the advice of health and wellness experts to get you on the path to a healthy lifestyle in a 24-7 world. Prompted by my own experiences while working inside the world of two presidential campaigns, the Pentagon, Capitol Hill, and other stress-filled environments, I will share my own anecdotes as well as stories from prominent men and women across a wide range of industries on their experiences and how they survived that particular “campaign” in their life and came out the other side. Strong.

While my story plays out on the political stage, I designed this book for anyone with a busy lifestyle who thinks he or she can’t fit in being healthy. Whether you’re a CEO, a full-time student, a CPA during tax season, an entrepreneur, or a full-time parent—with a little hard work and determination, you can achieve your best self simply by making a few changes and sticking to them. As the pace of life continues to accelerate and the stress of our daily routine presses on every free moment, many of us put off being healthy for another day. “I’ll lose the weight after the campaign,” we said as we stuffed ourselves with free pizza. Or “as soon as the kids are older I’ll get back to the gym.” But seizing control and taking command of today was what gave me the energy and strength to make it through the next day, and the day after, and the day after that.

The myth of the campaign trail has spawned countless books on political campaign strategy, postmortems on their failures and triumphs, and autobiographies of every major player. But there is another story, and one that is seldom spoken about: the behind-the-scenes life of the campaigner, the staffer who works from seven a.m. to midnight, seven days a week, traveling to every event, writing every speech, running offense with the press, and ensuring that every train runs on time. What you wear, say, how you conduct yourself, and when you take a vacation is all dependent upon the schedule and priorities of the person or organization you work for. As for your life, well, it comes second, of course. More likely than not you’ve performed similar duties, perhaps from under a different job title.

In the following pages, you’ll find my lifestyle guidance to help mitigate the destructive impact of certain choices on body, mind, and spirit, and how to thrive despite those choices. Grounded in science and informed by real-life experiences of what does and does not work, Go from Stressed to Strong shares my knowledge, along with the skills and know-how gained by busy people through their personal experiences and from consulting with health and nutrition experts.

As you read this book, you’re going to learn

•   how to feed yourself deliciously and nutritiously while on the run

•   how important it is to keep moving at your own pace, and not at the pace that others set for you

•   techniques of time management and how to better balance work, life, and staying healthy

•   how to sleep better, steadily increasing your time under the sheets until you hit the ideal sleep time for you.

If you take away nothing else from this book, I hope you will gain the understanding that nutrition, fitness, awareness, and discipline are not just words; they are tools. They are power. They are ways to take care of yourself even in the harshest of working environments, tools to empower you to be stronger, smarter, happier, and truer to yourself.

I’m not a scientist or doctor. My expertise is strategies and tactics that build competitive organizations. I’m now an entrepreneur, and a woman who has spent the last fourteen years of her career learning about what my body and mind are capable of when cared for properly. And it was only when I was stretched too thin and had burned the candle at both ends that I decided I needed a change. Because I want you to be able to thrive in your personal and professional lives and avoid burnout, I spoke to people who at some point in their life have also been through similarly grueling campaigns and share their knowledge with you throughout the book. I found that even the most successful people around the world have dealt with this challenge at some point, and it’s what they did to reset and recover that changed their life and career forever.

Meet my “Strength Seekers.” They include:

Bill Nye the Science Guy quit his engineering job and decided to become a performer after growing tired of working for people predominantly focused on the bottom line, sometimes at the expense of others. In 2013, Bill landed a spot on the TV show Dancing with the Stars and started to train, working his upper body. Yet shortly into the season, he tore his quadriceps tendon during a taped rehearsal, in front of millions of viewers. During his initial evaluation, Bill asked, “how did this happen?” to which the sports medicine doctor replied, “Well, you’re old.” That was all Bill needed to hear to really kick-start his workout regimen, changing everything about his overall health and well-being.

José Andrés is a two-star Michelin-awarded chef, restaurateur, and humanitarian who admits that “kitchens have always been a stressful place” and was once on the receiving end of a “pan-throwing” chef. As a result, he vowed never to run his kitchens like that. Dedicated to exploring the possibility of what healthy, fresh food can do for the world, he went on to found Beefsteak, a revolutionary fast-casual restaurant the aim of which is to improve the way Americans eat, by putting vegetables at the core of the meal.

Elissa Goodman, after graduating from college, wanted the fast life of a “successful” businesswoman. She worked long hours at a stressful job, fueling herself with caffeine and expensive restaurant dinners. Exercise was a luxury, and sleep was for those who didn’t care about moving up the ladder. She wanted to conquer the world. Then she felt a lump. When the doctor told her she had Hodgkin’s lymphoma, she was stunned. Elissa had just gotten married and was planning to start a family. She was only thirty-two—too young to get cancer. Her doctor recommended chemotherapy and radiation, but after a few treatments she felt like the “solution” was worse than the problem. She realized that, in addition to medical treatment, her body needed nourishment and love. After a lot of research and listening to her inner voice, she shortened her radiation regimen and pursued an alternative path. She left her job, began managing her stress and doing yoga, and learned that what people had told her was good food wasn’t really healthy food at all. She began juicing and eating a more plant-based diet, and within a few months she began to heal.

Congressman Tim Ryan (OH), after logging thousands of miles a year, doing constant fund-raising, being away from his family, and having to endure the ever-constant environment of hyper-partisanship, as well as the stress from the job, felt himself beginning to burn out. He discovered meditation and yoga and has been able to maintain his routine while also serving as a busy member of Congress. He’s responsible for bringing Yoga on the Hill to the U.S. Capitol in order to make yoga more accessible to members and staff and to promote mental and physical wellness. Yoga teaches patience and acceptance, qualities that make better public servants. He is also the author of The Real Food Revolution: Healthy Eating, Green Groceries, and the Return of the American Family Farm and A Mindful Nation: How a Simple Practice Can Help Us Reduce Stress, Improve Performance, and Recapture the American Spirit.

Lori Garver led the NASA (National Aeronautics and Space Administration) transition team for the incoming Obama administration in 2008–2009 and served as NASA’s deputy administrator from 2009 to 2013, all while balancing the role of mother, wife, and boss. Lori’s moment came during a staff meeting at NASA while serving as the head of policy during the Clinton Administration. Overhearing that Lori, along with some of her colleagues, were planning to train for the Marine Corps Marathon, a senior official, who Lori knew was not her biggest fan, flippantly blurted out, “she could never do it.” Well, that was all the motivation Lori would need to kick-start her workout routine and training.

Dan Nevins, professional speaker and Army veteran, shares his story of service on and off the battlefield, as well as the lessons learned as a bilateral amputee living with a traumatic brain injury (TBI). After he endured thirty-some surgeries, stayed at Walter Reed Army Medical Center for two years, and integrated back into civilian life, the invisible wounds of war started to surface. What a bike ride or golf clubs used to provide as relief before his injuries was now something of the past. The wounds became omnipresent and intrusive and prevented him from going to sleep. When his body would finally allow him to rest, he would be awoken again by nightmares. He said, “If I had to stay like that for a year or longer, I would have become one of those twenty-two service members a day who take their own life.” Dan’s story of how yoga profoundly changed his life continues to be his source of inspiration to lead fellow wounded warriors to yoga, mindfulness, and meditation.

Jamie Leeds, chef and owner of Hank’s Oyster Bar, was extremely overweight, had become hobbled by arthritis, and was in so much pain that walking up the stairs or standing for long periods of time was unbearable. After more than thirty years working in kitchens and running restaurants, she was paying the price for decades of being on her feet, under pressure, and working day and night with food. She realized it was time for a drastic change, fearing her weight and pain would suppress her personal and professional growth. Jamie underwent duodenal switch (DS) surgery in 2013 and has since lost 160 pounds and kept it off—a feat that has overhauled her entire outlook on eating and what she serves in her restaurants.

Dr. Ronald L. Kotler, prominent sleep expert and frequent guest on The Oprah Winfrey Show, is a pulmonologist and respiratory director at the Pennsylvania Hospital Sleep Disorders Center and coauthor of 365 Ways to Get a Good Night’s Sleep and 20 Years Younger. Dr. Kotler discusses how proper sleep habits and hygiene are essential to good health. He says, “Not getting enough sleep can actually shorten your life.” He recommends good sleep habits and hygiene, including getting to bed at the same time every night, getting eight hours of sleep, and more.

Christy Adkins, one of the most respected and decorated women in the sport of CrossFit, jumped into the sport in 2007. She would go on to achieve Top 10 finishes at the CrossFit Games in 2009, 2010, and 2013 and earned the title of the twenty-fourth “Fittest Woman on Earth” in 2016. But Christy didn’t always eat, sleep, or take care of herself the way she does now. Christy’s moment came during the year after she graduated from college at George Washington University in DC. She had gone from living in the dorm to living with her two best friends from college just a few blocks away from their old dorm building. Christy admits she was still very much living in “party mode.” Despite the fact that she had a job, followed her own training regimen, and was a personal trainer at a gym, advocating a healthy lifestyle to her clients, she was still drinking a lot and eating poorly late at night. Christy would eat pretty well for breakfast and lunch, but then by dinner, bar food, takeout, and junk became the go-tos. At the urging of her friend and trainer, she tried the Zone Diet and became conscious of incorporating one protein, a carbohydrate, and a healthy fat into each meal. This positive change in diet led to an immediate transformation of body composition, results in the gym, and improved sleep. It has shaped her overall health and wellness, making her an incredible athlete and competitor.

Jacob “Jake” Frank, park ranger and videographer at Yellowstone National Park, was studying to be an industrial engineer at the University of Florida. After surviving a bad motorcycle accident, he asked himself, “Is this really what I want to do with my life: sit in a cubicle?” He decided to do something spontaneous—sign up for a Parks and Recreation class, an experience that he thoroughly enjoyed and eventually prompted him to change his major. After landing an internship in the Grand Tetons, he discovered that there was an entire career built around being outside with nature. He immediately gravitated toward the happy people there who all seemed to enjoy their jobs and decided that he wanted to live and work where people wanted to go on vacation. He made the switch, never looking back.

Stacey Colino is a freelance Health & Wellness reporter at U.S. News. An award-winning writer specializing in health, fitness, psychology and nutrition, her work has appeared in dozens of national magazines, including Prevention, Health, Newsweek, Women’s Health, Parents, Family Circle, and Real Simple. In addition, she is the coauthor of Disease-Proof: The Remarkable Truth About What Makes Us Well with Dr. David Katz; Strong Is the New Skinny with Jennifer Cohen; and Good Food—Fast! with Chef Jason Roberts. She is also a certified spinning and group exercise instructor. Stacey offers ideas on developing a routine, which I’ve broken down into a set of 20 key points in Chapter 2.

Phil Larson, former senior advisor for space and innovation at the White House as well as communications rainmaker at Space X for Elon Musk, and currently assistant dean for communications, strategy, and planning at the University of Colorado Boulder’s College of Engineering and Applied Science, finally hit his breaking point in 2014. Phil’s also my friend, and while we were both at the annual Space Symposium in Colorado Springs, we decided to head over to nearby Garden of the Gods during some downtime for a moderate hike. Out of shape, winded, and looking to me for relief, Phil shouted, “Stop! I don’t like not being able to breathe, even if I am in Colorado at five thousand feet.” Right then and there, he proclaimed to me and to himself, “I can’t do this anymore. I have to make a change.” With my help and a nutrition plan of a strict Paleo diet, moderate exercise, and increased sleep, he lost thirty-five pounds. Since doing the reset, Phil has learned how to create a better work-life balance that is sustainable and manageable even while working for a company that deals in rocket science, where maintaining focus and accuracy is critical. The stress factor can be severe, like when the company launched a new satellite and something went wrong. These things cost between $150 million and $1 billion, and sometimes it comes down to that moment, trying to save a mission that took years to design and test.

Cadet Austin Willard enrolled in the United States Military Academy at West Point in July 2013 and is due to graduate in the Spring of 2017. The former rugby player and engineering major discusses life as a nontraditional college student in an environment where everything from the clothes he wears to the food he eats is dictated and measured. The grind is relentless, wearing people down over time. Forced to be on top of his game seven days a week and with no chance to catch his breath, Austin shares advice on what got him through his toughest challenge yet. For Austin, being fit is more about one’s health and abilities than it is about simply passing the APFT (the Academy’s Physical Fitness Test)—it’s a lifestyle. He takes his job very seriously and hopes to become an infantry officer upon graduation. He explains, “Fitness is a big part of being a leader in the Army. You can’t lead officers if you’re not in great shape yourself. Your soldiers are going to expect you to be.”

In my career, I have held high-pressure, high-profile slots on two presidential campaigns, worked in Congress, served as an Obama Administration appointee assigned to the Pentagon, barely came out alive working as a defense and aerospace business development executive, and now I’m onto my most exciting role yet: author and entrepreneur. Ultimately, the stress and nonstop demands took a toll on me physically. It was only after going through the 2008 presidential campaign that I reached my limit and decided something had to give. With hard work and determination, I was able to change that into vibrant health, restful sleep, and good-for-me habits.

This book is written by one of your own. We share the perspective and attitude of today’s busy professionals. We can be living proof that a healthier lifestyle makes us better leaders, colleagues, partners, family members, and friends.

With the economic market currently on the rebound, an increasing number of Americans are asking themselves how they can not only survive longer, but also live a more purpose-driven and fulfilling life. I wrote this book to help motivate people to get started in achieving a healthier life, even in the most adverse situations. You’ve been needing this reset for a long time, whether or not you realize it. Only you can control what your future self looks like. Do you want to look worn down, haggard, and left feeling checked out at the end of each day? I imagine that you don’t.

If you want to feel happy and healthy and look bright again, then you have come to the right place. You already know how to maintain yourself; eat, shower, sleep, repeat. But what I want to teach you is how to take care of yourself. Really take care of yourself. Of course, it’s important to take care of your basic health needs—hydrating, eating well, getting enough sleep, and physical activity. I want to take you to the next level, but you have to be ready and willing to be selfish (yes, selfish) and resourceful.

Taking care of yourself is a must. It is not separate from your work or business. By the time you finish this book, you will learn the meaning of Work Life Integration and hopefully come to live by it. You will learn new good-for-you habits that will help you set priorities for what’s important and what needs to be done that day. I will share with you my program proven to help “Command Your Day NowTM,” addressing each of the five areas most people struggle to keep well aligned: nutrition, exercise, sleep, stress management, and time management.

By asking yourself each morning, “What are my business tasks?” and “What are my life tasks?” you can begin to make a list, eventually combining the two, throwing out those with the lowest priority. There are only so many hours in each day, and the way these tools will work is through effective time management. It is the pillar and foundation to living a life where you are thriving, not simply surviving. I will teach you how to be ruthless with your time, eliminating those people and things that don’t serve your top five priorities. You, too, can create an amazing support system in your life by enrolling like-minded, supportive, strong people into your vision. Are there people in your life or business that aren’t committed to a greater purpose and cause? If the answer is yes, then how do you expect to show up and be your best self? To get stuff done, you should surround yourself with people who do two things: 1. Cheer for you and 2. Hold you accountable.

Stress stops us from gaining momentum. Whatever setback has delayed your plan of exercising in the morning before work, remembering to eat lunch, getting more sleep, and being more present and intentional in your relationships with people at work and outside of the office, that’s okay. It is time to move on. You need to be right here, right now in order to be ready to receive the necessary tools and methods that will put you on the right path toward your new life of health and happiness.
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Laurie A. Watkins advising Vice President Joe Biden at a campaign stop in Florida during the 2008 Obama presidential campaign.


CHAPTER 2

GET OUT OF BED AND FALL INTO A ROUTINE

Worn out, beat down, depressed, unhealthy, slightly overweight, horrible complexion, gray hairs at 28, binge drinker, occasional stress-smoker, single (upon the ending of my campaign romance), and unemployed. This was my new profile. Instead of relishing my accomplishing one of the most rewarding and monumental experiences of my young career in helping to get the first black man elected president of the United States and winning an enormous battleground state in Florida, I felt like crap. All around me were the faces of happy people, boasting smiles for days. I didn’t know what was wrong with me. Why didn’t I feel as good as everyone else around me? Why did I still feel stress instead of relief? The truth was, my mind had already moved on to worrying about what came next: the transition, and how to get myself to Washington, DC.

You see, for as far back as I can remember, I wanted to work and live in Washington, DC. I wanted to play a part in our American history, bringing change that would help people rise up, not feel pushed down. I worked as a college intern in the Florida legislature and secured an amazing gig as a legislative aide shortly after graduation. I spent the next four years of my career working for the Minority Leader of the Senate, where I learned the art of politicking from a sharp, petite, classy Jewish woman whom I adored.

I eventually worked my way to Congress and then landed the amazing opportunity to work on Senator Obama’s campaign. It was only then that I allowed myself to dream of the day I could possibly work for the next president of the United States.

Foregoing a vacation, and in need of a steady paycheck, a week later I went back to working for Ron Klein, the Florida Congressman for whom I had been working before the start of the campaign. I was extremely grateful that he kept my job for me while I was on the campaign trail for seven months, but I didn’t feel satisfied doing the same job I was doing before. I wanted more, so I worked harder. After months of hustle, countless interviews, and meetings with White House personnel, which involved flying back and forth between Florida and DC, I decided the only way I was going to get what I wanted was to move to Washington. I needed to be there, in the faces of the people I wanted something from: my dream job.

The following Monday, two days after my twenty-ninth birthday, I walked into the Florida congressional office and gave my resignation. No, I didn’t have a job yet, and no, I didn’t know what would happen and how I would eat for more than a few months based on the amount I had in savings, but I did it. I took a chance on myself, made the investment in myself, and moved to DC, my stress in tow.

A few months later, after working several odd jobs, I was sitting in my kitchen drinking a cup of coffee wondering what I was going to do to pay my rent the following month, stressed beyond belief, and feeling disappointed. That was when I got a call from the White House and landed my dream job. Finally, the stars had aligned, and I was going to receive a presidential appointment to work for the United States Army at the Pentagon. I couldn’t believe it. I was overwhelmed with an enormous sense of honor. I was going to work amongst the best and brightest civilian and military minds in the entire world. Was I even worthy of such an opportunity? I would soon find out.

Books primed me for the difference between military and civilian culture, the length of time it took actions to go up the long chain of command, and how to navigate the surprisingly confusing building. In many ways, working in the Pentagon was similar to working on a presidential campaign. Early mornings, late evenings, and an unpredictable workday in between once again became my norm. Toward the beginning, I would find myself so consumed with work that I would miss lunch, or eat whatever I had stashed away in my desk. I started to feel as if the vicious cycle I thought I had left behind were starting all over again. That was until I was asked by a colleague if I wanted to go and check out the Pentagon Athletic Center (PAC) downstairs in the basement of the building.

For those of you wondering what it’s like to work in the “Puzzle Palace” that is the Pentagon, I have two words for you: kick ass! Let’s just get this out of the way—yes, it’s true that there are underground roads and buildings, hidden staircases, and tons of secrets housed in the walls of the Pentagon. But what the building also has, deep underground, is a state-of-the-art facility designed for high performance, increased strength, and readiness. Anyone who works in the building could work out there for a nominal fee. Busy at all hours of the morning and well into the evening with staff and officers coming in and out, the PAC also lends itself to being a great place to network and do business.
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