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Introduction

Sometimes you ask for things and then receive them – only not in the way you expected!

It all changed for me on a murky autumn day in November. My wife Maria and I had gone out for a walk, when out of nowhere, as we were crossing a bridge, I was struck by a sensation I had never experienced before in my adult life. I paused, frozen by the shock of it. Maria looked at me, tilted her head to one side, as she often does, and asked me, ‘What’s the matter, love?’ I tried my best to describe to her how I felt. She gave off a little surprised laugh, and told me, ‘That sounds like happiness to me.’ Five minutes later, the feeling had passed and the dark emptiness I was used to had returned. However, our story actually begins before that day.

A few months earlier, I had been in Gothenburg on a lecturing trip. I was giving a keynote speech on communication, which only makes what I’m about to relate to you all the more embarrassing. After finishing the first half of my lecture, I declared that it was time for a break. I remained at my computer, doing nothing in particular. This is a gambit we lecturers sometimes use at half-time, in the hope that somebody will walk up to us to give us a pat on the shoulder and a compliment. It’s a nice way to get energized for the second half. And indeed, in the corner of my eye, I spotted a woman approaching. Her hesitant gait, and the way she cautiously leaned into my private space, however, made it plain that what I was about to receive was definitely not a compliment. Instead, she told me, ‘I just thought you should know that you’ve been consistently using our competitor’s name instead of ours in all your examples.’ I thought I was going to sink through the floor… How could this be happening? I’m a rhetorician. I weigh every last word with great care before uttering it. But this wasn’t the first time this had happened.

On the train, heading home, I thought to myself, My career is over! If I don’t even know what I’m saying, how can I say anything at all? The event in Gothenburg was the straw that broke the camel’s back, and I made an appointment to see my family doctor. Again.

‘David, what did I tell you last time?’ His words were heavy with reproach. ‘You came here two years ago, complaining about twitches in your face. I told you that they were caused by stress, and that you needed to slow down, do less and recover. Then you came back last year, complaining about stomach and heart issues. I told you the same thing then, and now you’re back, again, telling me that your stress is causing you neurological problems! How am I ever going to get through to you? If you don’t change your life now, you could end up with incurable problems. In my estimation, you’ll need at least three years to go back to where you were – and there’s no way to speed that up, so don’t even think of trying!’

I left with my tail between my legs and tears streaking down my face, and proceeded to take my formerly invincible self home and to bed. I ended up not getting out of bed for the next two months. Depression hit me with full force, and I felt myself sinking lower than ever. I cried every day of the summer of 2016. Each day felt more pointless than the last. Everything bored me. The only routine I remember maintaining was my evening prayer that I wouldn’t have to wake up in the morning, and that I could just go to sleep forever. So many people cared, so many wanted to help, but nothing made any difference. That is, until one day, as the summer came to an end. What Maria told me then would change my life, and lay the groundwork for the first and most essential tool I went on to create for my course in self-leadership, and for this book: the stress map.

Now I’d like to take you back to the sentence that opened this book: Sometimes you ask for things and then receive them – only not in the way you expected! I work as an international lecturer, coach and educator. Until this point in time, I had dedicated my whole adult life to my field, which is communication based on neuroscience, biology and psychology. Along with my team, I have spent seven years studying 5,000 lecturers, presenters and moderators to identify 110 different ways in which we all communicate. I spent two years writing ‘The 110 Techniques of Communication and Public Speaking’, the most viewed TEDx talk on storytelling of all time, where I deliberately triggered four specific neurotransmitters and hormones in my audience by telling different stories. My intention here isn’t to present my CV to you in detail; rather, I want to emphasize that despite all these tools, techniques and methods, I had so far only managed to help my clients reach about seven out of ten. What was needed to reach level ten? I was giving them my all! It was all terribly frustrating. For almost ten years I had been roaming the world, searching for the key that would let me help the people I lectured to, trained and coached to truly maximize their potential. Despite this, the success I knew to be possible eluded me. At least, until I found that key where I least expected it.

It wasn’t hidden in some book or in the possession of some specialist – it was within me. Now, I’m not suggesting it was there all along, or that I had actually been where I needed to be in order to find it. In my case, I needed to go through more than a decade of despair, recurring suicidal impulses, a summer of crying in absolute darkness, and then, five minutes of happiness on a bridge before the key would be revealed to me – rising from the waters like Excalibur. I didn’t even realize that I had found it.

So let’s return to that bridge, and those five minutes of happiness. It was like seeing colours, or perceiving smells, for the very first time. I’m sure you can imagine how motivated I was to re-experience that sensation once it had passed. It lit a spark in me, or, rather, it triggered a volcanic eruption. There was simply no stopping me after that! I remember running to my office after we returned from our walk, to jot down everything I had been doing recently that could possibly have caused it. I brought out the tool that can solve any problem in the world – Excel – and I wrote down all the things I had done, how much of each one I had done and when I had done it. That spark, predictably, triggered my energetic, manic side, and I barely slept for five days. During that time, I read countless research studies and books on the subject, brainstormed on whiteboards, took notes and made detailed schedules in Excel. When I did occasionally manage to go to sleep, I invariably woke an hour or so later, only to continue my frenzied studies into self-leadership. Five days later, I had produced what would become my salvation, the recipe for my ‘life 2.0’.

Over the next few months, I continued practising, and a month or so later, lightning struck again, and I experienced ten minutes of happiness, which would soon be followed by twenty, forty and even sixty minutes. The minutes turned into hours, the hours turned into days, and the following January, six months or so after my epiphany on the bridge, the balance shifted, and I experienced as many bright moments as I had previously had dark ones. That year was the best I’ve ever had. It was like being handed the keys to a magical wonderland. Everything seemed like an endless succession of tingling excitement and tears of joy.

Being a curious sort, I began to coach my clients to use the techniques I had been applying to myself, and that’s when it happened: I realized, on a fully conscious level this time, that I had finally found what I had spent so much of my life looking for. The clients I coached and trained made quicker progress, and reached their absolute potential as leaders, teachers, doctors, speakers or salespeople. But that wasn’t all. I also discovered that they were growing as individuals and fellow human beings in their personal lives. They were actually reaching level ten. My own insights had helped other people! This key, or, rather, these keys, are what I intend to give you here. You’ll read about my experiences, the lessons I’ve learned from the tens of thousands of people I have coached and taught self-leadership to in every part of the world, and the studies that much of this journey is based on. My promise to you, dear reader, is that if you use the most important techniques and tools in this book, and take the time to practise and apply them every day, within six months you’ll experience a version of yourself and the world that you haven’t been in touch with for a long time, if ever.

I’ll mention the concept of self-leadership a fair number of times in the coming pages, and that’s what this book is essentially about: learning to lead yourself – learning to choose your own emotions, and your own states, whenever you need or want to. If, for example, you’re about to head into a meeting where you’ll need to be decisive, the outcome of the meeting might well hinge on how much confidence you can bring to it. In terms of the six substances I go on to discuss, that would mean that the outcome depends on whether you choose to raise or lower your testosterone and dopamine levels before joining the meeting.

Now, you might be wondering how self-leadership relates to ordinary leadership. Have you ever met somebody who exhibited truly impressive self-leadership, i.e. somebody who could choose to always be their best self, in every situation, for you, for other people and for themselves? Somebody with that degree of self-knowledge and self-leadership will almost automatically become a natural leader in any group. People follow them because they want to, not because they have to. The opposite of this is somebody who lacks self-leadership, and whose emotions are all over the place. A person who reacts rather than acts. This kind of person will often create a lot of anxiety in others, and the people who follow them do so not because they want to, but because they have to.






PART ONE An Angel’s Cocktail, Please!





You sit up on the bar stool. Its worn leather bears witness to the many thoughts that various individuals have tried to dull with alcohol over the years, as well as probably to a small number of celebrations. The smell is the same as that of many other bars: a little acrid and a little old.

You lean across the bar and soon gain the bartender’s attention. ‘An Angel’s cocktail, please!’

The bartender looks up at you with curiosity in her eyes. ‘Exciting! They’re all the rage. What would you like in it?’

You tell her that you’d like some motivation and a mood boost. ‘I’ll have dopamine and serotonin, please.’

After a while, she returns with your glass, which she has ceremoniously placed on a golden tray. It’s a beautiful Martini glass, with a cocktail and a wooden stick that is piercing not the green olive you might have expected but a piece of fresh yellow pineapple. ‘Enjoy your drink!’

Imagine if it could be that easy to change the way we feel! Imagine if all you needed to do was leave your home for a nearby bar, order the specific feeling you wanted, pay some money, make a toast and then wander home again with a new feeling in your body! Now imagine if it could be even simpler than that! Imagine having a chemical plant inside your brain that can produce six substances that you can use at will to manufacture the specific feeling you want, when you want it – all for free! Well, that’s exactly what you do have. That’s also the specific knowledge I want to give you in this book; I want to turn you into your own bartender, so that you can decide how to feel whenever you want. When do you want to be energized and full of dopamine? When do you want to be fully present and full of oxytocin? When do you want to be at ease and full of serotonin? When do you want to be euphoric and full of endorphins? And when do you want to be confident and full of testosterone?

Strangely enough, or perhaps not so strangely, there are a lot more people in our society who choose to mix up and guzzle down a Devil’s cocktail instead, which in the context of this metaphor means exposing themselves to prolonged intense stress, ideally preceded by anxiety, disappointment and rumination. This state is often described as living in emotionless shades of grey – like inhabiting a surreal bubble, in which each day is much like the last, and life just carries on without any major eruptions of joy. However, consuming too many Devil’s cocktails over too long a period can cause this state to escalate into dysphoria, anxiety and extended depression. One might very well ask why people choose to drink these Devil’s cocktails. As I see it, there are three main reasons for this (although others exist too, of course):


	The first reason is that they were never taught any better. Our schools never seem to address these subjects, which are perhaps the most important lessons we can learn about life: what is an emotion, which emotions am I experiencing, how do they function and, most importantly, how can I learn to influence them? Our emotions impact everything we do, which makes this knowledge far more important than any of the subjects we’re taught in school.

	The second reason is the society we’ve created, in which success is measured in money, and a constant quest for more takes priority over restful contentedness.

	The third reason is that we become like the people we surround ourselves with. If your friends are downing Devil’s cocktails every day by exposing themselves to stress, pressure, bad news, comparisons with others, the constant hunt for more, and experiencing only infrequent moments of satisfaction, don’t be surprised if your situation ends up similar. It works a bit like second-hand smoking.



When I managed to overcome my gloomy condition, the knowledge I had gained about my emotions and their origins in our biology and neuroscience was absolutely vital to my progress. But even if you feel OK, or even great, this book will still provide you with a useful and eye-opening perspective on life that will inform you in your roles as human being, leader, partner, friend or parent. In every course I give, at least one of the participants invariably says something along the lines of ‘Imagine having to go through half a lifetime before even getting to learn what an emotion is, and that we can actually choose them for ourselves!’ On one particular occasion, somebody else said, ‘It’s like watching colour TV for the first time.’ They were both in tears when they said this. However, the comments that impact me the most are the ones I receive from parents. Most recently it was from Joakim, a father whose six-year-old Theodor was going through a period of rage that he was having a hard time getting over. His dad explained to him that emotions can be conjured up by thoughts, and that we’re able to choose our thoughts. He suggested that they try a different thought together. Theodor gave him an enthusiastic look and agreed. Just minutes later, he was flashing a wide grin, and telling his dad, ‘Look, look, it worked! Look at me, Dad! Look how happy I am!’ Take inspiration from Theodor and his dad, and teach your kids and teenagers the things you learn from this book. Imagine what the world would be like if we could all understand that we aren’t our emotions – rather, our emotions are largely temporary ideas that we have about ourselves and the world, ideas that we’re actually free to choose!

These emotions, which we’re generally able to choose by means of our thoughts, are primarily produced by a process in which substances called neuromodulators ‘nudge’ specific neurons in different directions, which in turn produces our experiences of having different emotions. But there’s a lot more involved besides neuromodulators. In total, you have about fifty hormones and a hundred neurotransmitters working away in your body, and there are plenty of books and articles that describe all the substances we know the most about in minute detail. I can definitely recommend taking a deep dive into the world of biochemistry – it can even be more exciting than the latest bestselling murder mystery! However, this book isn’t intended for people who are looking to spend a lot of time on detailed academic explorations of the various scientific discoveries that have been made. This is a pop-science book, and it was written to give a simplified account that can help everybody understand how our biochemistry can affect us, and how we can affect it in turn. When you let things get too complicated, you run the risk of making the knowledge you want to communicate intimidating rather than inviting. This subject has too often been discussed in inaccessible ways, but now that I’ve seen first-hand the effect this material has had on the tens of thousands of people I have trained, I feel encouraged to try to correct that. It’s time this knowledge was made accessible to all. I want this to be a simple, digestible book about the most important thing in your life: your emotions. If you feel the urge to deepen or broaden your understanding of the things I discuss here, there is a hefty list of references and further reading at the end.

Now, if there are hundreds of substances involved, why have I chosen to write about just six? Well, I had three clear requirements for including a substance.


	Each substance had to produce immediately noticeable effects.

	Each substance had to be subject to voluntary production on your part, whenever you want it.

	
Each substance had to be accessible through the use of a simple, practical tool.



This is why the other 150 or so other substances didn’t make the cut, where the absolute majority can’t produce noticeable mental effects on demand. For example, oestrogen and progesterone, irrespective of their importance to all humans, aren’t included, as they didn’t fulfil all three criteria.

To make this book easier for you to use in practice, I’ve also chosen to only indicate the most significant mental effect of the six substances for each activity. In any given activity you’ll see it’s almost always the case that more than one of the six substances will be released together. However, they won’t be released equally or produce equally significant mental effects. Perhaps you’ll want to experience human closeness, and try to get a hug from a loved one. This would trigger the release of both oxytocin and dopamine, but it was the oxytocin you were specifically after (human closeness). In that case, it is the oxytocin that produces the most important effect, and that’s why I’ve structured this book as I have.

Finally, but importantly, before we begin our journey together let me explain why Part Two is perhaps the most important. Part One covers your physiology and neurochemistry and the ways you can use these six substances to mix yourself an Angel’s cocktail whenever and wherever you want to. The effects you will experience from your Angel’s cocktail, however, will be temporary. These temporary effects will be useful to you in meetings, on dates, during presentations and in other situations. At best, the effect will last for a couple of hours – on a few rare occasions it might last for a day or two. That, you see, is where Part Two comes in. Although it is shorter than Part One, it is not to be underestimated; its contents are fundamental. There I’ll explain how you can use repetition and neuroplasticity to bring about more permanent changes in yourself and mix up a cocktail that won’t need refilling – its effects will stay with you! The two parts combined will give you all the priceless knowledge you need to grow and develop your personality in ways you’ve probably never imagined you could. And, as a massive cherry on top, I’ll also teach you how to mix up an Angel’s cocktail for others, a skill that will benefit you in both your leadership and your most important personal relationships.

To make sure you don’t find this book overwhelming, I’d like to emphasize that the idea isn’t for you to spend every waking moment meditating, exercising, observing a healthy diet, producing endorphins, taking cold-water baths, looking at pictures of your children, practising gratitude meditations, enjoying a minimum of 19 per cent deep sleep each night, varying your diet to enrich your microbial flora and being generous to everyone you meet. It’s better to approach this book as an encyclopaedia, a handbook or a buffet. I recommend that you pick one or a few suggestions in it from time to time and practise them, so that slowly and gradually they can become automatic components of your overall lifestyle.

Just to be clear, the methods and tools in this book will help make you a better version of yourself. The insights and knowledge I teach here have the potential to change your life in fundamental ways. But be that as it may – if you’re feeling too miserable, facing serious health struggles or battling depression, you should always get help from a healthcare professional.

Let’s do this!




Dopamine Drive and Pleasure


It’s time to introduce our first amazing substance, dopamine.

Imagine waking up in the morning feeling like this: I want to do this, it’s going to be great, I can’t wait! You might head straight for the shower and then toss some clothes on, to kick-start the day as quickly as possible. The feeling you’re experiencing is the sensation of a natural flow of dopamine. And it certainly is wonderful to feel like a rampant wild horse jubilantly greeting the coming spring!

Imagine being able to produce that feeling on command and being able to control it so that you could have more of it, with greater intensity, for longer periods of time. That’s exactly what you’re about to learn. Your life will probably never be the same again after you’ve read this chapter. You’ll find yourself wanting to do things differently once you realize what incredible power properly directed dopamine can grant you. If dopamine is misdirected, however, it can produce emptiness, irritability, frustration, addiction and depression. Fortunately all you need in order to avoid that is some knowledge and the desire to do so.

Let’s begin our dopamine exploration by gaining some understanding of the evolutionary purpose of dopamine. Our journey begins in a simple hut made from mammoth tusks, tree branches and clay. It’s an entirely average Tuesday 25,000 years ago. An ancestor of yours – let’s call him Duncan – is sleeping on his straw bed when he is awakened by a merciless sunbeam. The fact that the sun woke him rather than his rumbling stomach is something of a mystery really, but the moment he’s fully awake he notices that he feels extremely hungry. After some thought, he realizes that he has nothing edible in the hut, but he knows of a marsh not too far away where juicy golden cloudberries grow. The mere thought of them releases dopamine in his brain, and he immediately feels a heightened sense of focus and drive.

The way there is difficult and involves contending with a fair deal of scrub, but by keeping those cloudberries at the top of his mind, he maintains his high dopamine levels, making him sufficiently energized to keep going. After a while, he finally arrives at a hilltop that gives him a good view of the barren bog. He desperately scans the ground for the golden berries he’s looking for, but they’ve all been picked. His dopamine comes crashing down, and the pain of unfulfilled expectation arrives instead. With a sigh, Duncan sits down on a fallen tree, feeling a dreadful emptiness inside. How will he survive? He needs food! At that very moment he spots an apple in a tree. His spark reignites, and his dopamine gushes forth once more.

That apple will be his! After an adventurous climb over branches and rocks, he finally reaches his prize. He sits down and bites into the delicious wild apple. Duncan goes on to enjoy a reward cocktail mixed from elevated blood sugar, reduced stress and a dose of dopamine. This all makes Duncan feel fantastic but unfortunately it only lasts for a short while. To encourage Duncan to look for more apples, his brain reduces his dopamine levels, lowering them to even further than they were before he found the apple. The sudden feeling of emptiness Duncan experiences in the absence of dopamine will motivate him to look for more apples. It will also spur him on to gather food for the winter, finish building his hut and invest effort in making his straw bed a little softer and more comfortable. He’s driven by the desire to improve his circumstances and achieve progress that will help him survive and pass on his genes.

Now let’s fast-forward 25,000 years to the present day. You’re not really that hungry, but you realize that you’d very much enjoy some ice cream, sweets and crisps. You get in your car and drive what seems like rather a long way to do some shopping. When you arrive, the shop has closed, and you experience a new emptiness, a hole inside you that cries out to be filled. You drive to another shop but it’s closed too, which only strengthens your resolve – you’re determined now to find a shop that’s open. And, lo and behold, the next shop is open! The satisfaction you feel from your dopamine surge is enormous. Any moment now you’ll be… But then disaster strikes. You left your money at home! Your dopamine comes crashing back down and it stays horribly low until you find your wallet, which was actually in the car all along. What a relief! You pay and can hardly wait to get home – if we’re being honest, you probably start snacking while you’re still in the car. You eat a little more, relishing your snacks, and keep going until you run out. Soon, however, you don’t feel so great any more. What’s happened is that your dopamine has dropped down below your baseline, i.e. the level it was at before you headed out to the shop. This sudden emptiness that a reduction in dopamine can cause in us will make us seek it elsewhere – from our smartphone’s delightful dopamine-inducing apps or from a TV show perhaps. This cycle can turn us into constant pleasure-seekers, eternally on the hunt for dopamine. Duncan was just like that, but in his case, it helped him gather a supply of apples, fix his hut up for the winter and make his bed more comfortable.

While our biological reward system hasn’t changed much in 25,000 years, the society we’ve created certainly has. In our world there is an abundance of dopamine sources that didn’t exist back then. In Duncan’s days the purpose of dopamine was to produce circumstances that were more likely to promote survival. Please don’t think that I’m in any way suggesting we shouldn’t be enjoying any of the ‘unnecessary’ dopamine sources that keep us going – I’m not! I watch TV shows, I enjoy a bit of ice cream from time to time and I certainly indulge in popcorn when I watch movies. What I am suggesting, rather, is that understanding how dopamine works is an essential survival skill, particularly in a society such as ours, in which dopamine thieves – which I’ll return to in a moment – lurk around every corner.

So what does dopamine do for us? As a component of an Angel’s cocktail, dopamine produces motivation, momentum, desire and pleasure, as well as playing an important role in our acquisition of long-term memories. Technically there are four dopaminergic brain pathways, but we’ll only focus on two here: the one that regulates rewards, and the one that regulates executive functions like willpower and decision-making.

Let’s return to an important concept: the dopamine baseline. Andrew D. Huberman, professor and brain researcher at Stanford University, has given a brilliant explanation of this. To get us to make more effort on searching, learning and making progress, dopamine levels increase before and during all those activities, only to be reduced to a level below the baseline we had before after the activity. Let’s use a scale from 1 to 10 to illustrate this. Every individual’s baseline is unique – in part, this is an innate trait. In this example, though, the baseline is 5. Suppose you do something that causes your level to rise, like watching a fun video on Instagram, which elevates your dopamine level to 6. Immediately after you finish watching the clip, your dopamine will drop to 4.9, to encourage you to ‘keep searching’. So you watch another clip, which you enjoy just as much as the first one, but since you started out at a lower level (4.9), you only reach 5.9 this time, and then drop back down to 4.8. It goes on like this, clip after clip, until you lose interest in the videos, because you’re no longer finding them as entertaining as you did when you began. Your baseline has dropped to 4, and objectively you feel worse than you did when you started browsing your feed.

Now you’ve probably experienced exceptions to this rule first-hand. Sometimes the dopamine effect will actually leave us more energized and positive afterwards. So what causes this difference? Well, if your feed of video clips consists exclusively of genuinely motivating materials, you’ll feel more energized than before. Think of this as two different kinds of dopamine: fast and slow dopamine. I want to be clear: there’s really no such thing as ‘fast’ or ‘slow’ dopamine. What I’m referring to is the effects of the released dopamine, which can either be long-lasting or short-lasting. This is similar to the concept of slow and fast carbohydrates. Fast carbs, which you get from white bread, pasta and sugar, give you a rapid energy boost, which is soon followed by a crash. Think of the Instagram videos. Slow carbs, which you get from brown bread, lentils, brown rice and grains, on the other hand, give you long-lasting energy. So what triggers slow dopamine? The answer is activities and experiences that will be of use to you in the future, whose benefits extend beyond the present moment. Let’s repeat this point – it’s an important one: slow dopamine is characterized by activities and experiences that will actually be of use to you in the future, whose benefits extend beyond the present moment. According to this definition, most of the things our ancestors experienced provided slow dopamine.

Let’s examine some examples of slow dopamine.

Watching videos that educate, energize or motivate you can potentially feed you long-term fuel! It can spark the desire or longing to change or create something in you. It can help you make progress in your life. The opposite, however, would be scrolling past hundreds of clips that offer nothing but momentary entertainment, which leaves you feeling empty when you’re done.

Reading fiction is clearly a slow dopamine activity, as the effects of reading last far longer than the momentary experience of doing it. Among other things, it trains your eye muscles, your imagination and large portions of your brain when you simulate the events in the book in your head. It also engages your memory, because you need to remember the events and characters until your next reading session.

Learning things produces slow dopamine. Knowledge trains your memory. New knowledge fosters creativity, because a new idea is always, invariably, some combination or other of old ideas. Knowledge helps you to better understand the world. Knowledge also allows you to communicate with others in a variety of social situations. Also, the greater your knowledge, the more knowledge of similar kinds you’ll be able to associate with it and hold on to.

Physical exercise releases slow dopamine. In fact, exercise produces an almost infinite set of benefits, but here are some highlights: exercise reduces your risk of suffering cardiovascular disease, boosts your energy, improves your sleep, increases your neuroplasticity (see page 215 for further discussion on this topic), strengthens your immune system and is thought to be the single most important contributor to positive mental well-being.

Sex also releases slow dopamine. The ‘benefit’ of consensual sex is that it improves both your own and your partner’s perceptions of your relationship for forty-eight hours. Sex is a form of cardiovascular exercise and can produce an outstanding Angel’s cocktail in its own right, because it also raises your serotonin and oxytocin levels.

In my lectures, I often state, jokingly, that most things we did before commercial television entered our lives were good sources of slow dopamine. When I ask my audience what they imagine people used to do more of before television adverts and the internet invaded their lives, these are some of the responses I tend to get: socializing, spending time on hobbies, cooking meals at home, reading books and magazines, playing board games, DIY projects, gardening, dancing, being creative and making things, solving crosswords. And then somebody always gets a laugh with this one: ‘We used to listen to the whole album in one go!’ And, yes, we actually did do that. There was a time when bringing a new album home and putting it in our CD player was almost a sacred ritual. We made sure to turn off all distractions first, and then just listened, one song after another.

But that was a long time ago. We live in a new world now, a world that runs on fast dopamine. This is the source of many of our problems. The main challenge here is that sources of slow dopamine often demand more energy and active management of us than sources of fast dopamine. You can easily feed yourself fast dopamine by just crashing out on the couch and stuffing yourself with chocolate (an activity that can raise dopamine to 150 per cent of the baseline level). Other fast-dopamine sources include junk food, TV series, smartphone games, social media, frequent checking of bitcoin rates or stock prices, and the news. Slow dopamine, on the other hand, often requires a larger – sometimes much larger – investment. For example, working on your hobby, solving a crossword or playing a board game all require more time and energy. And if there’s one thing the human brain hates, it’s expending any more energy than is absolutely necessary. Energy, without a doubt, is the most valuable currency in all evolution!

A fun energy study you can conduct the next time you’re in a shopping mall is seeing how many people choose the escalators as opposed to the stairs. My own nerdy observations, which I’ve made notes of when sitting in mall cafés, have shown me that the absolute majority of people will always choose escalators over stairs, even when descending a floor, which makes zero rational sense when you consider how aware most of us are of the health benefits of exercise. However, from an evolutionary point of view, it makes perfect sense. For Duncan, preserving energy meant that he needed less food, and the more food he was able to save, the fewer dangers he would have to expose himself to by going out to gather more of it. Other examples of everyday energy preservation that we tend to indulge in include:


	Taking the car rather than cycling or walking

	Taking the car rather than using public transport

	Riding an electric scooter rather than using public transport

	Getting a takeaway rather than cooking a meal

	Texting someone rather than talking to them

	Using moving walkways in airports rather than walking

	Using a riding mower or robotic mower rather than manually mowing the lawn



Naturally it could be argued that these activities allow us to spend more time doing things we actually enjoy, but more often than not we make these choices subconsciously, in accordance with our primordial instinct to preserve energy.

If you develop an addiction to activities that provide fast dopamine, you’ll soon be mixing yourself a proper Devil’s cocktail. Overindulgence can cause you to distance yourself from slow-dopamine sources and avoid activities that would benefit you in the long term. A secondary effect of readily accessible dopamine is the development of tolerance, which causes you to need more stimulation to achieve the same enjoyable effect. You’ve probably witnessed first-hand somebody watching YouTube while playing video games, eating snacks and enjoying some kind of drink all at once; this constitutes a stacking of four simultaneous dopamine sources. Making this person sit through the movie classic Casablanca without any auxiliary dopamine sources would probably be their equivalent of torture. It’s worth considering that the same film made whole cinema theatres gasp for breath in 1942, as at the time it was considered an extremely exciting and emotionally overwhelming picture. Mastering dopamine stacking is a vital skill for a successful life, and a necessary step towards any healthy Angel’s cocktail – we’ll return to this in a moment. Before we do, though, let’s get back to the lurking dopamine thieves.

What are they, and where do we encounter them? The truth is, they’re all around you. They can even get between you and the people you love the most. Businesses have realized that they can monetize your time, or rather your dopamine. Let’s take a single example, a company that makes a game app. This company now has three ways to make money off you:


	The more time they can demonstrably get you to spend on their app or website, the more ad revenue they can generate from their advertising clients

	The more time they can make you want to spend on their app, the more likely it is that you’ll be prepared to spend money on upgrades and updates

	The more users they can harvest dopamine from, the more users they will have, and the greater the perceived value of their app, website or business



Their whole business idea, then, aims at triggering the maximum possible amount of dopamine in you, and then converting your response into money. In developing these gaming and gambling apps, some companies have even conducted in-depth studies of cognition, psychology and biology to learn how to maximize fast dopamine through the use of colours, sounds, shapes and animations. But why don’t they focus on slow dopamine instead, and provide actual value and long-term benefit to their customers? Well, for one thing, if they did that, they would fall victim to the ‘escalator phenomenon’. The dopamine thieves are offering you an escalator. If somebody else were to suddenly offer you a physical staircase, they would be asking you to invest a lot more energy, and, as I’ve mentioned, we’ve evolved to avoid that.

Dopamine thieves don’t only lurk in your smartphone. How do manufacturers get you to buy their products in shops? Well, they make them seem more appealing than other products. How do they do that? They start by making the product appear tastier, by giving its packaging a mouth-watering design. Why not make it satisfying to touch too? This will raise your expectations and cause your fast dopamine to spike. Suddenly your attention will be drawn to a brand-new variety of some product or other, a variety you’ve never tried before, and your dopamine will rise even more. You go home, open the packaging and try the product, which promised to be a healthy breakfast option. Your dopamine will spike even more when the 15 per cent sugar the product contains reaches your bloodstream. Your brain will be in bliss at this point, and you’ll quickly internalize the lesson that this is a wonderful product that you’ll be buying again. A moment later, your dopamine baseline will drop, and your brain will start screaming about how it doesn’t want to feel this way. Feed me more dopamine!

Nobody likes stealing, especially not from children. There’s even an expression, ‘like stealing candy from a baby’. The modern version of this really ought to be ‘like stealing dopamine from a baby’. The way apps and games are specifically designed to trigger maximal amounts of dopamine in children is genuinely horrific! At least grown-ups are theoretically able to resist them. Our brains’ prefrontal cortexes are far more developed, and this gives us a much greater ability to think rationally and exhibit willpower than children or teenagers. Adults have a much easier time choosing slow dopamine over fast dopamine. However, despite this, many adults still fall victim to dopamine thieves. If you get caught up in that cycle, you could end up with a gradually deteriorating dopamine baseline, which will make it increasingly difficult for you to experience pleasure and genuine motivation, which, in turn, can cause feelings of emptiness, dysphoria and possibly even depression.

Are there no positives to fast dopamine? There certainly are. Fast dopamine is an important component of our pleasure, and part of what makes life so magical. Of course we should eat chocolate, enjoy a glass of wine, eat dessert, play video games, watch TV and use dating apps; I do myself, and none of you should have to go without! But ideally you should enjoy these things only when the following two conditions are fulfilled:


	You are aware of the effects of fast dopamine, and the way it can distract you from slower dopamine.

	You have learned to handle dopamine. The problem is, if you don’t own your dopamine, it will end up owning you.



So let’s do precisely that: learn how to better handle fast dopamine. I’m about to give you six tools that you can use to rein in and master your own fast dopamine, and thus preserve your natural inclination to add more ‘real activities’ to your life. You’re in for quite a ride, I can tell you! I’ll close this chapter with another four tools that you can use to produce dopamine and motivation on demand whenever you need to. Remember to go slow with this stuff, and make sure to find time to reflect on how each tool impacts your life.


Tool 1: Dopamine Stacking


	Does the following scenario sound familiar to you? When the dopamine we get from watching a TV series on the computer isn’t enough, we add some popcorn; when that’s not enough, we add a drink; when that’s not enough, we browse our smartphones at the same time; and, when that’s not enough, we put the TV on in the background. We stack dopamine sources on top of one another. This can cause three different problems. The first is that there is no natural end to the stacking – you’ll find yourself needing to stack more and more dopamine sources to achieve the same satisfying effects.

	The second problem is that our brains will always want to indulge in stacking, which means that when we’re in sensitive situations, like when we’re driving, the brain will still demand we do it, and we’ll be far more prone to succumbing to the urge to browse our phones when that’s the very last thing we ought to be doing. Car accidents, for example, have become 10–30 per cent more frequent in various regions of the world as a direct consequence of smartphone use.

	
The third and final problem stacking can cause is that it makes it more difficult for us to appreciate and enjoy the original activity we were engaging in – watching a TV series, for example.



So how should we address this? Awareness of the phenomenon of dopamine stacking can be enough to make you start doing something about it. However, if you feel that you need to take stronger measures, I have three approaches you might try:


	Cease all stacking immediately and get disciplined about limiting yourself to a single activity at a time. For example, watch a TV show without any distractions, focus on spending time with your children or just drive the car without making a phone call or listening to a podcast.

	Eliminate one dopamine source at a time from your stack: put your phone away completely when you watch TV, turn the TV that’s running in the background off and so on.

	Go cold turkey. During my years as a self-leadership coach, I’ve received plenty of feedback regarding the wonderful benefits of eliminating all sources of fast dopamine for anywhere from ten to thirty days. Clients have described picking up their smartphones thirty days later and marvelling at how they spent so much time on it before, as though they had been under some spell or hypnotized. A tip for anybody interested in going cold turkey or trying an intermediate approach in which you remove half of all the fast dopamine in your life is to replace what you eliminate with slow-dopamine sources. Start reading books, solving crosswords, socializing, revisiting an abandoned hobby or something along those lines – it’ll make the transition a lot smoother. I’m not suggesting, as is fashionable, that you go through a ‘dopamine detox’. Dopamine is not a toxin. Your brain has simply developed the habit of satisfying its dopamine cravings quickly, and habits are something our brains tend to cling to, as they are highly energy efficient.






Tool 2: Dopamine Balancing

When there is an imbalance between our fast and slow dopamine, this can affect our everyday lives. One lesson I have learned from the courses I’ve taught is that this balance is highly individual. My definition of dopamine balance is simply the ratio between fast and slow dopamine that you allow into your life. Personally I try to maintain something like an 80/20 balance, which seems to be the sweet spot for most people. This means that I can fill my waking hours with about 20 per cent fast dopamine without those dopamine sources threatening to control my days or steer me away from slower dopamine. If I feed myself 40 per cent fast dopamine at the weekend, my brain will tend to seek to avoid anything involving slower dopamine, like gardening, DIY projects or exercise.

A great strategy here is to refrain from starting your day by checking your phone, as the fast dopamine you’re likely to receive will make you less ‘hungry’ for slower dopamine. According to Dr Nikole Benders-Hadi, the jarring transition from the state of sleep to the massive information input your phone feeds you also tends to impact your ability to focus and prioritize for the rest of the day. Give it a try for a few mornings and experience the difference it makes.

Another tip is to turn off the notifications on your phone. For somebody with a dopamine craving, notifications can be the equivalent of waving a bag of crisps in front of a hungry person. As soon as you look at a single notification (eat a single crisp), you’ll develop an even stronger urge to check your phone a moment later (eat more crisps).




Tool 3: Intermittent Dopamine

Allowing yourself fast dopamine at any time, in any circumstances, will have an adverse effect on your ability to enjoy life. Let’s examine a familiar example from the world of music. The first time you listen to a new song, you might find yourself thinking, Wow, this is really good! After this, the song will seem better and better each time you listen to it. Essentially, listening to the song is consistently feeding you greater and greater amounts of dopamine, until one day, when you find that you’re not getting the same satisfaction from that song any more. A few months later, you might even find yourself feeling rather tired of it. If, instead, you had portioned out your dopamine, by letting more time pass between each listen, the song might have lasted longer for you. Another example of this is binge-watching, where you watch an entire TV series in one sitting. This is like downing a whole bag of sweets in one go. It’ll feel wonderful initially, but your enjoyment won’t last very long. Once the whole thing ends, a dopamine crash is sure to follow. Personally I love to make a TV series last, and I try to go as long as I possibly can before watching the next episode. This approach really gives a huge dopamine boost. After I watch an episode, I get to spend time enjoying my memories of it, as well as my musings and speculations as I think about the characters and imagine what might happen next. Then, just when my brain shows signs of losing interest, I watch the next episode. That way, I can enjoy a TV series or novel for a long time. I’ve even refrained from watching the last episodes of some TV series entirely, because I enjoy the dopamine release I get from imagining what the conclusion might be. OK, I’ll admit to being something of a geek when it comes to intermittent dopamine dosing, but I’m sure I’m not the only one.

Another thing, which I know for a fact I’m not the only one who enjoys, is the ‘purchase dance’, i.e. the occasionally subconscious but usually entirely conscious process people go through before buying something. It’s when you allow yourself to savour the hunt for the perfect purchase by exploring options, reading, studying, researching and asking questions about whatever it is you want to buy. The whole pre-purchase dance can produce a highly pleasurable experience. Portioning your dopamine is simply a way of making the experience last. The opposite of this approach is to buy the thing right away, and enjoy a huge dopamine boost that will invariably be followed by a rapid crash.

Now, while we’re on the topic of crashes, perhaps it’s worth asking if we can make something good out of them too. Yes, you can learn to portion the crash itself, at least in some situations. Imagine working on a project with a deadline, and reaching the finishing line after months of hard, anxious efforts. You’re likely to feel absolutely terrific, and will probably invite the whole team to celebrate the project’s completion. Everybody will be there, and the mood will be sky-high! The next day, though, it’s time to start the next project. Four months of hard work won you four hours of celebrations – now, tell me, does that seem reasonable to you? You’re practically asking for a dopamine crash. You might try to avoid this by launching the next project immediately; however, this is not a sustainable long-term approach to work. My advice: portion out your celebrations! Enjoy your successes for longer. Celebrate all week long, but with less intensity on each individual day. Share your memories of the project and talk about your successes. This will also win you an interesting positive side effect: you and your team will find yourself more motivated to take on the next project!





Tool 4: Intrinsic vs Extrinsic Dopamine

David Greene and Mark R. Lepper of Stanford University conducted an incredibly exciting, albeit somewhat sadistic, experiment on a preschool class. Like many other children, the subjects were given opportunities to draw at their preschool, and they loved doing it. They had what is referred to as intrinsic motivation. This means that they were motivated by the very process of drawing: it made them feel good, they could see their work progress and they enjoyed doing it. In the next phase of the experiment, the children began to receive awards for their drawings, which introduced an extrinsic dopamine source. The children would receive one of these awards every time they made a drawing, and at first they were delighted whenever they got one. However, one day, the researchers stopped handing out these extrinsic rewards, and, as a result, the preschool children showed significantly less interest in drawing. They stopped doing it, as their previous intrinsic motivation to draw had been replaced by an extrinsic one, which had subsequently been removed. Both their motivational sources were now gone.

This tool is an incredibly important one to apply in your own life. The trick here is to make the process itself the motivator. In other words, the reward you receive after you do something shouldn’t be what’s providing your motivation. You might feel low on motivation to go to the gym and decide to reward yourself with a smoothie or energy drink afterwards. This extrinsic reward structure could end up leaving you with even less natural and intrinsic motivation to get your exercise done. Instead, you should try to remove that extrinsic reward, and focus on how good it feels to exercise, how energized it makes you feel, the thrill of seeing your physique improve and so on. The same approach can be applied to raking leaves in the garden. Rather than thinking about how you’ll reward yourself by listening to a podcast while you do it, or taking a nice hot bath afterwards, you should focus on how wonderful it is to be outside, how nice you’re making the garden look, how beautifully the birds are singing or how pleasantly warm the autumn sun is!

The magical neurological explanation for why this works is that your prefrontal cortex (your willpower) tells you that you can find enjoyment in the process itself. Now, I’m not trying to suggest that using this tool is an all-or-nothing proposition. I do love to give myself little rewards for my achievements from time to time. However, I make sure not to let these rewards become more important to me than the pleasure I take from the activities themselves.




Tool 5: Dopamine Variability

This tool is inspired by games. There are many reasons why people will so gladly gamble and game their time and money away just for the thrill it gives them, and one of the tricks that encourage people to play more is to let them come excitingly close to winning. Almost winning gives you more dopamine than a defeat, and the feeling it gives you will encourage you to give the game another go. So how can this principle be put to use in your everyday life? Carry a die around or install a die-rolling app on your phone. The next time you set out to do something you do often, like getting a coffee at your favourite café, roll the die instead. If you get a one, you’ll buy your coffee at a corner shop, if it’s a two, you’ll get it from the supermarket café and so on, and only if you get a six do you allow yourself to go to your favourite coffee shop. This ‘game’ can be simplified by using the rule that if you roll one to three, you get to do the thing you wanted to, and if you roll four to six, you don’t get to do it. I once used this game, a long time ago, on a road trip with my cousin. We rolled the die at each fork in the road, going left on a one to three and right on a four to six. Now, although we did end up camping out on a mosquito-infested bog in the north of Sweden, it was still the most exciting trip I’ve ever taken!

One way that games grab your attention is by offering you surprises. If a game is predictable, and you can always tell exactly how it’s going to end, you will invariably grow bored of it. This is also why so many food manufacturers spend so much time and effort introducing new products or changing the packaging for existing products. How, then, can you apply this to improve your life? In a study carried out by Ed O’Brien and Robert W. Smith, they asked test subjects to eat popcorn with chopsticks, which made the popcorn seem tastier, more flavourful and more fun to eat. They also had their subjects drink water from unconventional glassware, such as Martini glasses, which was also reported to increase their satisfaction. You’ve probably noticed this phenomenon yourself in the past. Doing something that might otherwise be commonplace in a new way can immediately make the whole experience more memorable and enjoyable, and thus more satisfactory on the whole.




Tool 6: Dopamine Hangover

The last of these tools is meant to be used as a helpful warning sign, as well as a cure you can use to alleviate an undesirable hangover. Who knows – perhaps dopamine hangovers are the most common variety of hangovers people suffer from these days? Amusingly this hangover tends to rear its head on Saturdays and Sundays, but it’s not caused by an excessive intake of alcohol. What causes it is the huge contrast between the amounts of dopamine you’ve experienced during your busy and stimulating work week, and your sudden lack of dopamine at the weekend. It also happens the other way round in some cases; after a weekend of dopamine excess, Monday comes round, and it’s time to return to a job you don’t enjoy, which gives you very little in the way of dopamine. Many will self-medicate with binge-watching or spending time on their phones. Some do this wisely, in moderation, as a means of recovery, while others are merely indulging in escapism. For some, the sudden emptiness and dopamine abstinence can present as dysphoria or sadness, while others might respond with anxiety and depression-like symptoms.

After reading this, you’ll have the advantage of knowing that a dopamine hangover is a thing, and that it can happen to all of us. If it’s a pattern you recognize in yourself, you can choose to accept it rather than let it ruffle you – that alone can make a huge difference. The other insight I’d like to offer is that it’s wise to avoid overdosing on fast dopamine at the weekend, because it can foster a need to constantly max out on dopamine, which is unhealthy in the long run. Instead, you should try to balance out your fast dopamine at the weekends by engaging in ‘real activities’ that will produce slow dopamine. Examples of the latter are going for walks, spending time in the sunshine, going to the gym, socializing, playing board games, reading books, meditating or resting.
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“It doesn’t get any better than this
—Thomas Erikson, author of Surrounded by Idiots
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