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Advance Praise for

THE END OF STRESS



“With stress emerging as a primary contributor to eroding employee engagement, health, well-being, productivity, and overall performance, companies that can teach their workforces how to manage stress better than their rivals will achieve a significant competitive advantage. What makes The End of Stress so compelling is that it converts decades of research, science, and evidence-based practices into a practical, pragmatic program that real people can use to dramatically transform their performance, their success, and their lives. A must-read for anyone interested in improving human performance—their own or others’.”

—Eric Severson, Global Vice President for Human Resources, Gap Inc.

“There is no one better qualified than Don Joseph Goewey to offer you a solution to stress that paves the way to a powerful brain to lift your life even higher than where you currently stand. Take my word for it, this book will enable you to attain that goal.”

—Gerald G. Jampolsky, MD, author of Love Is Letting Go of Fear and coauthor of A Mini Course for Life

“As an epidemiologist, I can attest that nearly every ailment we suffer from today is caused, triggered, or exacerbated by stress. We’re overeating, drinking, and smoking because we’re stressed. We’re suffering from stress-induced illnesses—from acute disorders like headaches, digestive disorders, and sleep disorders to more serious problems like heart attacks, cancer, and premature aging. Stress also strains our relationships with our family, coworkers, and friends. And if all this isn’t bad enough, stress hormones debilitate the higher brain function that enables you to excel in your career. In the midst of all this bad news is the good news that Don Joseph Goewey brings, which is this: You can literally rewire your brain to be stress-resistant by making a specific shift in mind-set. The process of change is simpler than you might imagine, and results accrue faster than you might think. Want to improve your health, transform a failing relationship, and reach greater heights in your career? Read The End of Stress.”

—Barbara Wexler, epidemiologist, medical writer, and author of Reducing Stress

“If your life is hard because of STRESS  .  .  .  this book is for you! Don Joseph Goewey creates a clear, simple, calming pathway that will move you from chaos to peace of mind. Don does a beautiful job of not only explaining why and how we experience stress but gives us tools, stories, and techniques for creating a lifelong practice that attains that powerful and empowering state of being called stress-free.”

—Jim Horan, president of The One Page Business Plan Company and author of The One Page Business Plan
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Deserted beach,

footsteps in the sand

erased by rain—

this anguish comes from nowhere,

and its feet do not yet touch the Earth.

Suddenly I hear a far-off whisper

of the gentle winds of Spring,

and the anguish is gone.

—Thich Nhat Hanh

“Unclasp” from Call Me by My True Names:

The Collected Poems of Thich Nhat Hanh
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Foreword

Nearly twenty-five years ago, Don Goewey walked into my office on the docks of Tiburon and sat in a chair across from me by the window that overlooked San Francisco Bay. He had come to interview for the chief executive position at the International Center for Attitudinal Healing (ICAH),I the agency that I’d cofounded more than a decade before. He had great credentials. He’d worked as an executive at my alma mater, Stanford Medical School, and before that had been an associate of Carl Rogers. Of course, I had no idea at the time that I was meeting a person I would someday call my mensch. If you don’t know what mensch means, it’s a Yiddish word describing a person to admire and emulate. It’s someone of noble character. But Don was not only to become dear to my heart; he would become a partner to me in bringing the agency’s psychological approach to some of the world’s toughest venues, from war zones, prisons, and poor communities to the stress-plagued environment of corporate America.

At that time, ICAH was a kind of proving ground for an emerging school of psychology I’d initiated based on the power of attitude. The approach defined health as inner peace, and healing as letting go of fear. It asserted that it isn’t people or events that cause us distress, but rather our own thoughts, feelings, and attitudes toward people and events. The aim of the programs the center pioneered was to help people transcend the anxiety, stress, and depression of catastrophic situations by making the fundamental shift in attitude from fear to peace. In facing adversity, it’s common to relate to the stress-provoking images that a fearful mind-set perceives, not as a choice, but as reality.

Conversely, most people relate to peace (if they relate to it at all) as a complacent, demotivated state of mind that’s emphasized once a year on holiday cards and then set aside. Peace is not generally regarded as the pinnacle of personal power, and fear is not seen as the loss of that power. Thousands of people who came to the center for support would beg to differ. Nearly all of them made the shift from fear to peace in dealing with ordinary life crises, from divorce or losing a job in a bad economy to what might seem to be insurmountable challenges, such as cancer, AIDS, paralysis, or the loss of a loved one. These clients would tell you that the attitudinal shift from fear to peace is no small thing. It generates a change in the way you see and relate to life that can change everything. That’s because attitude is the psychological force that can move you from feeling overwhelmed by circumstances to a way of being that makes you larger than circumstances. It’s the last of human freedoms, to quote Viktor Frankl, bestowing the power to choose your own experience inside, regardless of what’s happening outside.1 Master the power of attitude and you’ll live a powerful life. The center was so successful in demonstrating the capacity of ordinary people to make this extraordinary shift that 60 Minutes reported on it, and a documentary film about the center’s children’s program won a Peabody Award.

In the years since I founded the center, neuroscience has established that a peaceful mind is also the key to unlocking the brain’s full potential. In the last decade, medical science has established that our mental state even determines how healthy our bodies will be, right down to the molecular level of our cells and chromosomes.

So, getting back to Don: For the twelve years that he directed the center, he ventured into places of extreme fear and despair and helped people facilitate the shift to peace. When he wasn’t doing that, he was immersed in the neuroscience that was beginning to explain how this shift in attitude literally produced positive changes in the brain. Eventually, Don accepted a challenge to take what he was learning about the brain and integrate it with everything he knew from his work with people in order to build a model that could end stress. It took nearly six years, but Don succeeded in ways no one else has, as thousands of people who have been touched by this work would attest. Here is one example, from an intensive care nurse:

This course has changed my life! That sounds dramatic, but in the past few days, my whole perspective and approach have been dramatically different. I am making a conscious effort to shift my attitude and approach to all that I do. So far, it has given me such peace and hope. It is really a healing and inspiring course. I have heard many different people’s approaches to stress management and actualization of total wellness, but none of them reached me the way this has.

Here is another example from an executive at a multinational corporation:

This course has the ability to engage us all in the formation of our best selves, and to that end I hope this course flourishes in all venues.

This is the opportunity for change that Don’s new book extends to you.

Sometimes when people read a book that inspires personal transformation, they might think the author is someone who managed to avoid the pain or struggle they’re attempting to overcome. This is rarely the case and is definitely not the case with Don. He had to overcome a painful childhood with a father who abandoned him and a stepfather who was abusive. By Don’s own account, for years he struggled with anger, fear, and shame until life forced him to face himself. The catalyst was losing his job and being diagnosed with a brain tumor, all in the same week. If that wasn’t bad enough, he was also married with four small children, and the marriage was crumbling.

When the stress and fear he felt over this set of circumstances finally reached the point of being unbearable, Don somehow managed to open his heart enough to allow grace to step into this dark moment and turn on a light. Don found himself asking which was worse: the circumstances he faced, or how terrified and immobilized he’d become? That question led to Don realizing how much and how long he’d lived with stress and anger. He made the decision right then and there to walk in the opposite direction, toward the light at the end of the tunnel, no matter what happened next. He committed himself to seeing life through the eyes of peace. It produced a sea change in him, a sea change we are all capable of making. Certainly, since his transforming moment of grace, Don’s anger and fear have raised their heads, but not without him shifting away from them. He is focused on and committed to working through any negative pattern that interferes with the empowering experience of peace. He owns his mistakes and forgives them, and because of that, he’s developed an empathic heart that steers him away from judging other people.

Don has put it all in this book—his experience, his knowledge, and his heart. In my opinion, there is no one better qualified to offer you a solution to stress that can pave the way to a powerful brain to lift your life even higher. Take my word for it: you are in very good hands.

—Gerald G. Jampolsky, MD, author of Love Is Letting Go of Fear and coauthor of A Mini Course for Life



I. ICAH is the International Center for Attitudinal Healing; the center was renamed Attitudinal Healing International in 2010.
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Introduction: The Bad News and the Exceedingly Good News

This book is about a solution to stress, which is essentially the neuroscience of success or how to locate the mental zone that enables higher-brain networks to perform optimally. When these networks wire and fire together, humming away happily at the brain speed of a hundred million computer instructions per second,1 you excel at every level of life, from career to family, from physical and emotional well-being to a lower golf score. It’s a brain generating the analytic and creative intelligence to achieve your goals, along with the emotional and social intelligence to instill joy in your work, peace in your life, and harmony in your relationships. It’s also the key to health and longevity. All of these positive outcomes are what nature intended when it evolved the higher brain. The bad news is that stress debilitates, erodes, and even damages higher-brain networks, inhibiting you from living and succeeding fully. The good news is there is now a solution to stress that not only repairs the damage stress causes but also generates the neurological conditions that stimulate the growth of new connections within the higher brain, expanding brain capacity. As these networks integrate, they make you a more fully functioning whole, able to reach even greater heights.

I want to start by reviewing the really bad news about stress to underline its impact, and then unveil for you the profoundly good news about the solution to stress that builds a powerful brain. To begin with, stress reactions produce stress hormones, and stress hormones disable the higher brain’s executive functions that allow you to first make a plan and then manage it through to completion. Stress hormones shrink other networks, as well, and break the connections between them, rendering you incapable of sustaining peak performance or generating the creative insight that leads to innovation. These hormones lock you into fight, flight, or freeze mode and switch your emotional set point to negative, predisposing you to feeling anxiety, anger, paranoia, and depression. They impair the immune system, wreak havoc on the cardiovascular system, damage chromosomes, kill brain cells, and, if left unchecked, will eventually kill you.

If you add up all the deaths caused by stress-related illnesses—heart disease, strokes, cancer, immunodeficiency, diabetes, and premature aging, to name a few—you have the number-one cause of death in America today. Stress may even be addictive. During an extreme stress response, the body naturally produces endogenous opioid peptides that mimic the effects of morphine and heroin.2 In some experiments, severely stressed lab animals exhibited withdrawal symptoms when researchers stopped stressing them, suggesting chemical dependency.3 It’s arguable that life in the fast lane of modern culture is turning us into “stressaholics.”

The head of a public relations firm once told me that it took him twenty years to finally realize that what people want most is health, wealth, and love. I think he’s right. We want to avoid heart attacks, strokes, and cancer. We want to do well in our careers and make good money. And we want to be happy and enjoy our family and friends. Stress inhibits brain networks (aka neural networks) designed to secure these positive outcomes.

But don’t stress about it. The good news about stress is really good. There’s a solution to the problem that restores your brain so it can fulfill its mission, which is enabling you to flourish at every level of life that matters to you. This book facilitates that solution, and what makes this really good news even better is that the path to a solution is quite simple. It involves using a set of tools that nearly anyone can learn and apply and which, when integrated into your daily life, add virtually nothing to your to-do list. In fact, quieting stress reactions and amplifying higher-brain function are all about actualizing a to-be list.

Nearly all the tools and processes you are going to learn are proven, either through research or clinical experience. This book comes out of my years of work, first as the director of the International Center for Attitudinal Healing (ICAH), an agency that pioneered a cutting-edge approach to overcoming catastrophic life events, and more recently as managing partner of ProAttitude, a human performance firm consulting with corporations to alleviate work stress.

At ICAH, we worked in some of the most stressful places on the planet: on cancer and AIDS wards with people facing death, in grief groups with parents who had lost children, at prisons with men serving life sentences, and in refugee camps with people suffering from posttraumatic stress disorders inflicted by the genocidal war in Bosnia. The agency’s approach facilitated a shift in attitude aimed at alleviating the fear and stress endemic in these desperate situations, and the results ICAH achieved earned it an international reputation.

My focus on work stress began one day when I was still at ICAH. That day, Larry Stupski, one of the great business minds in recent times, came to see me. Larry and Chuck Schwab raised Charles Schwab & Company to the height it eventually reached. Larry had survived a nearly fatal heart attack caused by years of extreme stress, and he came to me to propose funding a kind of think tank to morph the agency’s approach into a model that could end work stress as we know it. At the time it seemed implausible to me, but this was a man of great vision and enormous intellect, and he was confident this goal could be achieved.

Soon thereafter, we were joined by Bonny Meyer, another business visionary. Bonny was cofounder of Silver Oak Cellars, which helped establish the Napa Valley as one of the great wine-producing regions of the world. She, too, was confident we could create a solution to stress. So I accepted the challenge, assembled a team of experts, and went to work on the problem. Our timing was fortunate, coinciding with a string of major breakthroughs in research on stress and the brain.

After six years of hard work, we emerged with a solution to stress that went far beyond conventional stress management. We then ventured out into the real world and applied this new approach in large, high-pressure organizations, achieving impressive results. The average overall rating the course has achieved so far is 4.8 out of 5.0 on the Likert scale, which is rarely achieved in any training.* This indicates a high level of assimilation that predicts a change in company culture, which is exactly what we’ve seen happen. More than 90 percent of participants experienced a change in their level of stress, which they expected would continue to decline as they practiced what they learned. In addition, more than three out of four participants experienced improvement in creative problem solving, well-being, and their work and family relationships. Make no mistake: you can, too.

In chapter 1, I outline for you the high points of what we discovered about the problem, its solution, and the model we built that paves the way to ending stress. It provides a way to understand the neurology and genetics behind stress, and the breakthroughs in research that define the solution.


How to Use This Book

If you give this book the opportunity to guide you in this new direction, you will emerge from this experience with a brain that sustains you at the top of your game, delivering your best day, every day. This book offers a clear path to the health, wealth, and love we all want. Recently, a journalist writing an article on stress for a national magazine asked me, “What’s the secret to changing from ‘easily stressed’ to ‘rarely stressed’?” There is no secret. It’s a matter of practicing, over a six- to eight-week period, simple tools and processes that build the specific mind-set that transcends stress. As you do, your brain begins to change in ways that enable you to flourish. And it’s not as difficult or as taxing as you might think. Changing a brain wired for a frustrating life of stress has to do with learning and then practicing a to-be list, which defines nothing more and nothing less than how you want to be as you do whatever you have to do. Practice it every day and your brain’s autopilot gradually switches from one wired for stress to one that runs an algorithm of emotional calm and mental clarity, even when under siege. The reward is higher-brain networks functioning at optimum levels to increase the odds you will succeed at what matters most to you.

The End of Stress is designed to guide you through that change. This book is not meant to be read quickly from cover to cover in a few days. Rather, it is a guided process that moves you along gradually, like a training seminar. The chapters provide the context and the scientific basis for the tools described. The step-by-step process for using each of the tools is presented at the end of the chapter. Some tools are linked to an audio file you can download that guides you through the process of using that tool.

At the end of each chapter I have also included a section called Your Practice This Week, where I assign practices for you to follow. After reading this section, don’t jump to the next chapter. Instead, work with the tools I’ve assigned for a few days—I recommend five days to a week—before reading the next section. As you perform your practice, review the chapter you just read to remind yourself of why the practice is important. Practicing consistently achieves the greatest change in brain function. The more you use the tools, the easier it gets. Eventually you will reach the point where you can bust a burgeoning stress reaction at the point of inception.

A Four-Step Process

This book guides you through a four-step process. These steps build the awareness that opens the door to choice and defines the choices that shift your experience from stress to peace. They then help you master the tools and processes, not only to sustain the shift but to expand upon it so you can reach your highest potential.

Step 1: Building Awareness—The Insight That Ends Stress as You Know It

In the first phase you will begin to bring your stress pattern into greater awareness to slow down stress reactions and empower the choice for peace.

Step 2: Getting to Choice—The Mind-Set That Transforms Your Brain

In the second phase, you will learn and then practice a specific set of principles leading to choices that facilitate positive brain change.

Step 3: Expanding Beyond Stress—Keys to Tapping Your Brain’s Full Potential

By the third phase, you’re becoming skillful at transcending stress at the point of inception. In the absence of toxic stress hormones, the higher brain begins to heal and expand, enabling you to actualize more of your brain’s innate potential.

Step 4: Sustaining It—Every Day in Every Way

The End of Stress exposes you to a number of proven processes and tools. Each one facilitates the same change of becoming stress free. You may prefer some of the tools over others. In the final step you take using this book, you’ll consolidate the tools that worked best for you into an individual practice for moving forward on your own.

    Downloading Course Materials

    You will find multimedia links throughout most of the book, usually at the end of the chapters. These links go to specific audio files that guide you in using a tool from a particular chapter. On the final page of the book, you will find a list of all the audio files in one place and the link to the website where they are collected. There is also a link at the back of the book to sign-up for my newsletter for the latest breakthroughs in neuroscience and new stress-busting tools. You can also download the audio files, as well as worksheets, tools, and other materials related to this book at theendofstressbook.com.
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A Brain Wired for Stress and the Attitude That Rewires It

The American Psychological Association (APA) annually conducts a survey called Stress in America that is considered our best stress barometer. In its most recent survey, the APA concluded that the data “portrays a picture of high stress and ineffective coping mechanisms that appear to be ingrained in our culture, perpetuating unhealthy lifestyles and behaviors for future generations.”1 The goal of this book is bold but achievable; it’s to break that chain by providing a clear path for resolving this crisis once and for all, beginning with you.

As we set out on this journey toward becoming stress free, let me be perfectly clear about one thing: stress is serious. It’s life-threatening serious. To quote Carol Shively from the National Geographic documentary Killer Stress, “It’s not something that maybe someday you should do something about. You need to attend to it today.”2 Today, before you end up on a gurney in the emergency room with doctors and nurses treating your heart attack or stroke. The tools and processes in this book greatly increase the odds of you avoiding serious health crises.

I want to give you some sense of what my think tank and I discovered about the seriousness of stress, its definitive solution, and the model that paves the way to all the positive outcomes I just mentioned.

During our research, the first thing we learned was that there are two major brain systems that determine the degree to which you will actualize the brain power to succeed at life.

The first system is called the higher brain. Its proper name is the prefrontal cortex, and much of what we define as human intelligence is generated in this part of the brain. The higher brain invented art, music, science, agriculture, engineering, commerce, government, and lots of other things. It is also where the brain’s chief executive has its office, performing the executive functions that produce the plans and strategies that achieve goals. Executive functions draw on all the higher-order cognitive skills that question perceptions, analyze facts, adapt to change, and integrate information—delineating and prioritizing the logistics that move plans forward. Executive functions also take the creative insight generated by the right brain and translate it into practical innovation.

The higher brain is also the place where the “better angels” of your nature reside, enabling you to sustain constructive, positive relationships and to think beyond a limited self-interest for the greater good. In Mindsight, neuropsychiatrist Daniel Siegel locates these angels in the middle portion of the prefrontal area, where they coordinate an astonishing number of essential skills to produce social intelligence. These angels attune you to other people, balance your emotions, enable you to be flexible in your responses, soothe your fear, and generate your capacity for empathy, insight, and intuition.3

The higher brain is so much more than what I’ve described here. It’s arguably evolution’s greatest single achievement—borne out in the multiple intelligences and aptitudes the cortex produces, and evident in the ancient and modern wonders of the world that it has created. The evolutionary process that built the higher brain bordered on the miraculous. The swiftness at which it developed is unparalleled in the evolutionary record.4 It was like the waving of a wand.

When this highly evolved brain is functioning optimally, every day can be amazing, filled with enthusiasm, social intelligence, and the joy of excelling. In my last book, Mystic Cool, I attempted to describe one of those amazing days when your higher brain flows with the ordinary genius that makes you believe you can accomplish anything. I wrote:

From time to time, each of us has experienced the glory of the ordinary genius [the higher brain generates] when attempting to accomplish something meaningful that stretches our abilities. The usual storm of demands, pressures, and doubts may have been present at the outset, but by subtle twists and turns, you managed to slip past the storm and locate the eye, where the pressure to produce became the challenge to excel. As you settled in, an effortless flow of intelligence took over, sweeping you along in its inevitable current. Your mind became clear and worked with precision. Time stood still. You felt exhilarated and were able to channel, focus, and conserve your enthusiasm, maintaining a high level of energy. Gradually you began to exhibit surprising mastery over the task at hand, preserving a vision of the whole even as you attended to details. Pieces fell effortlessly into place, as if the dots were connecting themselves. Your sense of the whole was expanded as wider possibilities emerged. Working in this way did not feel like work at all. Rather, it became a rewarding labor of love.5

This is the experience the ancient Greeks defined as joy, and it depends entirely on a fully functioning higher brain. Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, the father of Positive Psychology, said, “Once we have tasted this joy, we will redouble our efforts to taste it again. This is the way the self grows.”6 It’s also the way higher-brain network integrates and expands.

The second system is the lower or primitive brain, which actually inhibits your potential for success. The lower brain is where the stress response system resides, and the stress response system, as well as much of the primitive brain, is governed by the brain’s fear center, the amygdala. The amygdala plays a substantial role in negative mental states such as distress, aggression, anxiety, depression, and all those emotions that fall under the heading of fight, flight, or freeze.

The amygdala cannot distinguish a real and present danger from something you misperceive as a threat. Its intelligence is reactive, not analytic. It invites the higher brain to weigh in on a potentially threatening situation only if it’s a new experience.7 When your nervous system senses any kind of a threat, a signal is sent to the thalamus (a kind of neurological switchboard) and then relayed to the amygdala to activate an aggressive or defensive reaction. The sequence from threat to fear response happens in a knee-jerk fashion at lightning speed and occurs outside of conscious awareness. The amygdala is a survival system, which means it doesn’t take chances. Its motto is “He who hesitates is dead.” Thus, it’s programmed to shoot first and ask questions later. When there is a real and present danger, such as a coiled rattlesnake on the path, the speed of the amygdala works to increase the odds of living another day.

But most humans no longer live in the wilderness, where lightning reactions are critical to survival. We function within the safety of civilized social settings where fight, flight, or freeze gets us into trouble. The fear-based amygdala makes us delusional by reading threats into situations that aren’t actually there. This tendency is the result of “contextual fear conditioning.”

Joseph LeDoux of New York University described contextual fear conditioning in his groundbreaking book The Emotional Brain. He states that if you place a rat in a box and shock it a number of times while simultaneously sounding a tone, the rat will become fear-conditioned to that tone; from then on, the tone will trigger a fear reaction. But the rat will also become fear-conditioned to the box, which represents the context in which the shock trauma occurred. Simply placing the rat back in the box will set off a stress reaction, even in the absence of the tone.8

This research illustrates how during intense stress, the amygdala stores all sorts of information about what is happening around us. In fact, all of our past traumas are stored in an aspect of the brain commonly referred to as emotional memory. Emotional memory is the core problem in the painful and sometimes insane posttraumatic stress reactions of war veterans. When the amygdala finds that one or more of these stored elements matches something in a present situation, it can set off a flashback or memory that triggers fight, flight, or freeze. The amygdala is playing a kind of name-that-tune game, and it is happening continually. The amygdala assigns meaning to what’s currently going on outside based on telltale features of traumatic memories stored on the inside, and then guides our emotional behavior accordingly. For example, we can actually dislike, fear, or even attack someone because the amygdala associates a trait in that person with someone who hurt us in the past.

I was once condescending and dismissive toward a consultant who was presenting critical information during an important business meeting. I had just met this woman and had no personal history with her. I am not given to being caustic or rude with people, so my behavior made no sense. The woman tried to make the best of an unpleasant situation, but she didn’t get far. It was clear to everyone, including her, that I didn’t like her or trust what she had to say. It wasn’t until much later, when I was alone, that it suddenly dawned on me that this woman’s manner and appearance resembled someone who had caused me a great deal of pain years before. This was the stimulus that drove my behavior in the meeting. Emotional memory activated me to such a degree that I couldn’t remember much of what the consultant had said. The emotional brain had me too focused on disliking this woman to be able to hear her.

When the amygdala associates something in the present situation with an upset stored in emotional memory, things can get even uglier, causing us to react with the same fury that might have been relevant to the original threat but is completely inappropriate in the current situation. It’s the past usurping the present, which is why psychologists say you’re rarely upset for the reason you think. If your higher brain recognizes the negative pattern, it will step in to keep emotional reactions under control. But this takes a significant mental effort that comes at the expense of being intelligent about and attentive to what’s happening at present. You’re basically locked into trying to control the emotional negativity going on inside of you instead of managing what’s happening around you. You’re blocked from contributing creatively to the current situation, getting to a constructive decision, and learning from new information. If the attempt to control the emotional reaction breaks down, as it’s prone to do, you’re likely to end up behaving in a manner you later regret.

Make no mistake: the more the lower brain takes charge, the more you stress, and the more you stress, the more things go to hell in a handbasket. The seminal research on human performance by Wesley Sime at the University of Nebraska concluded that “the greater the stress, the greater the likelihood you’ll make bad decisions.” Communication will tank, aggression and escape behaviors will swamp your ability to work collaboratively, and the intolerance for ambiguity that stress produces will derail your capacity for creative problem solving. Sime found that in a climate of stress, survival goals tend to replace long-range considerations, making you much more likely to take risky alternatives.9

This is hardly the picture of peak performance. You can be sure that the lower brain has been set loose within a company when someone, in the heat of the moment, decides to vent their frustrations in an aggressive, finger-pointing email copied to everyone. This often has the effect of exciting the lower brains of other people in the department, either to collude with the person who initiated the email or to attack back. What follows is a cacophony of emotional negativity that undermines morale. You can thank the amygdala for this.

When a company makes an important hire, they’re really hiring that person’s higher brain and hoping it will function at full power, generating the level of intelligence that’s needed to succeed. But when you put that brain into a high-pressure environment without teaching that person how to transcend stress, stress hormones are going to dampen brain power. Chronic stress means the stress response system is turned on nearly full time, releasing a steady stream of toxic hormones that dumb down the brain.

The fact is three out of four employees are stressed by at least one thing at work every week,10 and a third of them are stressed to the extreme.11 These numbers represent a drain on an organization’s brainpower similar to a power brownout. It begs the question: how much more competitive and successful would an organization be if the power was restored?

Furthermore, depression and stress go hand in hand. Eighty percent of depressed cases are preceded by major stressful events12 that cause a buildup of stress hormones.13 This defeats the brain chemistry that keeps you on top of a situation. There are two PET scans from the Mayo Clinic that show the impact on brain function.I One scan shows a brain beleaguered by depression, and the other shows a healthy brain pulsing with activity. The scan of healthy brain activity looks like the massive array of light you see when flying over a metropolis on a dark night, while the depressed brain looks like the dim lights you might see when flying over farm country. The contrast is dramatic, revealing the significant decrease in brain activity that stress hormones cause. The lit-up scan represents the brain a VP is hoping she just hired when she offered someone a key position in her department. The dimly lit scan is what can happen over time to someone who hasn’t learned how to transcend stress. Neurologically, a brain chronically under stress is simply incapable of sustaining peak performance day in, day out.

Stress Is Serious

As I said at the beginning of this chapter, stress is serious. It is life-threateningly serious and not something you should wait to address. Yet sadly, this is not what most people are doing. Surveys show that while nearly everyone agrees that stress makes us unhealthy and unproductive, 83 percent of us are doing nothing about it—an alarmingly high percentage.14

Why aren’t people attending to stress? It’s because people and companies have given up. They’ve accepted stress as the new normal. Try to sell a stress reduction program to a senior executive, and most likely he or she will groan and say good-bye. Such apathy stems from companies having spent millions of dollars in an effort to reduce stress, yet so far nothing has really worked. In fact, during the three decades conventional stress management has been around, stress levels have soared by 30 percent.15

If you have a problem with stress, it has a lot to do with the way genetics and a painful past have wired you for a hyperactive stress response system. The “painful past” part of it is the result of having had parents who also inherited the same stress-provoking gene, which can make for a stressful childhood. Increasingly, studies reveal that stress has more to do with genetic coding than with a person’s job. Timothy Judge of the University of Notre Dame studied 594 twins, both identical and fraternal, some growing up together and others apart. He found that shared genes were four times more important in determining how they related to their job than was the job itself.16 This suggests that work stress has a lot more to do with genes than researchers once thought. Two people can perform the exact same job under the same conditions, yet each person can have a completely different experience at work. One feels stressed, overwhelmed, and hates the job, while the other is happy and breezes through the day.
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