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Introduction

Why You Often Struggle to Get By




Chapter 1

We Are All in Survival Mode

I was frantic. My mind was racing. Overcome by stress and anxiety, I found one thought repeating in my head: What do I do? I left my desk, searching for privacy and solace in the Mia Hamm building of Nike’s world headquarters in Beaverton, Oregon. Tucked away in the stairwell, I turned to the only people I knew I could trust. I was twenty-six, supposedly working my dream job as a coach for the world’s premier professional running team, the Nike Oregon Project, and I called my parents, pleading for advice. My boss wanted me to fly across the country to Houston to test a new supplement. Not to pop a pill but to have a liter of an amino acid called L-carnitine injected straight into my veins. It wasn’t the first time I’d searched for answers, and it wouldn’t be the last.

I am a whistleblower. About a year after standing in the stairwell, I reported my experiences to the US Anti-Doping Agency (USADA). I risked my career and livelihood and ignored advice from friends, lawyers, and even a prominent judge, who told me, “It may be the right thing, but whistleblowers seldom come out on top. You’re risking your career before it even gets started.” And he was right. I blew the whistle in December 2012. In 2015, I went public with an interview on the BBC. And it wasn’t until 2022 that the case was finally over, with my former boss, Alberto Salazar, and the team doctor, Jeffrey Brown, receiving four-year bans from USADA. Salazar further received a lifetime ban by SafeSport for sexual misconduct. I witnessed a lot of crazy and surreal things, from anti-doping violations to gray-area use of supplements and medicines to all sorts of shaming bordering on verbal abuse.

Whistleblowing was miserable. It dragged on, taking over my life and leaving me feeling at times alone, lost, and stuck. When the bans were announced, friends called and congratulated me, told me I was vindicated, and spoke about my courage and willingness to stand up and do the right thing. A win for clean sport, they said, as I got a hearty pat on the back. But I was too drained, exhausted, and numb to feel joy. It was just relief that it was over.

That day in the stairwell wasn’t the glorious moment my principles shone through. It wasn’t a time when I spoke truth to power. No, that was the moment I was a deeply flawed human being—one who couldn’t muster the courage to do the right thing. Instead, I wilted under pressure and went against my values, ethics, and morals.

Days after that phone call, I did the wrong thing and found myself in Houston. I had decided to follow the lead of my physician, who also happened to be the team doctor, and my boss, who, long before he became a coach, was a legend in the sport I loved. He is famous for running to the brink of death to win the Boston Marathon. I sat on a couch in the Houston doctor’s office with an IV dripping into my veins. The substance wasn’t illegal, but the method of delivery was. I didn’t realize this at the time. I was naive and too trusting. Everything was fine, I was assured. But it wasn’t. Somehow, I’d been convinced to be the guinea pig to test the procedure before the athletes were put through the routine. I sat in the chair and had a liter of L-carnitine mixed with saline drip into my body.

That wasn’t the first moment—and wouldn’t be the last—that triggered concern. There was the time I came across official documents from the director of the Nike sports science lab that noted a teenage athlete was “presently on prednisone and testosterone medication.” There was the sharing of medications. Inhalers and prescription drugs were shipped to athletes in a cutout of a Clive Cussler novel that seemed like a scene straight from the movie The Shawshank Redemption. The overabundance of sketchy-sounding supplements like “testo-boost.” And much more. Not all of it broke the rules but much was flat-out strange. Yet, throughout, I rationalized, justified, and kept my position. After all, I was at my “dream job.” I was heir apparent to the best-funded professional track team in the country, one with a future Olympic champion and medalists. It was everything I ever wanted professionally. The advice family members kept repeating was, “Can you stick it out through the Olympics?” I was there for a year and a half before I’d had enough.

We like our stories simple. The hero who overcomes adversity. The woman whose values are hard-earned and firmly held who prevails against all odds. We think of ourselves in similar ways—crafting a personal narrative where we are the hero of the story. We even have a psychological immune system, a protective mechanism to thwart negative self-evaluations. We want to think of ourselves as good, moral, decent people. We shove away the messiness. As you read this story, you probably believe you would have done the right thing immediately if thrust into that doctor’s seat. Our mind is an expert at convincing ourselves we are always the “good guy.”

It’s hard to look back on that person who is obviously me and wonder, What in the world was I thinking? It’s easy to rationalize. To say I was young and naive. To blame it on the pressure or stress. To cite the absurd but true fact that despite my being employed by the largest sportswear company in the world, my pay was mysteriously withheld for six months in the midst of this experiment—all while Salazar offered to loan me money instead of paying me for the job I had signed a contract to do. The simple truth is that I didn’t initially do the right thing. That moment would come months later when I finally found the courage to blow the whistle. The Steve who stayed silent and went along and the Steve who spoke up are the same people. But they are also fundamentally different.

For much of my time there, I was living in a delusion. I was stuck chasing success and status—employed as the youngest professional coach in the sport, and working with athletes who would become legends. I wanted to prove I belonged, to make up for my lackluster competitive career. I was in an environment where winning at all costs was the path forward. It was the expectation. Running around in circles faster than all others trumped nearly everything else.

Despite my upbringing and previous beliefs, behaviors, and actions, I could not stand up at that moment. I was stuck. Incapable of seeing things clearly. Incapable of taking action that was both right and necessary. I defaulted to surviving, keeping myself afloat in the job I occupied. In other words: I choked.

LOSING OUR SELF

Manti Te’o was one of the best football players in the country. His accolades speak for themselves: Heisman Trophy runner-up, the Butkus Award for the best linebacker, the Bronko Nagurski Trophy for the best defensive player, the Walter Camp Award for the best college football player, and on and on. On the field, he was known for endless energy and utter fearlessness. Off the field, he was the consummate team captain, balancing humility and confidence. As he was wrapping up his college career, two things were clear: His legendary status was secure. As one writer at the time declared, “He’ll live on in Notre Dame lore for as long as the history books are in existence.” And football was a game that he’d mastered.

Yet, as Te’o stepped onto the field for the first time as a player in the NFL, his body betrayed him. The natural, fluid, fearless play had eroded, replaced by a numbness, a disconnection between his body and brain that seemed to take his skills with it. As he later reported in a documentary on his life, “Every day was [about] just trying to figure out how to get rid of this anxiety, this numbness, this tingling,” It was as if he were occupying someone else’s body. Nothing felt or moved right.

The yips, choking, the twisties, whatever name we call it, it’s something that every athlete dreads. It’s the monster no one wants to mention for fear that it’ll somehow wriggle into their mind, unleashing havoc. It’s one of those hard-to-explain phenomena that is instantly recognizable. Put simply, you lose the ability to do what once was routine—toss a ball to first base, make a putt from a few feet away, or stand up onstage. How do experts suddenly lose the ability to do the routine?

“The pressure got to him . . .” is the common refrain that well-meaning color commentators use to explain choking. But what does that mean? Pressure elicits a variety of psychological and biological processes. From nervous system activity to different brain areas going on- or offline, to a hormonal response, pressure prepares the body for what’s to come. And at first, many of these processes can boost our performance. You aren’t going to run as fast when you are alone at the track as when you are in a race. As we move from low to moderate physiological arousal, mostly good things occur, because arousal does several things:


	Enhances memory and cognitive functioning.

	Helps us focus, enhancing the signal-to-noise ratio and allowing us to pick up relevant information.

	Prepares our body for action. Physiological arousal prepares our muscles to work, improving our reaction time and freeing up energy to fuel the task at hand.

	Motivates us. Enhancing the saliency of the reward with a hit of dopamine.



Yet, as we drift from moderate stress or pressure to higher levels, our performance starts heading in the wrong direction. Our cognitive abilities decline, and our memory systems become more flashbulb-like, stuck on the danger in front of us. Our perception systems go a bit haywire. Under high stress levels, our world looks and feels different. Research shows that under these conditions, baseball batters report the ball as shrinking, and golfers estimate the hole to be much smaller than it is. Not only does our perception change, but we also lose our ability to discern relevant from irrelevant information. We can’t decipher what matters and what doesn’t, often falling prey to paying attention to the wrong feedback, sensations, or thoughts. Or, as an engineer might put it, our signal-to-noise ratio deteriorates. We turn up the volume on the wrong information.

We move from being primed to take action to avoidance. We freeze instead of fight. Play dead instead of run away. When the world seems threatening and chaotic, we can’t see the forest for the trees. When it comes to pressure-filled situations, we’re left seeing and feeling the game in a completely different way. In a way, we’re a bit delusional.

While there’s much to uncover still, the latest neuroscience provides a glimpse into why this occurs. As arousal increases, we have an interplay between two areas of the brain, the prefrontal cortex (PFC) and the amygdala. Our PFC is our “mental sketch pad,” where executive thinking and planning occur, and the amygdala helps process emotions, filters sensory information, and detects threats. In typical situations, there’s a productive interplay between these two systems. Our PFC takes the lead, receiving input from the amygdala and other areas but acting as a brake. It sends the message, “I hear you, but that’s not that big of a deal right now, so quiet down.” As stress and pressure increase, our PFC goes offline and lets our amygdala start shouting as loud as it wants. We lose our brake and the sensory information we start relying on changes.

In the body, it’s much the same. We tend to clump all pressure, stress, or physiological arousal together. But the type of response matters. Our brain and body have different levers to pull. We have a variety of hormones and nervous system activity that push and pull us in different ways. When we see the stressor as more of a challenge, we tend to have a bit more testosterone and adrenaline, nudging us to approach the task at hand. Other times, we have more oxytocin, pushing us toward protecting and comforting friends or family members instead of worrying about ourselves. When we feel threatened, we tend to have more cortisol, which frees up energy but makes us anxious and avoidant. When pressure takes over, we’re more likely to:


	avoid instead of approach;

	be selfish instead of selfless;

	get stuck too narrow, unable to see the forest for the trees;

	freeze, faint, or flee; and

	discount future rewards.



Leonard Zaichkowsky, a renowned sports psychologist, explained the process: “When we choke, we feel pressure, cortisol gets released, and our thoughts and attention shift to the negative or irrelevant. We start to analyze our automatic responses. And then it’s all over.”

We get in our own way. Athletes often experience it as overthinking about a task that was once ingrained. What they feel and how they act no longer align. It’s as if we go back in time. We move from an expert’s smooth and automated movements to the segmented approach of a six-year-old learning how to throw a ball. We can feel every step of a once continuous movement. We’ve regressed. We’ve lost control. Our brain has locked onto the wrong hypothesis.

PREDICTING DOOM

A twenty-nine-year-old builder hopped down to the ground at a construction site, only to land on a nail—or so reported a small note in the 1995 edition of the British Medical Journal. The nail went straight into the builder’s boot. Unsurprisingly, he was in a lot of pain! His coworkers rushed him to the emergency room, where doctors provided fentanyl and midazolam to sedate and deal with his immense discomfort. The doctors removed the nail, took off his boot, and saw something astonishing. The nail had penetrated the boot but did so between the toes. The man was uninjured. Yet, the context of seeing a nail through his boot, and his coworkers reacting in horror, all signaled to him that he should be in pain. His brain complied.

Perhaps you’ve seen the stunning bodycam footage of police officers coming into contact with fentanyl. Officers collapse to the ground, often shaking uncontrollably. We see their partners jump into action, screaming, “Stay with me!” before administering Narcan to treat the accidental overdose. There are numerous cases. They are dramatic and harrowing. The sensations these officers feel are real. There’s just one problem. Fentanyl is a serious drug, no doubt, but according to medical experts, it’s not physiologically possible for it to poison someone through casual contact. As toxicologist and ER physician Ryan Marino reported, “The dry powder form that’s encountered in street drugs is not going to pass through the skin in any meaningful way.” If snorted, smoked, or injected, it can have devastating effects. But simply touching it, not a chance. It’s not that these officers are weak-minded. It’s that their brains are working as they should. There is a fentanyl crisis, after all. Police officers are inundated with media reports and training on its dangers. They make a stop and find the elicit material, which causes a bit of stress and anxiety. It’s natural for the brain to predict a bad outcome and for it to make the feelings and sensations align with expectations. In this case, it just guessed wrong.

Our brain is predictive. We subconsciously make a best guess on what we think will happen, what we should feel, and how we should act. This allows us to make sense of ourselves and the world we occupy. We use a combination of expectations and experience to create our hypothesis. Expectations come from top-down sensory processes—our memory, knowledge, and history help create a model for what we think will occur and how we should feel during an event. Experience refers to bottom-up sensory information—what we see, feel, or hear. Most of the time, our expectations and experience match. But sometimes, our reality is more like a fantasy our mind has latched on to.

When choking or the yips occur, it’s not too dissimilar from the man with the nail in his boot. Our brain starts making bad predictions. We have two main options when our expectations and experiences don’t align. We either update or protect. Updating occurred when the doctors removed the boot, and the man saw no damage. In such a case, new information nudges us to come back to reality. Protection is about keeping the deluded prediction going. We latch on to the wrong information, avoid or ignore anything that contradicts, or even create information to make our expectations and experiences align. Even if it’s not accurate. Our brain can push us to act in a way to conform our expectations (i.e., cops falling to the ground) or change what we feel to match predictions (i.e., pain with a nail in the boot). Under pressure, we don’t update; we protect. And if we let it linger, it goes from a wrong guess to a cemented reality.

This doesn’t just occur in sport or life-threatening situations. Research has found that those who suffer from depression overweigh negative thoughts and self-perceptions and suppress bottom-up signals. Their brains become insensitive to any information that might show us that the world or future isn’t hopeless. It’s why therapists often describe depression as feeling stuck. As psychologist Lisa Feldman Barrett outlined, “A depressed brain is effectively locked into misery. It’s like a brain in chronic pain, ignoring prediction error, but on a much larger scale that shuts you down.” It’s the same with other mental health disorders. Prediction errors are a hallmark of obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD) and dysphoria’s like anorexia. Those who suffer from trauma experience a similar bad predictive rut. Getting stuck responding to a stimulus (sight, sound, smell, etc.) that their brain thinks means they are in real trouble.

Getting stuck, choking, and freezing results from finding yourself in a predictive doom loop. We feel threatened, so we avoid, escape, or shut down. Over time, that loop becomes ingrained, so much so that we stop seeing it as an error but as reality. When we believe we’re under threat, we set the stage for poor predictions. We default toward just trying to survive.

For Manti Te’o, that threat had an origin. In 2012, as a senior at Notre Dame, before playing in the national championship game and taking the next step toward becoming an NFL star, Te’o’s world came crashing down. In the relatively early days of social media, just when popular online dating apps like Tinder were launched and before an MTV show popularized the concept, Te’o was dragged through the press for being catfished. The woman he thought he had been dating, Lennay Kekua, didn’t exist. Despite hours of phone conversations and conversing with her “relatives,” and even listening to her cries for help as she supposedly died of cancer, she wasn’t real. She was Ronaiah Tuiasosopo, a person who, at the time, identified as a male.

The media destroyed Te’o. He was accused of being in on the hoax, creating the story, and using his girlfriend’s alleged death to curry favor. There were discussions on national television about whether Te’o was using the catfishing as a ruse to cover up that he was gay. It was absurd and a complete circus. The unassuming star from Hawaii was put through the wringer, ridiculed, made fun of, and accused of all sorts of nefariousness. The numbness never left for the first three years of his NFL career. He was being judged, torn apart. His world and sense of self were in complete chaos. The numbness he felt was his brain hitting the escape button, turning off the experience to align with the dread and uncertainty he was stuck under. He was simply trying to survive.

Pressure and stress don’t discriminate. It’s not just in the performance arena that we experience this disconnect between our perception and action, our desired behavior and actual, who we want to be and who we seem to be. When pressure, uncertainty, and threat overwhelm, we live in survival mode. I experienced it standing in that hallway. You might feel it when simple tasks—responding to an email at work, completing the chores at home—seem overwhelming. Or when you transform into an unrecognizable, anger-filled person when stuck behind a slow driver, all because, in that moment, getting to your office two minutes earlier seems like life or death. Sometimes survival mode looks like anger and rage. Other times burnout, loneliness, procrastination, or anxiety. It’s when we find ourselves with a chronic feeling of angst that we aren’t good enough, that we don’t measure up, that we don’t belong. When the world seems uncertain and threatening, our brain tries its best to protect us. And in doing so, it often gets stuck in a bad rut. One that feels just as hard to escape as losing the ability to toss a ball to first base.

We’re used to thinking of choking or underperformance as rooted in the sport or activity. We talk about pressure, and as we’ve seen, it plays a large part. But it’s what is underlying that pressure that is the problem, and it isn’t a problem isolated to the field or pitch. Our brain predicts doom because it’s not just our ability to throw a ball on the line. It’s ourselves: our identity, our self-worth, our reputation. Te’o didn’t choke because he was weak or couldn’t handle the pressure. His brain defaulted to protection because his whole world was in disarray, unmoored from the bearings it had just moments before. He got stuck in a bad predictive rut, where doom pushes us to attach, freeze, or avoid. Often we’re not even conscious of the poor prediction lodged in our brains. When our sense of self and our worldview are under threat, is it any wonder why our brain sees doom everywhere and acts in accordance?

Choking is a threat and survival disorder. It’s an act of self-preservation, a desperate attempt to shut down, to avoid, to insulate our sense of self, ego, and status from the deluge of attacks it’s experiencing. Sometimes that threat is conscious. Other times, it lies deep underneath. It doesn’t originate only from physical danger. It doesn’t occur only in sports. In a world filled with constant stimulation, comparison, and stress, we all spend a lot of time in survival mode, where protection is the name of the game.

PLAYING “PREVENT DEFENSE”

We’re experts at protecting ourselves, and it manifests itself in many different ways. Think back to middle school PE class. Remember the rousing game of dodgeball or basketball you played? Did you try hard during the game? Chances are there was a group huddled in the corner, giving off a distinct vibe of I’d rather be anywhere but here. Middle school was a scary time for just about everyone. But there was one thing that the cool kids did to set them apart: They didn’t try. Trying was for losers. The cool kids stood on the sidelines, minimizing their effort, even if deep down they wanted to play a sport, read a book, or ace the test. They were protecting their status and image. Giving effort and seeing the nerd or outcast perform better than you wasn’t worth the risk. The cool kids convinced others that not caring was the thing to do.

In the classroom, it’s much the same. Consider the time-honored tradition in school of giving yourself an out. Instead of spending time studying, students often deliberately self-sabotage before justifying their behavior with, “If I studied, I would have gotten an A. But I just didn’t care.” We do the same thing in other pursuits; “I didn’t really train for this race,” or “This job is just to pay the bills.” Research has found that depersonalization, where we intentionally detach from aspects of our job, is one of the primary coping mechanisms for workplace burnout. Under preparation is a coping strategy to protect our sense of self. Not giving our all is about shielding our ego from harm. This is the real-world version of choking.

When we feel uncertain, insecure, or under threat, we respond by desperately trying to make ourselves and the world add up. In the aforementioned examples, when we can’t hold ourselves up to our or other’s ideals, we experience shame, humiliation, or embarrassment. We give ourselves an out, crafting a story that minimizes those negative feelings and keeps alive our view of ourself as competent. The bigger the threat feels, the quicker we try to grasp onto anything that will alleviate the disconnect.

Psychologists have crafted theories around dozens of scenarios and situations, all describing essentially the same phenomenon. There’s the group-based control model that explains that when we lose a sense of control, we try to deal with the aversive feelings that arise by further committing to a group. We feel lost or insignificant, so we tie ourselves to our church, political party, or sports team for comfort. There’s terror management theory that explains when the realization that we will die someday becomes salient; we desperately reach for ways to buffer that stress. Look no further than the rise of longevity gurus who chase the modern version of the fountain of youth. There’s cognitive dissonance theory, the conscious vigilance model, and a half dozen other theories that all state just about the same thing: when we feel threatened, we try to find some way to achieve closure as quickly as possible. In the meaning maintenance model, researchers Steven Heine, Travis Proulx, and Kathleen Vohs summed up dozens of theories with a straightforward paradigm: When our sense of meaning is disrupted, we experience a state researchers’ term disanxiousuncertilibrium, which then pushes us to restore order and security somehow.

Put another way, when our world, self, or pursuits don’t add up, we experience a cacophony of negative sensations, and we do whatever we can to eliminate those feelings and give us some sense of order. We get desperate to make the world, and ourselves, add up to align our expectations and experience—even if it means deluding ourselves. We have a self-preservation system that defaults to the quick fix. This is living in survival mode.

In many ways, we’re all the cool kids in gym class. We’ve made our protective systems hyperresponsive, ready to hit the alarm. Unfortunately, when under a constant sense of threat, we often reach for easy solutions that temporarily help but harm us over the long haul. We can see it with our use of phones. We feel bored standing in line or lonely sitting at home, and we reach for our phone to temporarily quell those feelings, instead of the long-term solution of connecting with people in the real world. In the workplace, we settle for busy distracted work to make us feel like we’re making progress, instead of the deep focused work that actually moves the needle. When we’re under threat, we focus on eliminating the negative feeling, instead of solving the actual problem. It’s why we self-sabotage.

But that’s not the only way we defend ourselves. Our protective systems push us to respond by doing one of the following:


	Avoid or shut down: We detach. Tell ourselves that whoever expressed the view is crazy, or ensure we never have to confront that information again.

	Fight and defend: We double down on our position, trying harder to prove that the way we see the world is, in fact, correct. We rationalize and justify.

	Narrow and cling: We shrink our world to the people, groups, things, or stories that confirm our beliefs or worldview. We seek refuge in the places that make us feel secure and valued. We make the world two-dimensional so that we don’t have to deal with the messiness of life.

	Accept, explore, and update: We integrate the new information into our mental model—a pathway that emphasizes growth and learning over the long haul instead of simply surviving the immediate threat.



When we live in survival mode, we spend too much time in the former responses. We can see it all around us. Sometimes, we do everything in our power to avoid threats at any cost. Just look at our playgrounds. Slides, monkey bars, and other equipment have been replaced by safer alternatives. Increasingly, research shows that kids don’t play outside anymore, with one survey finding a decrease from 80 percent of kids in my parents’ generation playing outside to just 27 percent today. Yes, phones and devices, an increase in traffic, and similar factors have an impact. But research also points to another culprit: safetyism. An increase in parents’ protectiveness due to fear has led to a decline in unstructured free play. We can see it in adults who need to overengineer everything. Gone are kids playing without adults in the sandlot. Now, the only place sports are played is in adult-led, organized leagues. It’s no wonder kids have retreated to video games, the one place where adults can’t interfere, control, or critique. The new sandlot is Fortnite.

We can see the instinct to fight and defend all over, from our political tribes to sports teams. But perhaps most depressing is seeing it in the classrooms. During the 2021 school year, a survey of over 15,000 educators found that nearly 30 percent of teachers and 40 percent of administrators had been threatened with violence. No, not from the students, but from parents. Educator Kelly Treleaven saw this trend firsthand, noticing that a surprising number of parents began to see teachers as an enemy. She named them jackhammer parents. They are relentless, loud, destructive, and powered by fear. They are never satisfied and are convinced that the teacher is harming their child’s development. They don’t just bulldoze obstacles. They act as though the teacher and school are opponents to defeat. Teachers could gain trust with the overprotective helicopter parent. But the jackhammer parent proved nearly impossible to win over.

When you live in threat mode, your world narrows into an us versus them construct. You become defensive and protective, fighting for our side. Or as one longtime educator told me, “Parents used to complain, but it was mostly to be heard. They wanted to know you cared. Now, they want to complain so that the teacher is fired, the curriculum is altered, and any semblance of anything they might not like removed from the building.”

If attacking or avoiding aren’t your thing, there’s another strategy to deal with the gnawing unease: doubling down and hiding behind perfectionism. Instead of being able to be content and step away, we compensate by outworking everyone, all so we can quell our fear that we may not be good enough. We strive for busyness—racking up endless hours at the office—as an antidote to the anxiety. Overworking is another protective mechanism to cope with our insecurity. Instead of dealing with it, we cling to our work to fill the void.

Underperformance in sports, self-sabotaging in the workplace, defaulting to “why try” mode, jackhammer parenting, safetyism, workaholism, seeing enemies everywhere, and losing our minds shouting at trolls and bots on the Internet—these are all variations on the same theme. They are the result of living in a world where we constantly feel as though we are under threat.

And when we are stuck in survival mode, we seldom choose the final path—accept, explore, and update. It’s easier to avoid, defend, or narrow—whatever gets us through the moment, forget the long-term consequences. Rigidity provides temporary stability. It’s alluring. We reach for the candy that quenches our hunger instead of the vegetables that bring lasting sustenance. We shy away from anything that risks exposing ourselves to the world. We insulate from opposing views. Before we know it, our fear of failing, of being judged, of some exaggerated threat impairs our ability to take action. We shut down. We stop living and experiencing life and instead, see it through a distorted lens that confirms our expectations that nearly everything and everyone is dangerous. So that the next time we face a difficult situation, we default to what we have trained ourselves to do: protect ourselves and our egos from harm.

MOVING FROM SURVIVING TO THRIVING

In 1959, humanistic psychologist Carl Rogers wrote that in order to grow, we need an environment that provides genuineness, acceptance, and empathy. Abraham Maslow, whose eponymous hierarchy of needs has become a bedrock of psychology, found that not only do we need to satisfy our physiological needs but also our psychological ones. Golden State Warriors coach Steve Kerr relayed a similar message: “I want to make sure that my guys feel valued, respected, important, and relevant.” In studying meaning in life, existential psychologist Tatjana Schnell simplified to focus on four key components. To have a meaningful life, we need to feel:


	Coherent: Life adds up. You have a cohesive story. Who you were, are, and will be have a thread that runs through them.

	Significant: You matter, can make a difference, and can achieve some sort of status in life.

	Directed: There’s purpose to your life and pursuits. You have goals leading you toward something. You can make progress.

	Belonging: You’re part of something bigger than just you—family, friends, and groups. You can weave your story into others’ stories.



Whether we like Schnell’s, Rogers’s, or Kerr’s paradigm, all converge on a similar theme: They clarify who we are, what matters, where we’re going, and where we belong. They provide clarity on ourselves, our pursuits, and our environment. When we fulfill these needs, we thrive. When we are lacking, we default toward surviving. In short, when our world and our place in it add up, we have hope. We orient ourselves toward growth. We are more likely to feel energized, motivated, and happy. And almost as a by-product, be successful and fulfilled. We approach instead of avoid. We turn down the desire to protect and up the desire to play, create, pursue, and live.

Unfortunately, the modern world has mastered making it damn near impossible to fulfill these needs and experience clarity. It’s as if we’re competing in a rigged game. Take the aforementioned list. Coherence occurs when we are the writer of our story, and our character has a fleshed-out history that connects current actions and future aspirations. We can see the thread that connects past, present, and future. We may have changed, but we understand how. Sure, there’s nuance in there, and sometimes the unexpected occurs, but by and large, our character makes sense.

Yet, we occupy a place where our Instagram self is a carefully crafted beauty, our Twitter self is the right combination of wit and snark, and our TikTok self is outgoing, jubilant, and exquisitely coordinated. Not to mention our real-life self. A century ago, our inner story included a couple dozen friends and family with one or two main locations. Now, it’s a complicated, overwhelming mess, and we can’t keep track of the characters or their motives. It’s much harder to be coherent in a complex, messy world.

Significance used to be easily within our grasp. Among your local community (or, going back centuries, to your tribe) finding a way to be a contributing member of society wasn’t too tricky. You could find your place, to hunt or gather, to care for the sick, or tend to newborns. It was easy to find value. We could obtain status somewhere. Being the fastest on the block or the best cook in the family was not difficult to achieve; we were meant to find our place amid a few dozen friends and family members. Comparison helps provide clarity and motivation when the world is small, however. It’s much harder when our comparison feels like the entire world.

We now occupy a world that is too big for our minds to handle. We live in a time where every single day we have reminders that we aren’t good enough. That we aren’t making, providing, or accruing enough status when compared to our peers. Research clearly shows as your status goes up, so does your health. But the status and health connection aren’t tied to dollars and cents. It’s our perception of our status that impacts our health. We’ve mastered making everyone feel insignificant, just a cog in the wheel that isn’t that good and can easily be replaced.

Direction is about having clarity on your role and purpose. Having a sense that you are making progress toward something meaningful. Unfortunately, many now feel lost and aimless, just wandering through life. This is partly because we’ve been sold a new religion: workism. As writer Derek Thompson explains, we have many “adherents to a cult of productivity and achievement, wherein anything short of finding one’s vocational soulmate amounts to a wasted life. They have found a new kind of religion—one that valorizes work, career, and achievement above all else. And it’s making them a little bit crazy.” When our work inevitably can’t fulfill all of our needs, we’re left wondering how we can find something that does.

But what about belonging? We do live in a world that is hyperconnected. You can stay in touch with just about anyone you have ever interacted with. How can we not feel like we belong? The truth is that the modern world has replaced a handful of deep, meaningful connections with the allure of many shallow ones. We forgo the weekend softball team, the in-person book club for a meta world. We value our likes, dislikes, and random comments on social media as much as our best friend’s input. We discard what our mentor says about our writing, instead obsessing over the random Amazon review. The distinction between a friend and that random person I follow online gradually disintegrates. After all, you see and hear far more from the current TikTok influencer than from your neighbor down the street. Is it any wonder that we feel more connected to the Instagrammer whose intimate life we watch daily than to our cousin we see a few times a year? We’ve become intimate strangers, familiar with a lot of people we don’t know. Is it any wonder we feel unmoored, lost, or stuck in survival mode? Our environment pushes against our basic psychological needs. And when it does, it starts expecting disaster.

Consider how our predictive brain handles this. If everything around us tells us we are lost, alone, and insignificant, what kind of information do you think our brain latches on to as reliable and vital? We’ve turned up the volume for threats and turned down the volume on anything that points otherwise. We’ve created distorted expectations. By not fulfilling our basic needs, by eliminating any sense of security or stability, we’ve primed our predictive machinery to work against us. To latch on to or value the wrong information. And too often, we solve this uncertainty by falling into a self-fulfilling prophecy. We are like the policeman, stuck in a state of fear over a drug, so we create actions that validate that fear. We avoid instead of approach, disappear instead of exhibit courage, and choke instead of coming through in the clutch. We’re setting ourselves up for a bad predictive rut. We default to what we have trained ourselves to do: protect ourselves and our egos from harm. In many ways, we are all choking at something bigger than one important moment. We are choking at life itself.

It’s time for a new path to success and fulfillment. One that doesn’t leave us feeling lost, threatened, or despondent. The answer lies in how we see and approach ourselves, our work, and our surroundings. To move from surviving to thriving, we need clarity in our inner world. In the rest of this book, I’ll introduce a framework for sustainable excellence:


	Be—Clarity on Who You Are

	Do—Clarity in Your Pursuits

	Belong—Clarity on Where and How You Fit In



Clarity doesn’t mean aiming or hoping for perfection. It means dealing with the messiness, seeing the imperfections, the tug of war of different motives, the contrasting pull for status and contentment. We need to acknowledge and see all of it; good and bad, hopeful and hopeless, so that we can deal with it. That’s winning the inside game.

In part one, “Be,” you’ll learn why we need to spend less time seeking and chasing and more time exploring. That we need to accept the messiness of who we are and find alignment between our sense of self and our underlying motivation. In part two, “Do,” readers will learn why failure seems to eat away at our soul; we’ve adopted the wrong story. We’ve let success define us, and what we do is the outlet in which we feed that monster. In order to reach our potential, we need to put space between what we do and who we are, to learn to let go instead of always pressing for gains, and to move our self-worth from something contingent to something meaningful. In part three, “Belong,” you’ll learn how to create an environment that invites actions that support our work and aligns with who we are and want to be. You’ll see why belonging is vital, but far too often we settle for its cheap cousin, fitting in. And when we try to fit in, we essentially hand over our thinking to the group we identify with. True belonging is expansive, allowing us to take on challenges with less fear. Clarity provides us with the security to take risks, potentially fail, but rise again, because our brains aren’t locked on doom but on the potential within us. Let’s unlock it.

FINDING A WAY OUT

“You’re not good enough. You’re going to embarrass yourself. Just step aside.” Those thoughts were on repeat in Hannah’s head. She’d finally made it. She was in college, pursuing her academic dreams and competing on a Division 1 track and field team. But all she could think about was how she didn’t deserve it, and her performance followed suit. In her sport of cross-country, she seemed stuck in third gear, incapable of coming anywhere close to what she was capable of. In the classroom, the student who once mastered subjects with ease struggled. She wanted to succeed. Yet, no matter what she tried, it was as if there was an invisible barrier preventing her from fulfilling her potential.

It wasn’t always this way. Hannah showed early promise. As a freshman in high school, she’d risen through her team ranks, becoming the third-best runner on a team that barely missed competing in the state championships. She loved competing, seeing it as a challenge. In the classroom, she was curious and driven with a zeal to quench her intellectual thirst. She had dreams of college and professional success.

As Hannah made her way through high school, it all changed. A series of injuries limited her athletic progress. Her relationship with her coaches started to change. One accused her of faking an injury and letting the team down. The pressure mounted to excel academically to make up for it. It didn’t work. During final exams, all Hannah thought was, My parents are helping me get through school. I have to get a perfect score on the test, or I’m not worthy of all the things I have. Joy and curiosity were replaced with fear and apprehension. The negative voices in her head grew, as she later relayed to me, “I was so used to other people saying negative things to me. Or looking at me as a disappointment, that I started saying it to myself.” Fear of failure took over. Hannah was just trying to get by.

She was stuck in survival mode. Her self-worth was on insecure footing. She tried to be who others thought she should be. As she told me, “I spent most of my life taking in what everyone else was telling me. I tried to satisfy others’ expectations. My parents wanted me to be this person, so I tried to be that person. My coach wanted me to be this, so I strove to be that. I didn’t know how to be my own person until I was in my twenties. I was chasing what I thought others wanted.” Years later, Hannah is a licensed social worker and behavioral health specialist at a large hospital in Colorado. When I asked her how she got out of the rut, she replied, “I had to answer the question: Who do I want to be? I had to reframe my view of success, to stop chasing the wrong things. I had to learn how to be me.”

To free ourselves up to get back to where we are playing to win, it starts with providing ourselves with the ingredients our modern world so often neglects. Manti Te’o came to the same conclusion Hannah did: “(I had to) figure out ways to reprogram myself. I had to rediscover who I was.” His journey started when a therapist asked him if he had forgiven not only Ronaiah, but also himself. His mind jumped back to those who made fun of him, who seemed like supporters one day, but made him the butt of the joke the next. He had to “rise above that,” and focus on those who cared and loved him for who he is. To Te’o, that’s what he was about: spreading that love to others. “I’ll take all this crap. I’ll take all the jokes . . . so that I can be an inspiration to the one (person) who needs me to be. That’s the whole reason why I’m doing this.”

Rediscovering yourself is about getting clarity on what and who matters to develop a robust sense of self that isn’t dependent solely on success to make you feel worthy. It’s about turning down the threat sensitivity, to realize that every criticism or psychological threat doesn’t need to be treated as if it’s a lion about to devour us. It’s diversifying your sources of status and meaning so that if you blow the presentation, you can move on quickly because you know you are loved and supported by people at home who truly matter. It’s creating space between who you are and what you do. It’s cultivating genuine connection instead of tying yourself to the transactional or superficial. It’s ensuring you pay attention to the right information and that your actions align with your values. It’s rewiring your predictions to experience clarity.

The modern world has made it as if we are perpetually living in a middle school lunchroom. Lost, insignificant, feeling left out, and with no clue what we should be doing or who we are. And we are solving the problem the same way we did in middle school: clinging to some group or club just to “fit in.” Researchers found that those who score low in self-concept clarity—a measure of how we perceive and think about ourself, our values, and our relationships—resist change. In our work life, lack of role clarity is one of the significant contributors to burnout. In our personal life, low self-concept clarity is linked to materialism and compulsive buying. When we feel uncertain about ourselves, we fill that hole with just about anything to temporarily reduce the negative feelings. We try to compensate for our confusion by reaching for an artificial stability that ultimately hampers growth.

When we have greater self-concept clarity, research finds we have increased levels of well-being and psychological adjustment. We are more trusting in our relationships, cope with stressors better, and are more willing to change when presented with information contradicting our viewpoints. We are more likely to feel in control of our environment and have lower rates of neuroticism, depression, and loneliness.

Survival pushes us to narrow and cope. Thriving requires acceptance, expansion, and growth. Clarity through expansion updates our predictive software, recalibrating our model of who we are, what matters, and how the world works. And with better predictions, our threat alarm turns down. When we explore and experience instead of avoid and rationalize, we grow.

GETTING OUT OF MY OWN WAY

This isn’t a book about choking in sports, and it’s not about whistleblowing, though both play a central role in explaining a much broader problem. We all get stuck. We don’t reach our capabilities. We get in our own way. We feel trapped, like we can’t take the action that, deep down, we know we should. This book is about freeing yourself up from whatever is preventing you from going on the journey to realizing your potential. It’s allowing yourself to be courageous.

At the beginning of this chapter, I outlined one of the most challenging and shameful experiences of my life, when I was put in a position where I went against everything I believed in. I didn’t stand up. I shrunk away. It’s easy to imagine that we’d all be bastions of courage in similar situations and blame the person who shies away as lacking intestinal fortitude, ethics, or character. But that’s too simple of a story.

The truth is, I wasn’t the only person in that situation. After spending ten years of my life in whistleblowing, I watched countless others face the same decision. Do I stand up, or do I self-protect? Most chose the latter. We like to imagine ourselves as righteous and courageous people. We like to blame the individual and assign some character flaw when they “choke,” but the reality is much more complex.

The difference between the Steve who stayed silent and the Steve who found a way to navigate a decade of taking on sporting goliaths wasn’t some innate personality trait. It was clarity. It took coming to terms with who I was, what I was pursuing, and where I belonged. It didn’t happen overnight. It was a long, arduous journey. I had to stop flattening myself and the world into a good versus evil narrative and stop defining myself and my future by my work and job. I had to get myself out of an environment that held up external success as the defining characteristic of one’s self-worth. It took letting go and to stop seeking and chasing outcomes. Clarity gets you out of a bad predictive rut, to see what truly matters—to get out of your own way, so you can do what you already know how to do. For me, the journey started with realizing that everything I’d been taught about success was wrong.
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