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For Efi, who taught me many of the lessons in this book





INTRODUCTION Sunday Evening Work—The Gift That Keeps on Taking

I DECIDED TO BECOME a psychologist when I was 14 years old. The choice was heavily influenced by comic books and included more than a whiff of escapist fantasy: I’d go to graduate school and open a private practice in a faraway land, the birthplace of many a superhero—New York City. To teenage me, psychology seemed like a true superpower. I would scale people’s defenses with leaps of compassion, overpower their problems with insight, and shield them with empathy.

Sixteen years later, I graduated with a doctorate in clinical psychology from New York University and opened a private practice in Manhattan. On the first anniversary of my practice, I left my office and walked to my new apartment. I had recently moved to a safer neighborhood, and for the first time since arriving in New York City, I didn’t have to check for muggers when taking out my keys. I was living the life I had fantasized about all those years ago. Tired from a grueling week and eager to unwind, I got into the elevator with a neighbor who was an emergency room physician. The elevator rose, shuddered, and stalled between floors, at which point my neighbor—the man who dealt with emergencies for a living—began poking at all the buttons and banging on the door while exclaiming, “This is my nightmare! This is my nightmare!”

Trapped in a small space with my frantic neighbor and realizing we would now have to stop at every floor, I looked at him and said with annoyance, “And this is my nightmare.” My neighbor glared at me, humiliation leaking into the panic on his face, and resumed banging on the door. I felt my cheeks flush. Where was my compassion? The man was clearly in distress. I could have easily calmed him down. Instead, I had mocked his vulnerability and made him feel even worse. Why had I acted so unkindly?

When I got home, I closed my eyes and tried to identify what I was feeling beneath the swirl of emotions the incident had triggered. One feeling stood out immediately—exhaustion, a fatigue so deep no amount of sleep could touch it. I felt detached, jaded, like someone who had been practicing psychology for decades and was tired of it.

Those were symptoms of burnout. But how could I be burnt out? Burnout was cumulative, a result of months and years of chronic stress and pressure. I had only been in practice for a year. I quickly realized that it wasn’t the one year of private practice that was the problem; it was the six years of overwork that preceded it.

I had come to the United States with big hopes and dreams but with literally no money. I was fortunate to receive a full scholarship from New York University, but as generous as that was, it wasn’t enough to make ends meet in New York City. In addition to being a full-time graduate student, I had to take three part-time jobs. But it wasn’t just the overwork that had caused my burnout; it was the stress that came with chronic financial insecurity, like worrying about not being able to pay rent or afford food. I lived in a tiny room, I walked everywhere because I couldn’t afford the subway, I regularly skipped meals when I ran out of money, and I worked 10 to 12 hours a day, seven days a week, with only two or three days off every year.

That explained why my first six years in the United States had led to burnout.

It did not explain why I had continued overworking in the seventh year once I was a licensed psychologist and no longer needed to push myself to such extremes.

I had fallen into the trap that so often ensnares those who spend years in survival mode for financial or safety reasons. All your energy and mental resources are focused on basic needs like food and rent. You are in constant problem-solving mode, figuring out how to manage with inadequate resources, what you can skip, what you can do without. In survival mode, self-reflection, emotional processing, and long-term planning take a back seat. Asking yourself how you feel is pointless if there’s nothing you can do about it anyway.

I had my own private practice, a green card, and financial stability, yet I was still driving myself to exhaustion like my survival depended on it. I recalled an exchange with a colleague a few months earlier and winced at the memory. She was telling me about her new job in the psychiatric outpatient department of a local hospital and asked me if I ever got the Sunday Blues—the anxious dread many people feel on Sunday evenings of starting the workweek. I told her I never did.

“What’s your secret?” she asked.

“I work seven days a week,” I answered, with misplaced pride. “You can’t dread the start of one workweek if the previous one never ends.” She raised a concerned eyebrow. I ignored it. Much like red flags, eyebrows are too often dismissed when our friends raise them.

The irony of a mental health professional being so blind to their own emotional well-being wasn’t lost on me. But it wasn’t just my emotional health that was languishing. My practice had become my exclusive focus; I thought about my clients all the time, even when I was home. I had no time nor energy to socialize, date, or to pursue any hobbies or passions. I was sleeping poorly, eating unhealthy foods, barely exercising, and ignoring the friends and colleagues who reached out to me.

Somehow, work had hijacked my entire life, and I hadn’t even realized it. Chances are work has hijacked yours too, in ways that you too might not have realized.

Over the past couple of decades, there has been an explosion of scientific research into how the workplace impacts our emotional health and our relationships, both at work and outside of it. The findings paint an alarming picture of how deeply work has penetrated into our lives and minds and the damage it is doing, often without us being aware of it.



This Is Your Life on Work

The number of people experiencing intense work stress in today’s workplace has been at the highest levels recorded for the past five years. In a 2024 American Psychological Association poll, 43% of workers reported high stress, and 67% reported symptoms of burnout. No surprise then that thriving at work was also at an all-time low. Intense stress and burnout are serious conditions that pose equally serious threats to your physical health and emotional well-being, including increased risk of cardiovascular and gastrointestinal disease, diabetes, respiratory infections, anxiety, depression, alcohol and substance abuse, suicide, and general mortality.

Activities that pose such severe risks to health and well-being typically come with a warning label. Work does not.

Our health and well-being aren’t the only things that work has hijacked; the current workplace also compromises our ability to do our jobs well. Studies found that excessive work demands cause us to make significantly more mistakes, to be less efficient and productive, and to unwittingly self-sabotage in ways that increase our stress and exhaustion and add to the strain we already feel.

Work also hijacks our emotional intelligence. Intense pressures on the job impair our ability to recognize our feelings and needs and to accurately read those of our colleagues. As a result, we’re less likely to manage our emotions effectively or to manage our relationships at work as well as we could. In part, that’s why disconnection and loneliness at work are so prevalent, why we’re more likely to experience more conflict with our coworkers than we are to encounter cooperation and understanding, and why so many of us are having meltdowns. It is also why we sometimes feel like we love our profession but hate our job.

Work has even hijacked our moral code. Studies of unethical behavior have identified a common psychological process that occurs in high-stress workplaces that leads people who would rarely act unethically in their personal lives to behave in ways that become more unethical over time. In many cases, this process happens without the person realizing how extreme their conduct has become. In some companies and organizations, certain kinds of immoral, unethical, and even illegal behaviors are the norm. In one survey, 38% of workers said they would act unethically if asked to do so by a manager.

Our work also impacts our personal time and family lives in far more ways than we realize. We dramatically underestimate the extent to which we bring home stresses and tensions from our jobs and how this work invasion causes conflict within our most cherished relationships.

You might have noticed that difficult days at work are often followed by arguments and conflict at home, but you probably haven’t realized how work impacts your unconscious feelings toward your loved ones. That’s why you might love your partner but feel emotionally distant from them at times and why family members’ efforts to engage you can feel irritating and inconsiderate. This transfer of stress and tension from work to home can be unrelenting; studies found that when you are overly stressed from work, your partner can develop symptoms of burnout.

Work even hijacks our thoughts. A consistent finding is that the more stressful and distressing your day is, the harder it will be for you to stop thinking about work in the evening, no matter how desperate you are to switch off. You’re trying to enjoy alone time or time with friends and family, but your mind keeps bombarding you with replays of worries, hurts, and irritations from your workday. No matter how many times you drag your focus back to the present, you end up stewing about work again a few minutes later.

Even if we can switch off at night or on the weekend, we are still not free of work’s negative influence. Another body of research discovered that work impacts how we spend our leisure time—and not in a good way. The more intense the workday, the more exhausted we are when we get home, the more likely we will be to spend the evening relaxing, binging shows, and doomscrolling. That might seem like a fine way to recover from an intense day at work, but studies have confirmed that we then are likely to wake up the next morning lacking vitality and still feeling worn out.

Work has hijacked other aspects of our self-care as well. For example, most cancers are treatable when caught early, and half of the adults who had cancer in the United States are diagnosed as a result of their annual checkup. Yet, in a recent survey, 23% of adults said they skipped their annual medical checkups because they conflicted with work hours. Other studies found that high work stress makes us more likely to eat unhealthy foods and to skip exercising, and less likely to stay on top of basic tasks such as cleaning, bill-paying, grocery shopping, and household repairs. These drops in self-care often accumulate so significantly they can meet the definition of self-neglect such that we would qualify for a home aide were the condition not entirely self-imposed. Today’s workplace is so unhealthy that it’s causing functional people to stop functioning outside of work almost entirely.

In today’s workplace, work stress operates like a pinball machine. It shoots out and hits one domain of our lives after another, exacerbating stress in each domain it touches, dinging from work to our personal lives and back again. These vicious cycles keep stress in play far longer and it is this overexposure that is causing the rise in burnout. Some workplaces are much worse than others, but these ravages impact all workers, not just those who are stuck in toxic cultures or saddled with abusive managers. In fact, being excited, driven, and passionate about your work can set you up for the same problems, no matter your profession, industry, geography, or culture. So can being self-employed, as I found out in my early career. That’s what makes the current workplace so problematic—it is an equal opportunity abuser. Some workers are harmed significantly, some only moderately, but it damages all workers to some degree.



The Price We Pay to Work

Today’s workplace is brutal for many and a grind for the rest. Soaring rates of stress and burnout have consequences that extend far beyond the workplace to society at large. In a 2024 survey, 77% of workers reported that work stress was affecting their physical health. Another found that 120,000 deaths per year—twice as many as the number of US soldiers who died in the Vietnam War—and up to 8% of annual health care costs in the United States could be attributed to the pressure employees face.

The need for change is as obvious as the solution. If employers invested in the emotional health of their employees, both employers and employees would benefit: performance, productivity, engagement, creativity, loyalty, and team functioning would go up, while mistakes, sick days, absenteeism, and turnover would go down. Many employers are aware of these findings, yet beyond lip service and token responses (e.g., mental health employee resource pages), few authentic efforts are being made to reduce stress in the workforce, and those that are being made have done nothing to arrest the downward trend in employee mental health.

One of the more blatant sources of stress and emotional harm in the workplace is hostility and aggression. Incidents of bullying, harassment, bias, and incivility are at epidemic levels too. The Workplace Bullying Institute noted that in 2017, 19% of employees reported having experienced bullying in the workplace. By 2024 that number was up to 32%. Add in the 14% of workers who reported witnessing bullying, and you have almost half the workforce experiencing a hostile work environment by that standard alone. Studies found that experiencing toxic behaviors in the workplace makes you eight times more likely to develop symptoms of burnout.

The workplace is hierarchical; change can only be driven from the top. In workplaces that maintain a culture that is intolerant of aggression at every level of the organization and emphasize a strong core value of respect, aggressions and even microaggressions are quite rare. These workplaces can still be highly stressful, but they demonstrate that with the right leadership and culture, it is possible to dramatically reduce hostility and aggression. Yet, most companies are too busy driving quarterly earnings to care about their employees’ welfare, and burnout is the inevitable result.

Change is not likely anytime soon, and we need to be able to survive until it arrives. We might not be able to compel many companies to prioritize people over profits or to lead with compassion, but we aren’t powerless. There’s one aspect of our work experience that we control—ourselves. Work might be a battlefield, but we are not without weapons. How we manage our own emotions and psychological functioning can make a huge difference. For example, one thing that happens to us psychologically when stress exceeds a certain intensity is that we go from managing it productively to managing it so unproductively that we actually make things even more stressful for ourselves.

Here’s why that happens.



How Stress Makes Us Mismanage Stress

Stress is defined as our brain and body’s responses to challenges and pressures of all kinds. The relationship between stress and performance is best represented by a bell curve in which stress is on the vertical axis and performance is on the horizontal. When stress is too low (the far-left side of the curve), our performance tends to be poorer because the lack of pressure can make us complacent and unmotivated. As stress increases, our functioning improves because the rise in pressure forces us to pay more attention and use more of our abilities. The top part of the curve, where stress is moderate, is our Goldilocks Zone of optimal functioning—where the stress is “just right,” and we do our best work. Past that Goldilocks Zone, the stress begins to exceed our capacity to manage it effectively, and our performance declines.

This explanation of how stress impacts performance has been around for decades, but we now have a better understanding of what actually goes wrong past the tipping point at the top of the curve—how we end up undermining ourselves and making the stress worse. Intense stress can make work feel like a modern-day battlefield, but it is not one our brains have evolved to negotiate well because this battle—our job—never ends. Our efforts to psychologically adapt to this constant struggle often cause more harm than good.

Here is what goes wrong.

When the demands and pressures of our job become intense, we naturally seek to conserve our mental energy so that we can meet those demands. We do this by going into autopilot mode—we put our head down and go from task to task and from meeting to meeting without pausing to reflect on how we’re doing or why we’re doing things the way we are. Meanwhile, our brain will deploy automatic and unconscious mental processes to manage our decisions and coping mechanisms behind the scenes so that we don’t have to consciously mull over every action and step.

The problem is that our unconscious mind lacks the sophistication and executive functions that our conscious mind can draw upon, such as long-term planning, prioritizing, or anticipating consequences. These strategies and approaches our unconscious mind uses when we’re on autopilot might benefit us in the moment, but they compound our stress in the long run, making the grind much worse. That additional stress will then make us even more likely to default to automatic coping, manage the pressures counterproductively, and increase our stress even more.

These vicious stress cycles are self-reinforcing and difficult to break. This is one of the reasons burnout symptoms are at an all-time high and why so many of our efforts to improve our work-life balance fail to alleviate our exhaustion. The impact of such relentless stress cannot be mitigated by a few hours of healthy activities; we have to find ways to reduce these vicious stress cycles.

These mental processes are largely unconscious. There is no push notification to alert us when our stress management is about to flip from productive to counterproductive. Trying to be in conscious control all the time isn’t the answer either. It’s impractical—attempting to be thoughtful and intentional all day would exhaust our attentional capacities by 10 AM. It’s also unnecessary—our automatic processes do a good enough job of running things behind the scenes most of the time. The trick, as you will see in later chapters, is to know when to disengage your autopilot and what to do once you have.

To summarize: (1) The stresses of the current workplace are damaging our productivity and well-being: The more demanding our jobs are, the more likely it becomes that our functioning at work will be impaired and our emotional health and relationships outside of work will suffer. (2) We are making things worse for ourselves: The more mental strain we experience during our workday, the more likely we will be to default to unconscious self-sabotaging strategies that increase our stress even further. (3) We don’t realize that we are sabotaging ourselves: Much of this self-undermining happens outside our awareness because work pressures are likely to make us default to our psychological autopilot to get through the day. (4) Loving our job doesn’t protect us: Being engaged and excited about our work puts us at just as much risk because labors of love are still labors.

Okay, enough bad news, let’s talk solutions.

To break free from the various ways work has hijacked your life, you will need to: (1) reduce your overall work stress, (2) know when to disengage your autopilot so you can prevent unconscious self-sabotage and assert deliberate control, (3) minimize the impact of work stress and strain by learning how to recover from them more effectively, and (4) nurture key aspects of your life and relationships that work has diminished.

This book will offer you an array of science-based tools and techniques to regain control, reduce your stress and risk of burnout, enhance your productivity and satisfaction at work, gain a healthier work-life balance, boost your emotional and physical health, and repair the damage that work pressures have inflicted on your relationships. These tools and techniques have benefited hundreds of my clients as well as the leaders and managers of companies and governmental agencies where I’ve given workshops.

Along the way, I will also explain some of our basic psychological operations—how our stress response works, what our coping mechanisms do and how to use them effectively, how to regulate and manage our emotions, how blind spots cause us to repeat our mistakes, how to reconnect to meaningful aspects of our identity that have fallen by the wayside, how to get the most out of our emotional intelligence, how to set boundaries with work, how to recalibrate our moral compass, why avoidance supersizes anxiety, how to know when overworking is becoming dangerous, and more.

Lastly, if you’re questioning whether you are in the right job or career, as I did when I got burnt out many years ago, this book will help you decide if you should stay in your job or make a change.

Here is what you will not learn in this book.

You will not learn how to fight the system: not how to take on your uncaring employer, nor how to push back against overworking, nor how to complain about bias or harassment, nor how to confront abusive bosses, nor how to get help from human resources for any of the above. As much as I would love to offer advice in these areas, I cannot. It would be too dangerous. In many companies, doing any of those things could easily put your career and job in jeopardy. I have seen too many people speak up and find themselves in the next round of cuts, too many managers retaliating against those who went up against them, too many human resource departments forced to defend the company at the expense of the employee, and too many employers who yelled at, humiliated, and belittled employees who dared question them about anything. The fact that almost half of workers are hesitant to speak up about the unhealthy nature of their workplace is yet another sign of how unhealthy the workplace is.

In short, this book will not help you change your workplace; it will help you survive the workplace you’re in. The book follows five of my psychotherapy clients over the course of a few months to a few years in their jobs, detailing the struggles they had at work and the fallout that impacted their personal lives and relationships during that time.I As a group, these five people and I (I share my own struggles with work too) represent many of the challenges workers face today. Alongside them, you will learn tools, strategies, and solutions for dealing with those challenges, the science that undergirds them, and how to personalize them to your specific situation.

The book is organized by the days of the week to symbolize the accumulation of stress over time and the progressively harsher situations so many of us encounter in today’s workplace. You might have noticed that we started this introduction with Sunday evening, not Monday morning. Monday is when the workweek begins in actuality (for those who work a traditional workweek), but for many, it begins psychologically the night before, when anticipatory dread creates an introduction to the workweek in the form of the Sunday Blues. Let’s begin by discussing how to make Sunday evenings less dread-full.




Banishing the Sunday Blues

When I got burnt out early in my career, I realized that I had to stop working seven days a week and take Sundays off to rest and relax. The goal I set for myself was to get so blissed out that I might even experience a touch of the Sunday Blues. Success felt more like a wallop than a touch. The nosedive in my mood and the heaviness that gripped my chest as the weekend wound to a close was just as unpleasant as advertised.

Here’s why the Sunday Blues happen: your brain’s default response to threats is to sound the alarm so that you can prepare for what lies ahead. Since work is fundamentally stressful and challenging, your brain considers it a threat and dutifully floods you with dread on Sunday evening to warn you that the workweek is coming! By sounding the alarm, your brain is helping you prepare for the emotional and psychological dangers that lie ahead.

To reduce your Sunday dread, you need to make the “threat” seem less immediate and therefore less urgent. The best way to do so is to layer another activity between the end of the weekend and the start of the workweek—preferably a pleasant, enjoyable, meaningful, or connective one. Layering in an activity that you can look forward to on Monday mornings will push work further back in the queue and make it seem less urgent because there’s a whole other agenda item to focus on beforehand.

For this strategy to be effective, you will need to make a big deal about the activity and message to your brain that you are looking forward to doing it. The more of an “event” you make of it, the greater the buffer your brain will perceive between Sunday and the start of the workweek and the less dread you should experience as a result. If your job is ridiculously oppressive, this technique might not be sufficient to banish the Blues entirely; these things are hard to predict, but it is worth trying nonetheless.

You could schedule breakfast with a friend (self-message: I’m excited to see Jimmy for pancakes tomorrow), get in a workout before heading to your job (I love starting the day doing something healthy for myself), or spend an hour on a project at home (I really enjoy working on my Halloween costume). Using this brain hack has helped dozens of my clients minimize the Sunday Blues. Yes, it might mean going to bed earlier or getting less sleep, but the sleep you will get is likely to be more restorative because you’ll be less stressed-out.

Lastly, when possible, try to avoid making the first task when you get to work on Monday mornings a stressful or difficult one. If that’s not in your control, try to find an aspect of that first task that’s interesting, satisfying, or entertaining, and focus on that when you think about work. For example, if you have a long, tense staff meeting first thing every Monday, you could wear the new outfit you bought over the weekend and look forward to feeling good in it, or get excited about hearing how your colleague’s surprise birthday party for her husband went, or get curious about whether two of your colleagues resolved the tension between them after the argument they had on Friday or whether their sniping will continue.

Creating a buffer between the end of the weekend and the start of your workday on Monday should reward you with a more pleasant Sunday evening and a more restorative Sunday night’s sleep.

Are you ready for Monday?



	I. To protect the privacy of my clients, I’ve changed names and certain identifying information. To avoid identifying details, one character is a blend of two people whose stories and experiences were remarkably similar.







CHAPTER ONE Monday Morning Back to the Grind—How Good Stress Goes Bad

“MONDAYS ARE A KILLER,” Tony exclaimed at the start of our video session. His deep frown lines and heavy brow made him look troubled and angry, belying his sweet and upbeat disposition. His six-foot-four frame and three hundred pounds of muscle didn’t correct the impression. Neither did his neck-cracking habit. “I need a good workout this evening,” Tony said while twisting his jaw to one side. He was a successful stock trader—a notoriously stressful job, especially when markets were volatile, which, at the time, they were.

I nodded in agreement. Mondays are indeed the most stressful day of the week because we jump from the calm of the weekend into the hustle of work. They are also the day in which incidents of incivility and rudeness in the workplace are highest, fostering a vicious cycle: stress fosters bad moods and irritability, which make people more prone to rudeness and incivility, which amps up our stress and worsens our moods. Tony wasn’t being literal when he said Mondays were a killer, but he wasn’t far off the mark. More strokes happen on Mondays than on any other workday, particularly for men, while for both genders, a third of all cerebral hemorrhages take place on Mondays. Even deaths by suicide are higher on Mondays than on any other day of the week.

Tony’s preferred mode of stress management was weight lifting. Lots of it. Pumping iron obviously worked for him because he rarely looked tense, even now, during trading hours. “It isn’t the trading that’s stressful; it’s the people,” he told me when we started working together. Tony was the top trader in his office, and that put a target on his back. “Competition energizes me when it’s about the trades,” he explained, “but I have zero patience for office politics and playground squabbles. I don’t play those games.” Unfortunately, the number two guy in the office did. Tony called him Scar, like the character in The Lion King who killed his own brother to take the throne. Unable to outperform Tony in trades, Scar focused on sabotaging Tony’s relationships by making him look bad to his coworkers.

When Jason, a new trader, joined the team the previous year and immediately struggled, Scar took him under his wing to “mentor” him. At first, Tony was supportive of the move as Jason was overwhelmed and out of his depth, and Tony felt bad for him. But Scar’s motives became clear when they resumed in-person meetings after the pandemic shutdowns. The first time Tony gently disagreed with Jason, Scar rushed to the new trader’s defense and accused Tony of “throwing his weight around.” From then on, whenever Tony offered Jason feedback, regardless of how respectfully and constructively he did so, Scar would look at Jason with feigned concern and tell Tony to back off. Jason, relieved to have someone to blame for his poor performance, leaned into the victimhood as if he were actually aggrieved.

After a couple of rounds of this, Tony got fed up with Scar’s theatrics and went to their boss for advice. The boss dismissed Tony’s concerns as “childish infighting between colleagues.” What made these incidents with Jason truly distressing for Tony was that he was both very empathetic and highly guilt-prone. A difficult childhood with a mother who blamed Tony for her every emotion left him with an incorrectly calibrated guilt response and a predisposition to experience other people’s feelings as being more urgent than his own.

Guilt-prone people are often disadvantaged in the workplace because they tend to feel guilty at any sign of distress in other people, even if they did little or nothing to cause it. They might apologize unnecessarily, which can diminish their credibility and authority, or have trouble saying no to additional tasks or responsibilities when they’re already overwhelmed. The fear of causing discomfort or distress to others can make them avoid confrontation when they have been wronged, and they’re vulnerable to emotional manipulation when negotiating. Developing strategies to manage guilty feelings, set boundaries with those who seek to take advantage of them, and increase their assertiveness can help mitigate these disadvantages.

But Tony did none of those things. His lifelong strategy for dealing with his crippling guilt was to avoid inadvertently upsetting people by treating everyone with respect and consideration. For Tony, kindness wasn’t just a tactic; it was a value he held dearly. He was far prouder of his reputation as being “one of the good guys” than he was for being the top trader. His strategy helped minimize guilt-inducing occurrences, but as avoidance does, it also prevented him from developing more adaptive approaches to managing guilt overall.

Tony recognized that Jason was being manipulated by Scar and that the new hire played along because it served his own purposes. But Jason’s pained expression whenever Tony said anything to him in meetings, and Scar’s fake concern for the “stricken” junior colleague, made Tony feel guilty nonetheless. For guilt-prone people, knowing that you’re being manipulated into feeling guilt does not diminish the guilt you feel.

Tony was in the middle of telling me about Scar’s latest trouble-making efforts when he glanced sideways and stopped midsentence. It was still trading hours, and he had warned me he might have to step away for a few seconds to make a trade. He apologized for the interruption, clicked off his video and microphone, and reappeared thirty seconds later, smiling apologetically. “Sorry,” he said. “I might have to do one more trade in a moment, but that should be it.” Sure enough, a few minutes later, Tony’s eyes flickered to the side again. “Sorry,” he repeated, “last one.” He muted the video again but must have missed the microphone icon because I heard him stand, take three quick steps, and bellow at the top of his lungs, “Sell twenty million!! Sell twenty million!! Now!! Now!!!”

I was so startled, I came this close to joining the Monday casualty list. A moment later the video went on, and Tony was back on the couch, perfectly calm. “Sorry, but we should be in the clear now.” He looked at me. “Is everything alright?”

My heart was still racing. “Your mic didn’t mute,” I explained. “Is that normal, to scream like that when you’re making a trade?”

“Oh, my gosh, I’m so sorry!” Tony exclaimed, looking stricken himself. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” I reassured him with a smile.

“Sorry. I raise my voice when the trades are urgent,” Tony explained. “The people executing the trades are in a noisy and chaotic room, so it’s the only way to get their attention. We all do it. And don’t worry, I check in with them to make sure they’re not offended. I’m the only trader who does,” he said with a smile. “They think it’s ‘cute.’ They rib me about it all the time.”

Tony’s ability to appear so calm after having screamed his head off seconds earlier was remarkable. In fact, it was practically gazelle-like. Gazelles, like many wild animals, have a highly calibrated stress response. They will go back to feeding within seconds of narrowly escaping a chasing lion. One moment they are about to be eaten alive, the next they’re munching on shoots and shrubs like it was antelope-night at the salad bar. Short bursts of stress like those or like the ones Tony experiences while making a trade are not necessarily harmful, and they can even be beneficial. What gives stress its bad reputation is the damage it causes when it goes from being acute and short-lived to being ongoing and chronic.

Short bursts of stress can be good for you because they can make your stress response more efficient. Your stress response includes the physiological and psychological activation that occurs when you encounter a challenge or threat and your ability to return to calm once that threat has passed. Tony’s stress response was highly efficient, as evidenced by his rapid return to calm after making a high-stakes trade. Acute stress is beneficial because it can prepare you to meet challenges by sharpening your focus and reaction time and by enhancing your immune system functioning (which gets activated as a response to a threat). Certain types of stress can even trigger the release of oxytocin—the bonding or cuddle hormone, which is why so many lifelong friends and romantic partners can trace their origins to meeting in a waiting room for a job interview or orientation week when starting college.

Like Tony’s workouts, stress can help us build muscles—mental and emotional ones—in the form of resilience. But just as muscles need time to recover from intense activation, our body needs downtime to recover from stress. When we experience stress too frequently or for prolonged periods, the wear and tear can cause damage significant enough to be life-changing and even life-ending. Unfortunately, in today’s workplace, chronic stress is practically the norm. The culprits are legion: toxic cultures, after-hours emails, unreasonable deadlines or sales targets, overlapping role responsibilities, critical bosses, startup-funding shortfalls, anticipated mergers, reorganizations, and an endless array of other circumstances can induce weeks and months of relentless stress. To understand why chronic stress can be so destructive, let’s take a slow-motion look at what happened in Tony’s body when he made that second trade during our session.

When he glanced over and saw his stock hit its target price, his adrenal glands unleashed a surge of adrenaline and cortisol (the stress hormone), and his sympathetic nervous system flew into action, activating his fight-or-flight (or freeze) response. As he leapt up from the couch, Tony’s breath quickened, and his pupils dilated so he could see better (super useful when running away from a lion; less so when making a trade). His heart rate and blood pressure increased as he strode to the phone, and his blood vessels constricted, directing oxygenated blood away from less urgent tasks like digestion and toward his muscles so he could fight or flee (or shout) more effectively. As he made the call, stress hormones elevated his blood sugar to give him immediate energy and to prepare his immune cells to fight foreign invaders and heal after injury.

When Tony ended the call, his brain, registering that the “emergency” was over, activated his parasympathetic nervous system (PNS) to counteract the activation his sympathetic nervous system (SNS) had initiated. Think of the SNS as setting up and hosting the party—moving the furniture, putting out extra food, and cranking up the music to get everyone dancing—and the PNS as shutting off the music, sending the guests home, putting everything back in its place, and doing cleanup. Your SNS might be a more exciting environment, but without your PNS, the party would keep going indefinitely, and your place (your body) would get trashed.

Now imagine what would happen to your body if the work stress you experienced went on for months, and your physiological arousal systems did not get to rest or reset. Having your blood pressure and heart rate elevated for sustained periods could lead to hypertension, heart disease, stroke, and other cardiovascular problems. Repeated disruptions to your digestive system could cause heartburn, ulcers, or irritable bowel syndrome. The cortisol that directed your body to store energy for the “emergency” would also make you crave carbs and other energy-dense foods—useful for fighting on the battlefield, but when your battles take place in a meeting room, those extra calories are likely to end up as deep belly fat. Constant tension would lead to headaches and muscle pain, as well as sleep problems, which in turn could impair your concentration, focus, and other aspects of your cognitive functioning.

And then there’s the psychological harm stress can do. Being on continual alert from “threats” like looming deadlines, micromanaging bosses, or scheming coworkers could foster dread, negative thoughts, and pessimistic perceptions and lead to anxiety and depression. Over time, your immune system would weaken, and you could suffer from decreased fertility. If you menstruate, your cycles could get disrupted. Chronic stress has even been associated with shortened telomeres—the DNA sequences at the end of our chromosomes that protect them from fraying—causing premature cell death and shortened life expectancy.

Plus, each of these symptoms could have ripple effects. They can weaken the immune system, making you vulnerable to disease. Muscle pain can disrupt mobility and lead to atrophy and weight gain. They can lead to anxiety and depression, which in turn can lead to alcohol consumption or drug use. Stress-related exhaustion can impair your coping mechanisms, expose you to even greater stress, and lead to burnout. Fortunately, the stress highway has exit ramps courtesy of your parasympathetic nervous system—provided you are able to activate it, which is difficult to do when stress is chronic.

Tony’s stress response was extremely impressive, but it was also context-specific. His ability to manage the stress of making multimillion-dollar trades was excellent. His ability to manage interpersonal conflict of any kind was weak. In his case, his discrepancy in stress tolerance was substantial, but those kinds of gaps are by no means unusual.



Your Stress Tolerance Is Adaptable

Every profession has its own unique brand of stress that seems untenable to outsiders but is manageable to those in the field. I recently passed by a street fair in Europe where I saw a “human statue” of Atlas—painted gold from head to toe, wearing a loincloth, and carrying the world on his back—stand still while surrounded by a large flock of pigeons that were being fed by eager children. Every few minutes, some kid would stomp toward the flock and cause the pigeons to take flight and swarm over poor Atlas. Remarkably, he never broke his pose. Standing completely still in very little clothing while overfed birds circled directly overhead seemed incredibly stressful to me, but when I asked him if it bothered him, Atlas shrugged.

What allowed the street performer to take the occasional pigeon dropping in stride was that our ability to deal with stress is quite elastic. Imagine your stress tolerance as a balloon. When the intensity and duration of the stress to which you are exposed falls within your psychological comfort zone (the confines of the balloon), you can manage it effectively. When the stress goes beyond your comfort zone, one of two things can happen. If the stress increases gradually, the balloon will expand to accommodate it. But if the stress increases sharply or goes on for too long, the balloon will inflate beyond its limits and “pop.” Your coping mechanisms will falter, you’ll feel overwhelmed and anxious, and your ability to think clearly and perform your normal tasks will be compromised.

In other words, much like tolerance for any other kind of psychological pressure, such as risk, conflict, boredom, or anxiety, your stress tolerance increases with exposure. This is why your first few days or weeks in any new job are likely to feel overwhelming—you haven’t yet adapted to the various challenges and uncertainties of the new role. But after a while, those same stressors feel more manageable because repeatedly dealing with them has expanded your balloon—your comfort zone and tolerance. Most of us can think back to situations in life that initially seemed incredibly stressful yet ended up stretching us without breaking us.

We can often stretch our range quite significantly, but our adaptability has limits. We each have what I call psychological design limitations—the point beyond which our capacities get maxed out in a given situation—at which we can no longer expand our stress tolerance.

I used to be terrified of public speaking, and for good reason—I used to stutter. In high school, I dreaded being called on in class, and I avoided speaking as much as I could when socializing in groups. As I got older, it became more stammer than stutter, but the stutter came back with a vengeance in stressful situations. At age twenty-nine, when I had to present my doctoral thesis before a committee (a highly stressful event known as “defending your dissertation”—the word defending being apt), I stammered so badly at first that I could barely complete a sentence. The idea of speaking onstage in front of thousands













Stress Impairs Your Mental Functioning
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	I. I will be using the terms unconscious, unconscious mind, automatic processes, and out of our awareness interchangeably even though they have slightly different meanings. None of these terms should imply that our unconscious mind is self-aware or able to think in such ways—it is not.
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