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Introduction

Am I Enough?

There is a huge irony in my writing a book about being bold, perhaps an irony that only I can appreciate. When I told my friends I was writing a book about tools that would allow people to live boldly, they exclaimed excitedly: “This book must be written because it defines you.” The irony is that although most of my close friends and colleagues would describe me as capital B Bold, I have often felt (and still do feel) scared, anxious, and vulnerable when faced with significant challenges.

As an adult, I know that these fears are partly a product of my childhood in Brazil, where so much of my emotional energy was spent trying to keep my parents together, doing whatever I could to minimize the fighting, end the arguments, and maintain the illusion that the world—my world—was safe. Yet I felt as if I had failed big-time: my father left us when I was ten years old, and that was the end of any sense of stability and certainty. In retrospect, my father leaving was a blessing in disguise, but I never met any ten-year-old who gleefully said to herself, “Yeah, my parents are divorced, my mom has to work all the time to feed us, and no matter how hard she tries, at times we end up sharing a single potato for dinner.”

And so, as a young girl, what I actually said to myself was, “I am not enough.” Not those words exactly, but when I look back on that period of life now as an adult and a clinician, I know that would be the rough psychological translation. I did all I could to try to prove that I was enough. Should I do the dishes? Study harder? Protect my sister? Watch out for my mom? The anxious thoughts and feelings were endless. No matter how hard I tried, I often felt so overwhelmed that I would eat my emotions in the form of a big bag of cookies, which ultimately left me feeling like a failure.

To make matters worse, when my mom caught me with said cookies, she would invariably put me on a diet, further proving to me that I was indeed not enough. It was a vicious cycle. In retrospect, I realize she was concerned about my health, much as I am for my own son’s health today. But damn, it hurts when someone’s way of telling you that they love you is to take away your cookies! At the time, I was hurt and confused. Why was she taking away the only thing that made me feel better in the moment? But, as is always the case, both my mom and I were doing the best we could with the tools we had at the time. Unfortunately, the tool kit we shared was rudimentary. Fortunately for you, the tools I’m about to share are more sophisticated and are supported by hundreds of scientific studies and lessons I’ve learned through decades of my work.

I suspect my friends see me as bold because I overcame poverty, adversity, and trauma to get to where I am today—an associate professor of psychology at Harvard Medical School (HMS) and the director of the Community Psychiatry Program for Research in Implementation and Dissemination of Evidence-Based Treatments (PRIDE) research lab at the Massachusetts General Hospital (MGH) in Boston. Perhaps my journey has been bold, but what my friends don’t see is that even today I have feelings of not being enough. So how did I manage to go from poverty to Harvard to becoming a published author?

I credit this seemingly miraculous narrative to three factors: my mom, my grandmother, and science. My mom is a fighter, and to this day she continues to work hard to overcome whatever challenges she may face. As a single mom, she fought tooth and nail to feed us and give us the possibility of a better future. Today, I credit my mom with teaching me that no matter how I feel, the only path forward is through my emotions. She showed me that I could do the hard things regardless of the emotions I felt. Later in graduate school, I learned that this kind of behavior—through, not around—is at the very core of a concept called emotion regulation,1 which teaches us that experiencing our emotions is better than avoiding them.

The woman I came to think of as my grandmother entered my life when I was twelve, when my mom was dating my stepfather. When I was young, she pushed me out of my comfort zone to ensure that my fears didn’t hold me back from pursuing my dreams. Most of the lessons my grandmother taught me can be summarized into two broad concepts: 1) Approach; don’t avoid (see part III of this book) and 2) Be the water, not the rock (see the Conclusion).

Equipped with my childhood lessons, I came to the United States to pursue the American dream—first as an exchange student and then for higher education. After my doctoral degree, I immersed myself in what is known as cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT): the gold-standard therapy for mental health challenges.2 I read every published therapy protocol, studied how to deliver treatments in individual and group sessions, researched treatments for different disorders and diverse populations, and was mentored by the world’s leading mental health experts. My early days at HMS/MGH were incredibly valuable and helped me synthesize the science that I now share with you, but they were not sufficient.

It was only when I moved into real-life settings and worked with diverse communities that I truly learned to distill what it takes to become bold. It’s one thing to talk about CBT within the walls of the ivory tower (i.e., Harvard) and quite another to teach it to someone when they are facing deportation, prison, poverty, single parenthood, and a variety of real-world situations. And it is yet another thing to apply these concepts to the high-powered executive in the C-suite, whose marriage is about to end while she is leading her team through a major transition. Once my work evolved to address these challenges, I was finally able to integrate the wisdom of my mom and grandmother with evidence-based science, into a method that fits everyone all the time, instead of just some people some of the time.

Bold Move is a set of skills, supported by science and infused with lessons from my life, that I created to help anyone overcome obstacles and live their best life. The three skills shared within this book—Shift, Approach, and Align, will equip you to make bold moves when it matters most. Yet, as you embark on the journey of becoming bold, you will encounter bumps. After all, to live boldly does not mean to live fearlessly or recklessly, but to face life’s challenges without being paralyzed by psychological avoidance, the real enemy that most of us face. I invite you to join me in becoming bold and living a “comfortably uncomfortable” life. I am humbled to be where I am today and sincerely hope that by the end of this book, you will have discovered your own recipe for becoming bold.




Part I

The Stuff That Keeps Us Stuck




Chapter One

Anxiety Is Painful but It Is Not What Is Keeping You Stuck

Being human is hard. Sometimes it feels like we can’t even catch our breath before we’re pummeled with a new difficulty to address: impossible quotas at work, unexpected bills, a child struggling in school, a family health crisis, the same fights with our partners. All these things can make us want to just numb out at the end of a hard day. We all have our favorite ways to zone out. But would you say you’re satisfied with your life? Are you living your best, most authentic life? Do you even remember what your dreams are? Or does the thought of living a bold, fulfilling life sound impossible—and maybe even exhausting, anxiety-producing, and overwhelming?

In moments of high anxiety, we often feel stuck. We get stuck in unhealthy relationships and in draining jobs. Some mornings we get stuck in bed, trying to find a reason to get up. And some nights we get stuck at home, binge-watching TV shows or scrolling on our phones instead of going out into the world. We all have moments when we feel trapped, and in those moments, we often feel as if we are skating on thin ice and that just a little extra weight will send us crashing into freezing-cold water of unimaginable depths.

In these moments, being bold—living your best, most authentic life—can feel like a far-fetched dream. Who has the time or energy? We may believe boldness is a personality trait possessed by young people—those without piles of stress and responsibilities—or those with greater advantages, fewer problems, and more money to burn. But not us. Or we hear the term bold, and we think of people like Martin Luther King Jr., CEOs, or professional athletes—individuals with influence and the courage and confidence we don’t have. But what if boldness isn’t reserved for a lucky few with advantages, talents, or certain personalities? What if it is meant for us all?

Bold Move: A 3-Step Plan to Transform Anxiety into Power will help you get unstuck so that you can start making moves toward the things you care about—your unique bold moves—despite discomfort or obstacles. In moments of stress and anxiety, you can rely on the three skills I present in this book to help you face whatever is preventing you from the life you want: your bold life. A bold life is a life in which you are showing up, fully, as you.

So, if you picked up this book, curious about becoming bold but wearily facing the ongoing challenges of life, you’re not alone. That is exactly where I was early in my life before I learned the skills that I will share with you.

Growing up in Governador Valadares, Brazil, in a family where chaos was the only constant, I often felt like there was no way out for me. My parents were and are incredible people, but they had my sister and me young without many resources and were not equipped to emotionally manage themselves and two children. The lack of financial stability combined with drugs and alcohol often resulted in painful shouting matches and, at times, quite violent fights between them. As the oldest child in the family, I did what I could to protect my sister, which often left me scared. Whenever I sensed danger, even when it was not actually present, I would get so anxious that I felt like I had to do something to make myself feel better. So, as a child, I managed by eating my emotions, literally. I devoured box after box of cookies whenever life felt like it was too much. But sometimes snacks weren’t enough, and my anxiety manifested physically. On more than one occasion, I was rushed to the hospital, suffering from a terrible “asthma attack.” Now, as an adult and a psychologist, I have come to realize that I was having panic attacks, not asthma attacks. But back then, I had no vocabulary to express my fear, and all I felt was that I couldn’t breathe. So, if anyone told the ten-year-old me that I would one day help others become bold, I would have laughed!

Our lives became even more challenging once my father was out of the picture. Money was scarce, and we had no safety net. Don’t get me wrong; we weren’t the worst off in the country. But my mom had to keep finding ways to reinvent herself in order to feed us. Picture it: a newly single young mother in an already precarious situation suddenly tasked with feeding, clothing, and educating two daughters entirely on her own. She went from selling hangers and brooms to making industrial uniforms, trying anything and everything to put food on the table. She could have let the stress and anxiety overwhelm her and freeze her in place, but she knew that was not an option. So she took one step forward. And then another. And another. At that time, unlike my mom, all I wanted to do was put on the TV and zone out because life felt too difficult.

Yet, watching my mom thrive despite all odds, I began to understand what it takes to move toward discomfort, to accept its presence, to make it your best friend instead of being paralyzed by it. Though it didn’t happen overnight, the skills I learned in my childhood enabled me, a shy child living in an economically challenging situation in South America, to earn a PhD in clinical psychology and to secure a job at Harvard Medical School (HMS) and the Massachusetts General Hospital (MGH), where I currently work.

Although my story might seem like a very specific kind of hero’s journey, it was not without its many ups and downs, and at each of these crossroads, I would wonder: Can I keep going? Can I choose being bold instead of remaining stuck in fear? I imagine that you might also have found yourself in similar situations, where your brain demands, Hide under the covers, and yet life begs you to keep going. No matter what your circumstances may be, this book was written with the intention of helping you move forward, toward the life you want. Some of you might find yourself worrying about how to pay the bills, while others might be dealing with the health issues of a loved one or how to help your child who is struggling in school. Some of you might be considering a career change or contemplating retirement, while others might be facing the end of an important relationship and figuring out how to reinvent yourself in its aftermath. Some might have just landed in a new country in pursuit of a better life, while others are only dreaming of such an opportunity. Challenges—big and small, obvious and nuanced—can leave us feeling weary, afraid, lonely, sad, anxious, overwhelmed, and just plain stuck. If any of this resonates with you, you might be wondering the same things my clients often ask me: How do I get rid of my anxiety? Why am I so stuck? How do I get out of this rut? Why doesn’t this sadness go away? Is it really possible to become bold?

Hey Doc, Please Make My Anxiety Disappear

This is just what Jake, the CEO of a Fortune 500 company, asked me in our first meeting. If you were to meet him on the street, you would never know that he had grown up with very little, because all you would see is a sharp, handsome white-collar worker with perfect manners, eloquence, a pressed Armani suit, and an air of confidence that you could spot a mile away. In short, to all the world, Jake was crushing it. Yet here he was in my office, describing his crippling feelings of anxiety. He had always been a somewhat anxious person, but lately his anxiety had felt unbearable. As I sat across from him, he leaned forward and, in the same manner one might expect him to deliver a mandate to his employees, said to me: “Doctor Luana, I hear you’re the best, so you need to make this anxiety disappear. I can’t think straight, and I need to fix this so I can focus on strategic planning for next year.”

We started simple. “What is this anxiety like?” I asked him.

“Like I’m about to explode!”

“Explode? Really?”

“Yes! Explode!” His tone surprised me and stood in stark contrast to his polished image. He continued. “I’m surprised I haven’t combusted yet. My heart pounds, I feel dizzy, it’s hard to focus, the world closes in . . . all at the same time. I feel like I’m about to have a heart attack. But I have had my heart checked a million times, and there is nothing wrong with it.”

“How do you manage these nearly combustive moments?” I asked.

“I do whatever it takes to make myself feel better. At work, I cancel meetings or have my COO run them, telling people I have another important meeting with an investor.”

Jake looked ashamed and small, all of that hard-won confidence gone without a trace. In a quieter voice he told me, “I lie, but I just don’t know what else to do in that moment. When I get home, I’m often so drained by anxiety that I’ve just stopped exercising altogether. I try not to have that glass of wine, but honestly, I don’t last past 8 p.m., and by the second glass, I feel so much better. Then I’ll spend hours in front of the computer, working.”

He paused. “Well, I tell myself I’m working, but I’m really just staring at the computer, zoned out, drinking to drown my anxiety. Then I eventually fall asleep and wake up even more anxious than the day before. This is too much! I’m telling you, you need to get rid of this anxiety. I can’t stand it anymore!”

Jake understood—correctly—that he was at a breaking point, but he misunderstood the reasons why. If I magically took away Jake’s anxiety, he believed he would be fine and would be able to engage with his work without a problem. To some extent he is correct: a lot of unpleasant emotions (anxiety, fear, sadness) will paralyze us and keep us stuck. But would Jake be better off if all of his anxiety disappeared? He would likely be able to focus more on work. But would he be concerned enough about his wife’s safety to remember to have the car’s brakes checked? Or would he have the motivation to put in extra hours to prepare for a big business pitch? Maybe not. Unpleasant emotions are like pain receptors, which are designed to alert us to things that could be harmful or dangerous, like touching a hot stove, and without them we would get burned. So, although painful, anxiety itself can be adaptive and signal something important to us.

Don’t Be Fooled by the Fever—Look for the Infection

Jake is not alone. In fact, everyone I have met in my career wants to get unstuck and live a fuller, healthier, and bolder life. Yet, in their attempts to get unstuck, I find that my clients are looking in the wrong places (just like I did before I knew the skills in this book). Often, clients want me to get rid of their anxiety, stress, burnout, sadness, fear, or hopelessness. However, while these emotions are painful, they are most often a symptom and not the root cause of our challenges.

Let me put this differently. Imagine that you developed a high fever, and to address it you took Tylenol. Would your fever come down? Very likely. But how long would it stay down? That would depend on what your body is fighting. If you have a mild cold, Tylenol would help and you might be all set after a few days. However, if you have a bacterial infection, Tylenol would bring the fever down yet not cure the infection. Instead, you might need a different class of medication, such as an antibiotic. The Tylenol would only address a symptom (fever) without curing the underlying problem (infection).

So, when Jake said to me, “Doctor Luana, I hear you’re the best, so you need to make this anxiety disappear,” I understood that he had a high fever in the form of anxiety, but I also knew from years of research and clinical care that his anxiety was likely not the root cause of his infection.

Anxiety is only one of the fevers that my clients report. Often, I also hear things like the following:


	“If I could just bring my stress down, I would be successful.”

	“It’s the burnout that’s killing me. I just need to be able to schedule things better to feel better.”

	“My boss is the real problem. If he just listened to me, I would not be so stuck.”

	“I can’t seem to do anything productive when I get home. All I want to do is watch TV or scroll through my phone.”

	“If my husband hadn’t lived at the office, our marriage would not have ended.”

	“My online shopping is out of control, but I can’t seem to stop. I’m scared to see my credit card statement.”



Stress, burnout, difficulty concentrating, marital distress, financial worry—these are real, painful experiences, but what is leading to these problems?

The question remains: What is the root cause of our infection? What I have learned throughout my life, clinical work, and research is that there is one common denominator that tends to get all of us stuck, and that is what I call psychological avoidance.

Our Enemy Has a Name: Meet Psychological Avoidance

Psychological avoidance is any response to a perceived threat that brings immediate emotional relief but comes with long-term negative consequences. For the sake of simplicity, I will refer to this concept as “avoidance” in this book (buckle up: you’re going to be seeing this term a lot in the pages ahead). Put simply, avoidance gives us fast but temporary relief from discomfort but keeps us stuck in the long run. Imagine that you had an internal thermometer that measures your discomfort in real time, reading from zero (cool, calm, and collected) to one hundred (feeling like you are about to explode from anxiety, fear, or stress). The hotter the temperature gets, the more you want to bring it down—the more you want to avoid. After all, who wants to feel uncomfortable?

Throughout my career, I have found it challenging for my clients to understand that avoidance is our figurative infection, because often discomfort itself (e.g., anxiety, stress, sadness, burnout) feels like the primary problem. Remove the discomfort and life would immediately get better—seems straightforward enough. Yet, the problem is not the discomfort itself but how we respond to that discomfort.

Psychological avoidance has a real long-term cost because it will always rob you of the chance to live a bold life and prevent you from reaching your goals. Once you start to avoid, you need to keep avoiding again and again to push away the discomfort that, like a villain in a horror movie, just won’t stop coming at you. By avoiding, we are teaching our brains that the only way we can manage challenging situations is by running away instead of facing them, which reinforces our need to avoid. We’ve all experienced discomfort before and will surely experience it again. Each time you avoid, you will feel a bit better, but feeling better and being better aren’t the same thing!

For Jake, it was what he did when he felt anxious that got him stuck, not the anxiety itself. Whenever his heart started to pound, he would get rid of his discomfort by avoiding (i.e., canceling meetings or grabbing a glass of wine). Each time he avoided, he felt some relief. His heartbeat returned to normal, and he could get on with his day.

Jake’s actions make sense: Who wants to walk around feeling like they are having a heart attack? But he was stuck in an endless cycle of avoidance—and avoidance is powerful because, by definition, it works! It does make you feel better really fast. In a way, avoidance is a bit of a drug because once you taste it and its effects, you can easily become hooked.

By the time I met Jake, he had found himself at a real crossroads, and many parts of his life were suffering. At work, Jake’s COO was frustrated that he was not present, did not engage, and seemed to be checked out, and—worst yet—that she was having to do the work for him. At home, Jake’s wife began to be concerned about his drinking, lack of exercise, and disengagement from the children. She urged him to seek help; otherwise, she was not going to stick around. Jake’s mother had gotten angry—not understanding his avoidance, she assumed he was not coming to family dinners because he was prioritizing work, which infuriated her. Over time, as it did with Jake, the infection of avoidance will contaminate all domains of our lives.

The Creative Ways We Avoid: The Discomfort of Dating

Dating can be a little scary (let’s be honest, it has scared all of us at one time or another), and as such it is a domain of our lives where avoidance often shows up. For me dating was painful because it hit my fear of “not being enough.” So what did I do? Yep: I avoided. For a while, I just didn’t go on dates, but then my friends intervened and created a dating profile for me on a popular online dating service. Although they were well intentioned, my avoidance was smarter than they were because I just never opened the app. Why look and discover what I knew all along: that no one wanted to go out with me? In the short term, not looking at the app made me feel better, but after months of avoidance it became clear to me that this was not a helpful way to behave if I ever wanted to have a family (which I desperately did). Thankfully, I have a lot of smart psychologist friends who encouraged me to overcome my avoidance (using the skills I will share with you in this book), and eventually I met my now-husband, David.

While my dating avoidance tactic may have been one of the more obvious ones, I have worked with a lot of clients who have had more nuanced ways to minimize their discomfort while dating. For example, Juan was afraid that no one would really love him and did just the opposite of what I did to minimize his discomfort. Instead of completely avoiding dating, he went on a million dates. But wait, how is that avoidance? Good question! Juan asked me the same thing when we started working together. Let’s dissect Juan’s dating patterns to understand whether or not his methods were indeed avoidance.

Juan enjoyed meeting new people, so he would schedule dates with a lot of interesting women. Because the dates were fun, Juan would schedule many in a row, sometimes even two on the same night. One result of his crowded dance card was that he often could not schedule a second date with a woman until weeks later, by which point the woman in question had often moved on. In essence, Juan only went on first dates—a lot of them. Yes, he was dating, but he was so terrified of rejection that he would only go on these first dates. In the aftermath of a date, he would feel momentarily better, but quickly his fears that no one would love him would return, and to feel better he would go on another date to try to ignore his fears. Although this avoidance tactic had worked for him in his twenties, by the time we met in his early thirties he still hadn’t maintained a long-term relationship, despite that being something he really wanted. He found himself stuck in the mud of avoidance.

Viviane had just come out, and she told me she was puzzled because she had gone on a lot of dates with other women, yet nothing seemed to stick. When I asked Viviane about these dates, she sheepishly told me that she went on dates only with women she didn’t find attractive. At first, I was puzzled. Isn’t attraction part of falling in love? Yes, she assured me, but she was terrified that her dates would not find her attractive, so instead of dating women to test her fears, she would purposely sabotage any chance for these dates to lead to anything more. In her mind, she was protecting herself from hurt by going on dates with women she was not attracted to. While this did lessen her discomfort around dating (momentarily), her avoidance tactic would inevitably result in either a relationship that was not satisfying to her or no relationship at all.

Juan, Viviane, and I were all stuck in avoidance, each one of us responding differently to our discomfort around dating. Although what each one of us did was different, why we were carrying out these actions was the same. We were all trying to minimize our anxiety. And we all paid the price: none of us got the stable, loving relationship we wanted.

Avoidance to You Isn’t Always Avoidance to Another

Now, if you’re trying to pinpoint the avoidance in your life, you might be questioning whether deleting your dating profile or filling your calendar with dates is avoidance. And it may be, but it also may not be. For example, Mira, a close friend of mine, is young and primarily focused on her career. She loves dating and often goes on amazing dates. In fact, she recently flew to Mexico with someone she had met only a few weeks before and had a great time. But Mira is very clear with the men she meets: her career comes first, and that is what she wants to focus on. Mira is not avoiding dating or being in a committed relationship; she has just decided to prioritize her work life. She often tells me this will change in her thirties, and while time will tell whether it does or not, at least currently it is clear to me that there is no long-term consequence associated with how she is engaging with her dating life.

Let me share with you another example that often plays out in my own home to illustrate how the same action can be avoidance for some but not others. As you learned, from an early age, I managed my stress, anxiety, and fear—especially in moments of high intensity—by eating cookies. For me, when I eat a cookie, I feel slightly better. So, the next time I am stressed, what do I want to do? You guessed it—eat cookies. If you have ever engaged in any emotional eating, you know what I am talking about: anxiety goes up, you start to feel distress, and certain foods come to the rescue.

But listen: if you are eating a cookie while reading this chapter, don’t worry. Eating a cookie is not always a form of psychological avoidance, as my husband David is fond of saying. If he could, David would have a cookie every hour on the hour, because he loves sweets. He’ll finish his dessert and our son’s any day of the week, and yet he never comes down to the kitchen to get a cookie when he is anxious or scared. Cookies for David are not a form of relief for his discomfort; they’re just something he loves.

I’m eating a cookie to feel better fast, while David is eating one just because it’s something he likes. Yet, eating for emotional comfort is not sufficient to define my behavior as avoidance. There is a second part to this equation that is essential: What is the price tag (or long-term consequence) of engaging in this behavior? For something to be considered avoidance, it must be associated with a long-term cost, something that keeps you stuck. For me, eating a cookie to numb my anxiety as a child and now as an adult has led to a lifelong battle with obesity—in fact, I am forty pounds overweight as I write this book. This has never been the case for David, who often fights to keep his weight up.

The reality is that all our avoidance tactics are unique to us, and regardless of how creative, interesting, or seemingly helpful they might be, they always keep us stuck. So, to be able to overcome avoidance, we must first learn what it looks like in ourselves. Think about a time in the past month when you felt uncomfortable. At that time, did you do anything to try to feel better fast? If so, did you:


	Reach for a drink?

	Pull the covers over your head?

	Use drugs?

	Make a lame excuse to stay home instead of going on that date?

	Refuse to speak in class?

	Pass on an opportunity to get a promotion to avoid giving a presentation?

	Walk away from your partner to avoid a difficult conversation?

	Delete a friend’s texts instead of responding?

	Let your email pile up because you were too overwhelmed?

	Pull out your phone and mindlessly scroll?

	Purchase something online?



Although our avoidance tactics might come easily to all of us, they are not without a cost.

The Prices We Pay

The prices we pay for avoiding are as unique as we are—relationships crumble, dreams are pushed aside, health declines, work performance dwindles. And, unfortunately, as I see with my clients, the prices are usually high. Meena, paralyzed by the fear of flying, turned down a promotion that would require her to fly regularly. Sawyer spent his entire life avoiding sadness by devoting hours to the latest health trend (ice baths, ultramarathons, intermittent fasting—you name it). Eventually, though, his quest to remove the sadness in his life left little room for a stable job or the deep relationships that he desperately wanted. Rogério, a high-powered executive, was on the verge of a “nervous breakdown” because he was working himself ragged just to avoid the thoughts that crept into his mind each time he slowed down: “I’m too slow,” “I won’t ever be successful,” “I am not enough.”

Across all these examples, we are each trying our best to minimize discomfort and anxiety, but these reactions have a real cost. The price we pay is what makes avoidance the real enemy that gets in the way of the life we want.

If Psychological Avoidance Is the Real Enemy, Why Do I Keep Avoiding?

Now, this is the part of the book where you expect me to tell you that all avoidance is inherently bad and to equip you with skills to get rid of it completely: nope. After all, there are many things in life that are helpful (and healthy) to avoid, such as hungry sharks, painfully loud noises, and poisonous snakes. In fact, avoidance is largely a result of our amazing evolutionary brain trying to protect us.

Our brains are complex machines that are comprised of many small regions. These regions communicate with one another through a system of networks.1 Signals within these networks are responsible for everything we do—eating, breathing, sleeping, remembering, dreaming, thinking, and moving our bodies. But above all, the networks in our brains are programmed to keep us safe, by detecting danger, predicting possible (especially negative) outcomes, and learning what does and does not work in various situations.2 Sounds like a pretty demanding list of responsibilities, right? And it is.

Since we are focusing on the emergence of our enemy—psychological avoidance—in the face of discomfort, let’s look specifically at emotion processing. Emotion processing is a complex mental action that involves many different stages and brain regions.3 The first stage is perception: when your brain senses the presence of a stimulus (potentially a dangerous one) in your environment. For example, the image of your surroundings captured by your eyes sends a signal to the back of the brain, a region called the occipital lobe, to be processed. Similarly, sounds entering your ear are sent to the temporal lobe. These sensory processing areas then send information to brain regions responsible for recognizing and responding to the environment.

One of the main regions responsible for responding to the environment is the amygdala (see figure 1). The amygdala sits deep in the middle of your brain and is heavily involved in emotion processing.4 The second you are face-to-face with a threat, like a poisonous snake, your amygdala jumps into action and sends signals throughout your body to protect you at all costs. Within milliseconds, and without a conscious thought, the amygdala sends signals that initiate a cascade of biological changes, which feels uncomfortable.

Your heart starts to beat fast to ensure you have enough blood circulating through your body to be able to act. Simultaneously, you begin to sweat, which brings your body temperature down but also makes your skin slippery, which would be helpful if you were fighting an agitated caveman who was attempting to grab you. Blood draws away from any organ that is not immediately necessary for survival. Blood also drains from your brain to your extremities, leaving many people feeling light-headed or tense. Your stomach will also shut down. After all, no need to digest food when you’re trying to do everything you can to survive a brawl with an enraged cave dweller. Unfortunately, you might end up with a stomachache, especially if you just ate, and others might even have diarrhea. Who said stress was fun? Your vision will narrow, focusing on the attacker coming toward you, and as a consequence of this narrowing vision, you might see some light spots.

Figure 1: Brain Regions Involved in Avoidance

[image: ]

All these biological changes are intended to increase your likelihood of survival by preparing you to respond: to “fight, flee, or freeze.” But they also require a massive amount of energy. So, to ensure that your emotional brain has plenty of energy to keep you alive, the brain tries to conserve energy by inhibiting all other functions it deems unnecessary at that point in time. And one of the brain regions that gets turned off (or at least somewhat offline) is the part called the prefrontal cortex. The prefrontal cortex is the control center of our brains for higher-order thinking, or what psychologists call executive functioning because it is the region of the brain responsible for decision-making, planning, and problem-solving.5 The prefrontal cortex is a pretty important part of the brain, so you might be wondering why—in a moment of crisis—it’s mostly offline. In a life-threatening scenario, calm and rational thinking is less useful than running away.

This primal brain response is very adaptive. For instance, imagine you’re crossing the street while texting a friend


	Stopping and musing aloud, “Oh, I see an ambulance is barreling straight toward me. Let’s see . . . is it traveling west or east? Hmm. Well, the sun is setting over there, so I guess they’re traveling in a sort of north-by-northeast direction. I wonder if the victim is okay. Gosh, I hope so. Maybe they had a heart attack. I hear those are common during daylight saving week. Boy, I really should make an appointment with a cardiologist.”


	Screaming, “HOLY S#%T!” while diving out of the way, headfirst, into a trash can.




Your Brain on False Alarms

































	Did your brain detect perceived danger in this situation?


	Before you responded, were you feeling uncomfortable?


	Once you reacted, did your discomfort go down fast?


	Is this pattern associated with a cost to you (i.e., a high price tag)?










Advance Praise for Bold Move

“A good read for anyone looking for tangible, science-driven strategies to help them overcome life’s challenges and live a life with purpose.”

—Kenneth Cole, founder of the Mental Health Coalition

“Running a fast-growing tech startup can create stress and anxiety, especially when having an underlying mental health issue. Luana has helped guide me on a path out of anxiety, and this book is an amazing companion on that journey.”

—Paul English, founder of Kayak.com and the Bipolar Social Club

“It’s hard to imagine a person who would not benefit from reading this honest and accessible book. Dr. Luana levels the playing field by speaking as both an expert in the field and as someone who has danced with suffering and learned to lead. Her attention to illustrating how CBT can lead to a more fulfilling and valued life across a broad range of human experiences is remarkable, as is her faith in the potential for change within all of us.”

—Corinne Cather, PhD, director of Massachusetts General Hospital Center of Excellence for Psychosocial and Systemic Research and associate professor of psychology at Harvard Medical School

“Dr. Luana has a unique talent for distilling evidence-based mental health interventions into everyday life lessons and valuable skills that any reader can apply to help achieve their personal goals.”

—Alex S. Keuroghlian, MD, MPH, associate professor of psychiatry at Harvard Medical School and director of the Division of Education and Training at The Fenway Institute

“Dr. Luana is a refreshing voice in personal growth, walking the journey of building a bold life with you. Her words encourage, her vulnerability inspires, and her cutting-edge tools work. Bold Move is a must read!”

—Jenni Schaefer, author of Goodbye Ed, Hello Me: Recover from Your Eating Disorder and Fall in Love with Life

“Dr. Luana takes evidenced-based approaches to reducing anxiety and makes them doable, palpable, and compelling to read. . . . I highly recommend this book to those who suffer from anxiety and/or are avoiding what they know they need to do.”

—Steven A. Safren, PhD, ABPP, professor of psychology, University of Miami

“Dr. Luana [invites] us to . . . become our best selves through mobilizing courage, developing (and tolerating) introspection, mastering new skills, and grounding these in deliberative, active alignment with our core values. Her voice is personal, engaging, and seemingly casual, as she brilliantly interweaves science with clinical expertise. . . . This is a remarkable book.”

—Derri Shtasel, MD, MPH, associate professor, Harvard Medical School

“Dr. Luana’s memorable analogies, real-life examples, visuals, and prompts make building new habits totally attainable (and fun!). As someone who struggles with anxiety and works adjacent to the mental health industry, I would highly recommend Bold Move to anyone seeking a better understanding of their emotions . . . as well as any mental health professionals . . . an insightful, witty, and resonant read!”

—Delanie Fischer, cohost of the Self-Helpless podcast and business consultant for mental health professionals

“Reading Bold Move is like having a conversation with your smartest, most relatable friend—who also happens to be an Ivy League clinical psychologist. Dr. Luana shares practical, relatable tools, backed by science, that will move you toward the life you want to live.”

—Torrey A. Creed, PhD, associate professor of psychology in psychiatry, Perelman School of Medicine, University of Pennsylvania
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