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Introduction


‘Being successful is one thing, sustaining it over time is altogether much, much harder.’

Martin Tyler, legendary English football commentator



What if you got what you wanted, but it cost you more than you thought?

In the last 20 years of studying hard-working professionals, I have noticed that many people follow a similar path.

Early in life, they develop a strong work ethic and a formula for succeeding (work hard, always say ‘yes’, never fail, push through no matter what). Some learned this from their parents, while others learned it from their schools or early workplaces.

The more they follow the formula, the more they succeed. It helps them gain admission to a good college or university, achieve good grades and ultimately secure a position at a reputable company.

In the workplace, they discover that people around them are also following this formula. The more they do this, the more they are recognised and rewarded. And the reward is more: more promotions, more money, more recognition from bosses and peers.

It feels good, life is on track. But on the other side of the coin, there are more hard things to deal with: more work, more time at the office, more people and stakeholders to manage, more interruptions, emails, meetings, more pressure and stress.

And it isn’t just more work. Life is getting bigger as well. People get married, have children, take out mortgages, face divorces, care for aging parents and encounter health challenges. Life is different, but what hasn’t changed is the formula: work hard, say yes, never fail.

Life is bursting at the seams. So, how should one respond to the increasing demands from all directions? The answer we saw in nearly everyone we studied was ‘work harder’. Start earlier, finish later, stop taking breaks, exercise less and forget about hobbies. Try to keep up with the pace.

But the challenge many discover is that the faster you work, the quicker the work comes. As one surgeon said to me, ‘I felt like I was on a rollercoaster and I couldn’t get off.’

Many people had arrived at a new stage – unsustainable high performance. They could still get the job done, but something had to be sacrificed. And what they sacrificed was their personal time, wellbeing and health.

For many people, the behaviours and beliefs that made them successful at the start of their career were the same ones that burned them out later.

These people were facing the ‘achiever’s dilemma’. They were presented with two paths:

Path 1: Keep performing at a high level and sacrifice your wellbeing and personal life.

Path 2: Decrease your performance levels to save your personal life and wellbeing.

So the choice boils down to success or wellbeing.

The obvious answer might be to do both. But how? Recent studies show that it is not easy to do. According to Gallup:


	•76% of employees feel burned out at least sometimes; 28% feel burned out ‘very often’ or ‘always’.

	•Only 33% of employees globally say they are thriving in life; 58% are struggling.

	•Gallup’s latest global workplace report estimates that lost productivity from falling engagement cost the world economy approximately $438 billion.



Some people chose the first path. They pushed themselves to perform in unsustainable ways. It worked for a while until the stress and burnout caught up with them and they needed to take an extended break.

Others said, ‘Screw that; work is not worth it.’ They took path two and worked more conservatively, aiming lower and earning less. They put in less and got less from their work lives.

Still others bounced between the two paths. Overexertion followed by conservation.

Yet, over the past five years studying people in workplaces, we found a small percentage who chose an alternative path. They found a way to increase both their career success and their wellbeing simultaneously. These included Fortune 500 CEOs, doctors, business owners and front-line staff. Through deep reflection, experimentation and innovation, they found the path less travelled.

We call these people ‘the thrivers’. They have grappled with the achiever’s dilemma and found a way to keep performing at high levels sustainably. They could maintain their way of working for another three, 10 or 30 years.

None of them was born with this knowledge. They all learned to do this over the course of their careers, often because they realised that they couldn’t keep working in the ways they had previously been working. It was too painful and unhealthy. They answered the following questions for themselves:


	•How do you handle huge workloads without getting overwhelmed?

	•How do you deal with uncertainty, changes and high stakes without getting stressed?

	•How do you turn your work brain off and relax in the evenings?

	•How do you have both a successful work life and a fulfilling personal life?

	•How do you care about work, yet keep it in perspective?



In this book, I’ll share what I’ve learned over the last two decades of working in some of the world’s top organisations, plus the insights our team gathered in the Thrivers Study over the past five years, and help you turn these insights into actionable techniques you can use yourself. We’ll then examine what teams and organisations can do to create conditions that make it easier for their people to perform sustainably.

This won’t be a book focused on theory. We have tested these ideas with individuals, teams and organisations around the world to see what works, what is practical for busy people and what seems like a great idea but will never work in the modern workplace.

Ready to learn more? Let’s go.








Part One The Path to Avoid








Chapter 1 The Challenge of the Modern Workplace


‘The modern world has normalised dysfunction. Most people today are living in a chronically overstimulated, under-recovered state. Burnout is the new baseline. Stimulants are treated as solutions. We’ve engineered lifestyles that erode the very systems we need to thrive.’

Phil Learney, Human Performance Scientist and Wellness Consultant



In one generation, the workplace and our way of living have undergone significant changes. When I was growing up, my father would wake each morning, walk outside to the gate and get the newspaper. He would read the paper over breakfast and then drive to work. When he entered the reception, there was a board on the wall. He would put a peg into one of the holes on this board to indicate whether he was in or out of the office. When he left for lunch or a meeting during the day, he would pull the peg out to indicate he wasn’t around. Someone might ask where Trevor was, and the receptionist would say, ‘He’s out, you’ll need to wait until he gets back.’ Which they did. What option did they have? There were no cell phones or emails back then.

During the day, he would have some meetings and work on documents at his desk. At 5 p.m., he’d finish the day and drive home. In the evenings, he played tennis, played the guitar while smoking his pipe, or tinkered with projects in the garage. There was no work, no laptop and no phone. The work–home boundary was clear, he didn’t need to enforce it. There was no other option.

When I wake up, I check my phone, look at my Garmin watch stats and check my Oura ring sleep data. I then look at my work and personal emails and tell myself (again) that I shouldn’t be on my phone in bed. I go downstairs and read the same newspaper my father did, but I don’t walk out to the gate. I just open my laptop.

My early mornings are full of virtual meetings with people in the US time zone. When the US finishes its workday, my sessions with people in the New Zealand and Australian time zones begin. When they finish for the day, my meetings with people in the UK and Europe start up. With my global client base, I have requests for meetings spread over 24 hours a day. If my body can sustain it, I could never stop working.

All my interactions are with tiny faces on my screen. I check my email, WhatsApp, calendar and the Task list app every few minutes.

While eating lunch at my desk, I read the New York Times, the Wall Street Journal and the New Zealand newspapers.

If nothing happens, my brain feels bored, so I check the US stock exchange and New Zealand dollar exchange rates. I see no one face-to-face all day, but I feel exhausted from interacting with people. I expend virtually no physical energy yet feel physically fatigued. What is happening to me?

In one generation, our work world has completely transformed. We have hooked our brains up to a diet of high-fructose, attention-grabbing corn syrup, and we gorge on information, stimulation and temptation. Our collective minds and bodies are starting to experience bloating and ill health.

The solution seems straightforward: put the phone down, switch off your computer, practise yoga and meditate. But it’s not that simple. We rely on these technologies to do our jobs. And we need these jobs to live our lives and feed our families.

So, how can we live in this new, hyper-stimulating world without overworking, overconsuming and burning ourselves out? And how do we tell our kids to put down their phones when we can’t do that ourselves?

In this book, I’ll share how best to handle this always-on world; but first, I should tell you about how I came to be so fascinated with these challenges and how best to deal with them.


You can’t avoid life’s challenges

I first became interested in how we cope with tough events in my twenties, when I was playing rugby professionally in Japan. On the day of the final game of the season, I woke up with a throbbing headache.

Our big boss from Tokyo had come down to watch, so I knew I needed to play the game, but the pain would not go away. When the game began and I started to run, I felt like my head was going to explode. I played through the pain for about 30 minutes, but eventually I just had to walk off the field. I had no injury; I just couldn’t see straight. It was embarrassing.

Since it was the last game of the season, I flew back to New Zealand. My mother picked me up at the airport and told me that I did not look well. She took me to the hospital, where they ran a series of tests over several days. Eventually, they said that they wanted to operate. When they did, they found three big cancerous tumours in my abdomen. I’d been slowly leaking blood, which was the cause of the headaches – I was anaemic. They did a five-hour operation to remove the tumours, but also had to remove my stomach, my spleen and part of my pancreas.

When I woke up, I was in agony. It took me about three months to recover, and I couldn’t eat. I lost about 30 kg. Eventually, I recovered enough to leave the hospital, and I decided that I wanted my old life back again. So I went back to Japan, signed another contract and did everything the same way. One year later, I met with my oncologist, who told me the cancer had come back. It had now spread to my liver. There was no treatment for my type of cancer.

They looked around the world and eventually found a new procedure called radiofrequency ablation. They could put a needle into the tumours and zap them. This would work temporarily, they said, but it was not a cure. They would likely grow back. I was told to go out and live my life.

That was easier said than done.

I spent all my time thinking, ‘What if it comes back? What if I don’t live till I’m thirty? Why did I get cancer so young?’ I was so stressed. I was a mess. I wasn’t sleeping well, and I found it hard to focus on anything other than my health. The weight of my situation was grinding me down mentally and physically. I knew I needed a different approach, but I didn’t know what to do.

One day, I was driving through a small country town and decided to stop for a coffee. While waiting for my drink, I picked up a small community newspaper and read an article that changed my life. It was about a British neuroscience researcher, Dr Derek Roger. For 30 years, he and his team at the University of York had been studying the question, ‘Why is it that when two people face the same situation in life, one might get stressed out and the other one remains resilient?’ I read the article and realised that everything he was saying about stressed people described me.

I got in touch with him as he had recently moved to New Zealand. We met in a café in Christchurch and, for two hours, he told me everything he and his team had learned over the last 30 years. More importantly, he advised me on how to address my situation. He said that he couldn’t cure the cancer, but he knew what to do about the stress. I followed his instructions, and something incredible happened. My stress began to dissipate.

It was slow at first. But the more I did what he told me, the more it started to dissolve. It went from 10 out of 10 on the stress assessment he gave me, down to 0 out of 10, which is where it is now. It was life-changing.

But the story didn’t end there. Three years later, the cancer came back again in my liver. But this time, there was no stress. The event was the same, but the stress was gone.

Additionally, the cancer exhibited different behaviour. Initially, the tumours grew and spread, but their growth eventually slowed. I would have scans every three months, but the tumours weren’t growing much, so we moved to every six months and then every 12 months. I’ve had those tumours in my liver for 20 years now, but not the stress.



Origins of the research project

My cancer experience and the ‘neuroscience in action’ tools I learned from Derek Roger were transformative. It made me less stressed, more resilient and happier. But I was also impressed by what Roger had done. He had spent years examining a challenging problem that many people faced – stress – and developed a solution that was both proven and practical. I learned that complex issues often did have solutions, but it took someone dedicating years of research to truly understand the problem and distil the solutions down to their essence.

Derek’s example inspired me because I was also asking myself what I wanted to do next in my life. The third cancer diagnosis had convinced me that my life could be short, so I didn’t want to waste what time I had. I had to make the most of it. I decided to strive for the most positive impact I could have on as many people as possible. And the place where I saw the most people together was in organisations.

At 27, I wrapped up my rugby career and moved into the field of leadership and team development. I pursued a master’s degree at Harvard to deepen my understanding of psychology and human development. Then I worked at the Centre for Creative Leadership, one of the world’s premier leadership development organisations. For 15 years, I ran Derek Roger’s stress and resilience workshops for employees across the globe and saw the impact it made when people had the right tools and solutions to address their problems. Then, after COVID hit, I noticed that people faced an additional challenge.

They weren’t just stressed; they were also exhausted. They had been working so hard for so long without recharging properly, and many felt physically and emotionally spent.

One CEO told me, ‘I quite enjoy a crisis, I’ve been through several big ones in my career. However, they usually only last a few months. But this crisis had been going on for 18 months.’

As employees became more exhausted and burned out, companies responded. They implemented wellbeing programmes and offered new apps, resources and toolkits. Workshops emphasised the benefits of self-care, promoting healthy practices such as nutrition, sleep and mindfulness. The workshops were great. The problem was that once the workshops finished, everyone had to return to work. And back in the real world, the focus was not on wellbeing but on performance and delivery. The messages that people were getting from the workshops and their managers conflicted.

Training programmes on wellbeing are helpful but limited. Most people spend an average of 20 hours a year in formal development programmes. They then spend 2,000 hours having on-the-job experiences. It is on the job where much of the stress and challenges are.

We need to address the way we are working.

Of course, the solution to lowering stress and avoiding burnout is very simple: stop working. The problem for most people is that it is not an option. They have rent or mortgage payments to make and families to feed. Additionally, many people really like their work. They want to keep performing, striving and growing. They just don’t want to feel so stressed and out of balance.

So, the real question was not how to pull back and attain wellbeing. The question was how to stay in the game and continue performing, but do so in a healthy and sustainable manner.

Five years ago, I decided to try and find an answer to this question. I gathered a team from around the world to explore sustainable performance. We had people from business, academia, healthcare and professional sport. Our focus was not academic; the goal was not to publish scholarly articles. We were focused on understanding the practical challenges of operating in the modern-day workplace and society, and what you could do about them. We sought to develop practical and proven solutions. We called it the Thrivers Study.

We began by interviewing individuals who needed to perform and continually improve in high-pressure environments. They told us the stories of their work and life. We interviewed businesspeople, surgeons, Navy SEALS, strategy consultants, tech leaders, yoga instructors, Fortune 500 CEOs, and CIA and FBI agents. We tried to go as wide as possible. One of the team members had a connection to the priesthood, so we thought, ‘Why not?’ and interviewed priests.

We conducted interviews, then focus groups with hundreds of people. We assessed more than 1,000 people to examine quantitative measures of how people’s work experiences impact their wellbeing, motivation, performance and growth.

In this book, I’ll share what we learned. Importantly, we will focus on solutions you can use. While many books help you understand the problem, they don’t always tell you what to do to solve it. This book will focus 20% on understanding the problem and 80% on solutions for addressing it. In particular, I will share the 10 essential habits we discovered that help people perform at high levels without stressing themselves out.

In the stories that follow, I think you’ll find much that resonates because many people in society are following similar paths. Based on our interviews, I’ll show you where those paths lead. I’ll also show you how you can take a different path and have a successful career without sacrificing your wellbeing or personal life.









Chapter 2 What Causes Burnout? The Physiology of Stress

The question of what causes stress and burnout in the workplace is one that many people have opinions about.

One point of view is that burnout is caused by organisational conditions, including a lack of support, autonomy and resources, as well as a toxic culture. That sounds right, except for a small problem. A significant number of people we studied worked for themselves. They were self-employed or sole practitioners. There was no toxic culture, no bullying, no lack of autonomy and no unfair policies. It was just them and their laptop. Many were successful, earning good money, but their work methods were driving them to exhaustion. No one was telling them to work like that. They were doing it to themselves.

And when we looked at organisations, we saw teams where people had the same roles, the same boss and the same workload. While one person might get stressed and overwhelmed, the person beside them was fine.

It can’t all be organisational conditions.

In contrast, you can swing the other way and say it is all to do with the individual; they just need to be more mindful, practise better self-care and set boundaries. However, some workplaces or bosses truly are toxic, and they put everyone under a lot of unhealthy and unnecessary pressure.

When we interviewed people who had burned out, we heard that it often came down to a combination of individual and organisational factors, all happening at the same time.

These were the most common causes we heard (each X represents someone we interviewed where this factor was present):








	Individual-level causes

	Number of interviewees




	Beliefs that create an extreme work ethic, such as:

‘I will prove my worth through work’

‘I can do this on my own’

‘I must endure, no matter what’

‘I will not show weakness’

‘I must get out of poverty’

‘I will work like Mum/Dad did (endlessly)’

	XXXXX XXXXX XXXXX XXXXX XXXXX XXX




	Values misaligned with organisation or role

	XXXXX XXXXX XXXXX XXX




	Lack of recovery/can’t switch off/no hobbies

	XXXXX XXXXX XXXXX XXX




	Identity fused with work

	XXXXX XXXXX




	Lack of boundaries

	XXXXX XXX




	High anxiety/rumination about work

	XXXXX XX




	Feeling of deep responsibility

	XXXXX X




	Applies maximum effort on all tasks

	XXXXX




	Perfectionism

	XXXX




	Putting self last

	XXX




	Personal issue – family, health, money

	X






Nadia Lim, a bestselling author, chef and television personality, shared how the beliefs she picked up early in life drove her work ethic to the point where she collapsed on the kitchen floor from exhaustion.

She told the New Zealand Herald, ‘I always kind of thought, “I can never rest, I’ve got to keep going, I’ve got to keep going, I’ve got to keep going.” But that was a bit silly, really; everyone deserves a break.’

A big part of that mindset is inherited from her father, she now realises. Lim’s father grew up in Malaysia in poverty and wouldn’t allow his children to leave a scrap of food on their plates as it reminded him of what his mother went through during the rice famine in China.

‘He tells us stories of having to share one can of beans between 10 of them,’ Lim said.

‘He was a very hard worker and did really well at school, and that was how he got out of poverty. He managed to get a scholarship to come to New Zealand and study engineering.

‘But to make that happen, he had to work so hard; he was working several jobs while at university to get through.

‘So that work ethic has always been drilled into me from a very young age, same as my brother and sister, and I think there was this belief that you have to earn your rest; that you need to work and work and keep going to prove that you deserve a rest.’

The beliefs we pick up early in life can be both a strength – they drive us to succeed – and a burden – when overdone, they can burn us out. Individual factors clearly play a part in burnout, but they are not the full story. In our interviews, we heard that an organisation’s conditions can put enormous strain on people. Here are the most common factors we observed at the organisational level:








	Organisational-level causes

	Frequency in interviews




	Poor management, ranging from an unsupportive boss to bullying

	XXXXX XXXXX XXXXX XXXX




	Unrealistic workload

	XXXXX XXXXX XX




	Toxic culture, bullying colleagues

	XXXXX XXXXX




	Lack of resources

	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	







	1.A high workload, plus the belief that ‘I must endure’, plus not being able to switch off equals burnout.

	2.High anxiety about work, plus perfectionism, plus an unsupportive boss equals burnout.

	3.Lack of boundaries, plus giving 100% effort at all times, plus lack of resources equals burnout.







There are no perfect workplaces









The physiology of work








ON system




The Sympathetic Nervous System, SNS (the rapid provider)




The Hypothalamic–Pituitary–Adrenal, HPA, axis (the sustained provider)






OFF system











	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	







The challenge of the modern workplace








Redlining your engine











	1.Inflammation throughout the body

	2.Disrupted sleep

	3.Suppressed immune function

	4.Depleted energy stores

	5.Burnout
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