

INTRODUCTION

CLICK

“Come on, thamby,” Mum says. “It won’t be long, and we are going where we will be safe from the fighting.”

Safe. It is the word that everyone uses, all the time, to explain everything. When our dog Veera wanted to come with us, I had to tell him no. But he wouldn’t listen because he knew we were going. The last time I saw him, he was cowering, tail down and whimpering. Mum had to close the door because I couldn’t.

“We won’t be safe if he comes, thamby,” she had said, wiping away my tears.

When I hugged my grandmother, she whispered in my ear, “This is my home and my country, and not all the stupid fighting sons and nephews and grandsons in the world will take me away from it. Remember that.”

“I’m not fighting,” I said, pulling away, stung by her inclusion of “grandsons.” “And I never will.”

She laughed then and pinched my cheek, but not hard. “You will not have to, because you are going where it is safe.”

Safe. We had to leave our home at night, so we would be safe. We had to go across the smelly mudflats to another house that was more safe. We had to leave town—maybe even the country—to go where it was safe. Daddy would go on ahead to make sure it was safe. We had to leave Veera behind, so we would be safe.

There were all these rules for being safe. And only the grown-ups knew them. And they kept changing them all the time. Being safe was slow and boring and meant lots of waiting. Until being safe suddenly happened very fast and was painful and scary. And then being safe was back to slow and boring.

Behind us, a young man jumps up and shouts, “Katamarang!”

I and the dozens of others waiting turn to the lagoon to see the barge approaching in the distance. Everyone is getting up excitedly. The barge chugs toward us, puffing smoke. As it gets closer to the dock, the mixture of steam and petrol in the air smells beautiful and free to me. The dockman starts pulling out the boarding planks.

“Stay all where you are,” a voice barks through a loudspeaker in English. Four soldiers in a jeep screech to a halt by the dock. Two of the soldiers get out of the jeep with rifles. They start moving through the crowd, searching people.

The soldiers pass by us and look in our bags. I can smell cigarettes on them, foul and nasty. I want to shout out, or punch out, or jump up, or run. Things are happening fast again. I want to outpace them. My mum puts an arm over me and breathes quiet words as the soldiers move past us.

“Be still, thamby. Look down. Remember where we are. Don’t give them any reason.”

I heard about where we were on one of my last days at school. Many people had been shot dead on the lagoon. Boats full of dead bodies—men, women, and children—and soldiers pushing them into the water with their feet. As I look down at the surface of the water, I imagine their faces looking up at me.

The barge has a slow, gentle rise and fall, up and down with the swell of the lagoon, like it is a breathing animal. I copy it with my own breathing, like I used to with Veera, and it makes me calm.

As we file on, the soldiers stand, rifles in hand, watching us board. I don’t look back at the people who are not allowed on as we cross the boarding planks. I don’t think about them.

Then, once the last ones are on, the soldiers also get on the barge. The passengers—my family too—move like sheep being herded: all at once, to get as far away as possible from the soldiers and their weapons. When the barge starts moving, the two soldiers stand opposite us, taking up an entire half, while we are all jammed into the other half. Like Veera, cowering.

The soldiers start to smoke cigarettes. Even their lighters look scary. I had heard those stories too; about what soldiers did with lighters. But as they smoke, I’m watching their cigarettes wobble, and I realize their hands are shaking. They are scared too. Despite the guns, they are scared.

Something in me goes click. I think: “Mum is scared. The people with us are all scared. The soldiers are scared. But I don’t have to be scared. And if I’m not scared, neither should anyone else be. We can all feel safe.”

I shake my mother’s arms off and start to walk over to the soldiers from our hemmed-in group. My mum lets out a strange, terrified whisper-scream. Others in the group call me back. But I don’t look back. I carry on, putting one foot in front of the other. The soldiers suddenly look up from their talking and smoking, startled to see me so close.

“Can I see your gun?”

They stare at me. I ask again, pointing. And they start to laugh.

“I have a nephew your age,” one says.

“I’m eight,” I say.

“My nephew is nine now,” he replies. “I haven’t seen him in …” He trails off and smiles at me.

“Am I taller than your nephew?” I ask.

“Yes,” he says, “you are very tall.”

The younger soldier is about to light another cigarette, and the one talking to me says, “Not in front of the boy.”

They look at each other and both start to laugh again. One of them reaches out and ruffles my hair. We carry on talking. Behind me I hear more talk and laughter. I look back and all I can see is my mum smiling and crying at the same time.

Everyone relaxes when they see me having fun with the soldiers. Passengers move around, talking to one another. The barge becomes more sociable, relaxed. When we all disembark, the soldiers wave goodbye to me and my family, and we carry on with our journey to safety.

I’m well aware that this experience could have gone very differently. Many accounts of the brutality of the civil war in Sri Lanka—at that time, in that location, on those vessels—attest to how fortunate we were. And I’m not for a moment suggesting that I was somehow responsible for changing the course of events. My experiences in conflict zones since then have taught me that a single moment of empathy is seldom enough to change the orders or intentions of warring parties bent on violence.

But my childhood experience does pose several questions, and as I will show in the pages ahead, they lead to one I have explored in many different ways throughout my life: Why did I break free from my mother’s “safe” arms? Why did I ignore the pleas to come back? What compelled me to walk up to an armed soldier and ask to see his gun?

What actually happened in that moment, in that click?

THE INVERTED U

I have learned that click moments such as the one I experienced can be found in all situations—from pilots landing downed aircraft to commuters navigating disruptive incidents to children play-fighting. Every single one of us will be able to identify click moments of our own.

Take work, just by way of illustration. If I asked you to think about times when you have experienced overt pressure in your job, you are likely to groan and think of some or all of the following: overbearing bosses, demanding clients, ineffective or insensitive colleagues, apathetic junior staff, grumbling partners, and impossibly slow suppliers.

Imagine I then asked, when has pressure been useful at work? I bet we will all remember some bright spots. Perhaps having to work on a thorny problem, late at night, and suddenly reaching a breakthrough idea that made sense of the whole project. Maybe you had a group of colleagues whose differences in perspective initially triggered frustration and anger, but then you found an unexpected form of words that made everyone shift into mutual respect, and a memorable working partnership resulted. Once you start, you will be able to identify many examples in your working life where pressure had an upside and the click moments that got you there.

In fact, there is a wealth of research on the subject of when stress and pressure might be good for performance. Examples cover the full spectrum of human experience. From gymnasts in China to interior designers in Germany; from airport staff in Ghana to soldiers in the US; from market traders in Uganda to clinicians in the UK. These real-world observational studies, spearheaded by psychologists, anthropologists, and management scholars, have been reinforced by many hundreds of lab-based experimental assessments. “When is stress useful?” has been one of the most significant questions in individual and group psychology in recent years. It has been asked so many times, in so many settings, that in seeking a rigorous and credible answer I have been able to collect evidence covering the work of thousands of individuals and teams from around the world.

Now think back to those unproductive work stresses. Most likely you will remember feeling under threat, resorting to risk-averse and rigid thinking, being demotivated and losing your sense of purpose. The more stress you face, the worse these things get. At their very worst, as many of us have learned first-hand, these experiences can diminish our healthy functioning, and not only at work. Even before COVID-19, workplace stress was seen as being at near-epidemic levels. In the UK alone, over fifteen million working days were lost due to stress in 2018.

But this is only part of the story. It is equally well understood that with too little stress and pressure, we become disengaged, demotivated, and unfulfilled. The Midlife in the United States investigation, a nationally representative study that has been running since 1995, measures psychological and social factors that influence health. One of the most fascinating workplace-related findings was that the lack of stimulation in work has a long-term cognitive effect on employees. This may seem counterintuitive: we assume that as we grow older we should challenge ourselves less. Many of us naturally seek out less complex and stressful tasks and occupations as a means of protecting our state of mind and general well-being. But in fact the opposite happens: the lack of stimulation and productive stress actually diminishes our mental and biological well-being and lowers our peak performance.

Psychologists have been investigating the effects of both too much and too little stress for well over a century. In 1908, Harvard psychologists Robert Yerkes and John Dodson designed an experiment that tested the positive and negative effects of stress on performance. Today their work is referred to as the Yerkes-Dodson law, represented by the inverted U curve shown on the following page.
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The Midlife study found this relationship to hold true across all participants: if we put ourselves in positions where we continually have to learn new skills and take on new challenges, this results in stronger cognitive performance—and this becomes especially marked as we get older. The same results have been reinforced by thousands of neuroscientific studies of so-called “super agers,” who perform mentally and physically at levels comparable to people half their age: the secret trick is to regularly push yourself beyond your comfort zones both physically and mentally.

This is very clear evidence that pressure and stress can be vital for our well-being. The same phenomenon has been identified in many professions—fighter pilots, engineers, medical staff, police officers—and in many day-to-day activities—playing sports, speaking in public, even participating in weight-management programs.

Thanks to its ubiquity, the inverted U has become popularized, developed, built upon, and used extensively in neuroscience, psychology, and medicine.

The right-hand side of the curve represents the negative effects of stress. When we experience too much stress, we are overloaded. We feel it’s hard to organize our thoughts and gain control of the situation. We can just feel like shutting down and escaping the source of stress. This is an entirely natural response. The process is what brain scientists call downshifting: the protective neurological dampening that occurs when you’re under threat, moving your thinking from the cognitive, reflective, creative parts of your brain to the more primeval areas geared toward survival.

By contrast, on the left-hand side, we experience boredom, apathy, and lack of motivation. This is not where we shut down, but rather where we switch off; we stop learning and growing. In fact, if we experience too much “underload” as babies, it can affect our cognitive performance for the rest of our lives.

In between the two is the sweet spot where we experience what psychologists have called eustress.

We start to move toward this sweet spot when we switch from perceiving a stressful situation as a challenge rather than a threat. This is where we start to move from the left- or right-hand below-par-performance sides into the peak-performance zone. We click into being at the top of our game: into Upshifting.

MENTALITY, ORIGINALITY, PURPOSE

When we experience a click moment, our brains move into a higher cognitive process, and we are able to come up with novel ideas, associations, relationships, and solutions.

You might say, “Aha, necessity is the mother of invention!” While this is indeed part of the story of Upshifting, it is an imperfect and often misleading aphorism. Evidence and experience suggests that most of the time, the pressure of necessity actually leads us to convention, not invention. When we are under pressure, most of us gravitate toward the safe, the tried and tested. A more accurate (and less aphoristic) statement would be “necessity—under certain conditions, and with essential ingredients—can lead to invention.”

Upshift is an exploration of how we can turn pressure into performance and crisis into creativity. In this book, we’re going to go around the world and find out about people in every walk of life and how they have reached and capitalized on the Upshift sweet spot.

We will learn that there is an underlying pattern to how all of these people have converted necessity to invention—how they have dealt with and harnessed pressure and stress and how they have responded to crises through creativity.

Necessity does indeed provide the stimulus, the catalyst for the click. But I have found that capitalizing on necessity requires three essential ingredients. When we have them all, we Upshift.

These same three things apply to parents managing weekly budgets, office workers navigating workplace stresses, and disaster responders working in war zones. I have even used them to better understand my actions as an eight-year-old boy on that barge.

If you think back to your own experiences of productive stress at work, you probably remember having the sudden feeling that the pressure could perhaps be capitalized upon, that it was a challenge and not a threat.

In my memory, it was the shaking of the cigarettes held by the soldiers that made me realize that although they were different from us (soldiers, armed, in charge), they were also like us because they were scared.

It was the wobbly cigarettes that made me click from the mentality of facing a distressing threat to facing a stimulating challenge. As we will see, when a threat is reappraised as a challenge, we reevaluate the whole situation and its limitations, and the possibilities that might unfold.

In this way, click moments open the cognitive and emotional door to Upshifting. But we still have to walk through. This means harnessing the originality of ideas and approaches that emerge under pressure and stress.

That soldier didn’t get on the barge thinking he would engage with one of the displaced civilians—and a child, at that. On one level, it was an innocent interaction that belonged to a prewar era. At a certain point during our conversation, we all started to see our situation from a different perspective, the possibility of being people being together, being safe. The situation had changed into something utterly unexpected.

Finally, the Upshift of pressure into performance, of crisis into creativity, depends on a shared sense of purpose.

The soldiers and I could not have been more different. They had orders, were on the front line of a civil war, and were trained and experienced. I was young, a member of the opposing ethnic group, innocent. The soldier’s own nephew bonded us. A similar age, a similar height, and—although I have no way of knowing this—perhaps a similar cheekiness.

Looking back, the moment when he stopped his companion from smoking in front of me was the first step to a sense of shared purpose: the recognition that my safety mattered. How we then talked and laughed together, a process of developing a feeling of mutual safety between us, which then spread to everyone else on the barge.

These are the three ingredients of what I now understand as Upshift: mentality, originality, and purpose.

As a child, I believe I Upshifted several times, and those occasions are among my most intense memories of growing up. Most are ordinary examples: teaching myself to ride a bicycle because of absent adults, or overcoming my older brothers’ unkind school bullies. But the episode on the barge stands out. Among my childhood memories, it is one of the few where I can remember exactly what I thought and how it felt: an extended experience not viewed through a vague mist, but captured and crisply delineated.

My childhood experience of living through and fleeing from the Sri Lankan conflict has loomed over and shaped some of my most important life decisions. In my early twenties, on a journey across India with one of my best friends, I met Sri Lankan refugees who had left at the same time my family did almost two decades previously, but were still living in a tin-hut slum on the edge of Chennai. It made me realize how lucky we were, despite all the troubles we had experienced as a family fleeing from war in a foreign country.

I spent days in a V-shaped depression before coming to the realization that I had to try to help people who were suffering from the same kinds of situations my family had managed to escape—albeit not unscathed. Within three years, my professional life became reoriented to work on conflicts and disasters.

I have now spent two decades working with and advising organizations like the Red Cross, the United Nations, and Doctors Without Borders (Médicins Sans Frontièrs). I have worked to bring innovation and creativity into the international responses to extreme events.

This has led me to many corners of the world where tragedy has struck: tsunamis in the Indian Ocean and Japan; earthquakes in Pakistan, Haiti, and Nepal; cyclones in Bangladesh and Myanmar; floods in Indonesia; conflicts in Gaza, Sudan, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Afghanistan, Syria, and Ukraine; epidemics in Haiti and West Africa; and the ongoing coronavirus pandemic.

What I have learned—like many others working in crisis response—is that extreme events stretch the boundaries of what is possible. They create huge losses and unspeakable heartbreaks, it goes without saying. But amid devastation and destruction, time and again, I saw many different kinds of people demonstrate the mentality, the originality, and the purpose that meant they could do more, save more, and restore more. In writing this book, I moved beyond crisis response to examine other contexts—from the military to space travel, from sports to arts. And I have seen the same ingredients—and click moments—in every area of human endeavor.

Which brings me to one of the most renowned examples of Upshifting in recent years.

CAPTAIN SULLY’S CLICK MOMENT

At 1524 Eastern Time on January 15, 2009, the tower controller at New York’s LaGuardia Airport cleared US Airways Flight 1549 for takeoff from runway 4. The plane, an Airbus A320 captained by Chesley “Sully” Sullenberger, took off to the northeast. After about two minutes, at around 3,200 feet, First Officer Jeff Skiles noticed a large formation of birds in the skies to his right.

At 1527, the radar showed the flight being struck by what turned out to be a flock of wild geese. In the cockpit, the windscreen turned dark brown and loud crashes reverberated through the aircraft.

What follows is a simplified extract from the transcript of the cockpit recorder of the sixty seconds that followed the impact, including my own interpretation of when Sully had his click moment. The plane’s call sign is Cactus 1549 (the variations on this—1529, 1539—were errors made by those speaking).


TRAFFIC CONTROLLER #1: Cactus 1549, turn left plane 270.

CHESLEY SULLENBERGER: Ah, this is, uh, this is Cactus 1539. Hit birds. We’ve lost thrust in both engines. We’re turning back towards LaGuardia.

TRAFFIC CONTROLLER #1: Okay, yeah, you need to return to LaGuardia. Turn left heading of, uh, 220.

SULLENBERGER: 220.

TRAFFIC CONTROLLER #1: Tower, stop your departure. We got an emergency returning.

TRAFFIC CONTROLLER #2: Who is it?

TRAFFIC CONTROLLER #1: 1529 he—ah—bird strike. He lost all engines. He lost the thrust in the engines. He is returning immediately.

TRAFFIC CONTROLLER #2: Cactus 1529—which engines?

TRAFFIC CONTROLLER #1: He lost thrust in both engines, he said.

TRAFFIC CONTROLLER #2: Got it.

TRAFFIC CONTROLLER #1: Cactus 1529, if we can get it to you, do you want to try to land runway one three?

SULLENBERGER: We’re unable.

TRAFFIC CONTROLLER #1: All right, Cactus 1549, it’s going to be left traffic to runway three one.

SULLENBERGER: Unable.

TRAFFIC CONTROLLER #1: Do you want to try and go to Teterboro?

SULLENBERGER: Yes.

TRAFFIC CONTROLLER #1: Cactus 1529, turn right 280. You can land runway one at Teterboro.

SULLENBERGER: We can’t do it.

TRAFFIC CONTROLLER #1: Okay, which runway would you like at Teterboro?



Click!


SULLENBERGER: We’re gonna be in the Hudson.

TRAFFIC CONTROLLER #1: I’m sorry, say again, Cactus … Cactus 1549 Radar contact is lost …

TRAFFIC CONTROLLER #3: I don’t know. I think he said he was going in the Hudson.



After the point when the radar contact was lost, there was no further communication between Sullenberger and the traffic controllers. At 1530, Flight 1549 splashed down in the Hudson River in what was subsequently referred to as the most successful ditching in aviation history. After all the cross-checks, and a rapid evacuation of passengers onto the wings of the plane, Captain Sullenberger walked up and down the length of the plane twice to check that no one was left on board.

There is a huge amount that has been written about, and by, Sullenberger, and about those three and a half minutes. In one of the countless interviews he gave after the rescue, he described three things he did that, in his words, “made a great deal of difference” to the outcome.


My body’s initial physiological response to the startle factor was huge. I was aware of it in the first seconds as it happened. My blood pressure and pulse spiked. I got tunnel vision; my perceptual view narrowed because of the stress. It was marginally debilitating, it really interfered with my mental processes.



Captain Sullenberger’s immediate action was to calm himself and get into the mentality of being able to meet the challenge, and this despite his body screaming “threat!”


First, [I had to] force-calm myself. The kind of professional calm that we learn to summon up from somewhere within us, which isn’t so much the calm as having the discipline to compartmentalize our thinking and focus clearly on the task at hand … And that was difficult to do, it required a lot of effort.



In another interview, he spoke of his confidence at this point:


I knew I could find a way. Even though this was an unanticipated event for which we have never specifically trained, I was confident that I could quickly synthesize a lifetime of training and experience and adapt it.



The next thing he did was seek out an original approach to the problem:


We were suddenly confronted with the challenge of a lifetime … one we had never seen before … We had only 208 seconds, just under three and half minutes, from the time we hit the birds and lost thrust in engines until we had landed, to solve this problem we had never seen before …

Even though this is not something we are specifically trained for, based on my training and experience, I [had] to quickly take what I did know, and apply it in a new way to solve this problem.



Then he had to work with absolute focused purpose:


The third was to make my workload manageable. I chose to do only the highest priority items, but do them very, very well. And then I had the discipline to ignore everything else that I didn’t have time to do that would only be a potential distraction.



As he expanded in another interview:


We had to have the presence of mind … to never give up, to always use all the resources to keep on trying to solve it, make it better, somehow. There’s always one other action you might be able to take that might increase our success by a little bit. And so, when, when you look at the cockpit voice recorder transcript and you see it, I said to Jeff, right before landing, “Got any ideas?” Some think that that was a flippant remark, but of course it’s not. And Jeff understood in that context exactly what I was asking him, which was, ‘I’ve done everything I can think of to do that would help us. Is there anything else you can think of that we can do that would help us be more successful by a fraction?’ And his answer was actually not. And he answered that way, just in a very casual matter-of-fact way, not because he was resigned to an electable fate—far from it. We were trying to save every life to the very end. He answered that way because at that point, he knew we had done all we could.



Sullenberger described these three things as the things he did that made the most difference to the outcome. His account independently and powerfully verifies the three essential ingredients of Upshifting.

UPSHIFT: THE “WHAT” AND THE “WHY”

Drawing on my direct experience and extensive research, I have written this book to show how we can all recognize Upshifting, understand it, and, above all, learn to harness it.

I’ve watched people do it, I’ve worked alongside people and been buoyed by their Upshifts, I’ve been part of teams and groups that have Upshifted, and I have even supported and coached people to do it.

For many of the people we will learn about in the pages to come, the Upshift I describe was a peak moment in their lives. The resulting successes in their personal and professional lives shaped how they thought about themselves, their lives, and their work, often with positive ripple effects for those around them. Some have even sought to turn the process into a repeatable practice.

This book is my attempt to acknowledge what I have seen and heard, to share the stories of the incredible people I have been privileged enough to learn from, in some of the toughest situations in the world.

I have sought to tell the stories of how they have Upshifted not just as homage to their achievements, but also in the hope and belief that understanding their experiences will help you follow your own path toward Upshifting. This book contains all the lessons I have learned about how to repeat the trick of Upshifting—to move it from something akin to a dice roll to something we can all learn and improve, a skill and a capability.

This is the what of this book. As to the why, I have become increasingly convinced that these ideas and principles are of relevance to people in all walks of life, facing all kinds of challenges. If we are to not just survive but thrive in the era of perpetual crisis in which we find ourselves, we need to individually and collectively Upshift to new ways of working and living.

As Abraham Lincoln famously put it: “The dogmas of the quiet past are inadequate to the stormy present. The occasion is piled high with difficulty and we must rise with the occasion. As our case is new, we must think anew and act anew. We must disenthrall ourselves.” This is as close a statement as anything to the core mantra of Upshift.

In his classic book on the psychology of happiness, Flow, creativity scholar Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi observes, with typically razor-sharp precision: “Of all the virtues we can learn no trait is more useful, more essential for survival, and more likely to improve the quality of life than the ability to transform adversity into an enjoyable challenge. To admire this quality means that we pay attention to those who embody it, and we thereby have a chance to emulate them if the need arises.”

In exploring and documenting the relationship between pressure and performance, between crisis and creativity, I hope to have developed a field guide to exactly those essential virtues, traits, and abilities that Csikszentmihalyi identified, by paying careful and considered attention to those remarkable people who embody them.

The guide is in two parts. The first describes the three ingredients of Upshifting in more detail: mentality, originality, and purpose. The second describes six different styles of Upshifting I have discovered, and will help you understand your own styles as well as those of others around you.

My fundamental aim in Upshift is to challenge the assumption that stress and pressure kill performance and creativity, showing instead how there are in fact liberating opportunities to be found even in the most extreme of conditions. In doing so, I want to make the case for two vital changes.

First, I want to help to democratize the idea of performance under pressure as a capability that we all possess, and that we can all learn to improve.

Second, I want to help expand our understanding of the situations and contexts in which we can apply these capabilities.

To get there, I want to start with a broken piano.
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THE UPSHIFTING MENTALITY

GETTING THE BUTTERFLIES TO FLY IN FORMATION

THE SOUND OF ONE MAN JAMMING

On Friday, January 24, 1975, Keith Jarrett sat down at the piano on the main stage at the Cologne Opera House, in front of a packed house, and started to play. The concertgoers remember the moment well. In the words of one, speaking more than thirty years later, “I just remember seeing a single man on stage with a single instrument. It was just not normal at the time.” The sense of wonder at the contrast between this solitary figure and the typical opera house concert, brimming with players and singers, is still clear in the voice of the gentleman in question.

And yet this concert, which would go on to make musical history, almost didn’t happen at all. The buildup had been disastrous on all counts. Earlier that afternoon, Jarrett had arrived in Cologne with his producer and tour manager, Manfred Eicher, having been on the road for several days on the first leg of a European tour of improvised concerts. Jarrett had back problems and was wearing a supportive brace. He hadn’t slept properly in days. And things were about to get worse.

This was to be the first time that Cologne’s opera house had ever hosted a jazz concert, and a recorded one at that. When he arrived, Jarrett learned that instead of the main slot, which was in fact a traditional opera performance, he had been booked for a late-night session starting at eleven. Most disastrous of all, the piano his contract had specified was not at the venue.

Jarrett had heard that one of his contemporaries had played a specific grand piano in Germany recently, and he had asked for it to be at the venue. But when Vera Brandes, the concert promoter, put the request in to the opera house, the management response was less than ideal. Instead of ordering the actual piano, they told Brandes that they already had one at the venue. Which they did: a dilapidated, out-of-tune baby grand with faulty pedals. As he later put it, the instrument was the wrong size and sounded like an electric harpsichord: “For a renowned perfectionist such as Jarrett, who was fastidious about his pianos and possessed perfect pitch, the instrument was an abomination.”

After initially refusing to play, Jarrett and Eicher succumbed to Brandes’s heartfelt pleas and agreed to play the gig—after all, the sound engineers and recording equipment were already in place. A local piano tuner was brought in at the last minute to try to make the instrument more playable. Although this made some small improvements, it didn’t do anything about the malfunctioning top- and bottom-end keys, or the broken pedals. As a result, Jarrett would have to play in the central keys and put a lot more effort into making the instrument audible in the massive concert hall.

To add insult to injury, the restaurant where they went for dinner served them last, and Jarrett didn’t manage to eat anything before being ushered back to the opera house for the performance. Some 1,400 people turned up despite the late hour—it was a packed house. Jarrett walked onstage, sat down, and, after a momentary pause, started to play. As Brandes described it, “The minute he played the first note, everybody knew this was magic.”

The Köln Concert album captures exactly how Jarrett played the instrument despite its limitations. According to Eicher: “Probably he played it the way he did because it was not a good piano. Because he could not fall in love with the sound of it, he found another way to get the most out of it.” Another audience member that night shared this reflective analysis of Jarrett’s performance:


Inwardly [he was] very much in control but outwardly his playing totally freed up his passion … He didn’t hold back at all and that immediately caught the audience … His left hand was almost meditative … just an amazing sense of rhythm … and with his right hand, beautiful melodies, expanding on them … You never did know where he would take you, like a friend, taking you on a private personal journey.



I am not the most musical of people—as my family and friends will vigorously attest—but there is even to my untutored ear something special about the journey in The Köln Concert. Instead of a beginning, a middle, and an end—a linear sequence, like in most rock, pop, classical, or jazz compositions—the music seems to almost unfold and bloom around different melodic fragments. The closest analogue I can think of is the rhythmic ragas played by musicians at Hindu religious festivals, where tabla players enter into an ecstatic state while playing, facing upward with their eyes rolled back so you can only see the whites.

Jarrett’s playing has a similar feel, and it is easy to understand why the audience would have been entranced. Toni Morrison, the celebrated Nobel laureate and noted jazz fan, suggested that “the delight and satisfaction is not so much in the melody itself but in recognizing it when it surfaces and when it is hidden, and when it goes away completely, what is put in its place … all the echoes and shades and turns and pivots Jarrett plays.”

Not for nothing has the album been likened to a virtuosic response to an imagined Zen stoner’s query: “What’s the sound of one man jamming?”

Over forty-five years later, The Köln Concert stands as a highlight of Keith Jarrett’s career—his solo masterpiece that would turn him into one of jazz’s biggest stars, and introduce him to a global audience. There was no big marketing push—the eighty-four-minute recording was made for just five hundred dollars. But the power of word of mouth would see the album become—and remain to this day—the best-selling solo jazz album of all time and also the best-selling piano album in any genre.

The Köln Concert has also become an important moment in musical history, and a potent symbol of performance in the face of pressure. Numerous commentators have written about Jarrett’s achievement that night, each with their own angle and perspective. What I want to explore is the process Jarrett went through. What happened in between an exhausted musician turning up at a concert hall to be greeted with a broken piano, and the start of a performance that so wowed the audience members, and subsequently the world?

The answer is in the title of this chapter: Mentality. I want to explore, in his own words, Jarrett’s mentality that night, and show how Upshifting not only led to his astonishing performance, but also his subsequent artistic development and musical career. More than that, I want to show how his experience carries some vital lessons for all of us seeking to perform under pressure. But before I can do that, I need to introduce you to the latest scientific thinking on how to harness stress and pressure, and how it relates to the first ingredient of Upshift.

FROM THREAT TO CHALLENGE

Whenever we face a stressful situation, we risk something: resources, relationships, results, or reputation. Something significant is at stake. To manage this risk, we might ask ourselves the following questions, a process psychologists term stress appraisal:


Is this situation relevant to me or not?

Is it benign or positive?

Could this situation cause me harm or loss?

Am I capable of handling this situation?



Our appraisal is made based on the things we see, hear, and feel in a given situation, on our own self-assessment, and on memories of what happened when we encountered similar situations in the past.

Of course, none of us goes about enumerating the precise nature of the stress we are going through at particular moments, and then comparing it on a spreadsheet against our resources and capabilities. For the most part, this is a deeply subjective assessment, and one that happens in an automatic and subconscious manner, although research shows that it can be made more deliberate and conscious with practice. Regardless of how the appraisal happens, we reach a conclusion as to whether the stressful situation we face poses a threat or a challenge.

A threat is a stress that we feel we cannot handle, because we do not feel we have the resources to meet the demands of the situation. When we interpret a situation as a threat, we ready ourselves for self-defense—the classic fight-flight-freeze response.

The threat state kick-starts a cascade of physiological responses. The heart starts beating faster. In anticipation of physical injury, blood vessels start to constrict. This is an evolutionary trick; it means we are less likely to bleed to death if we are injured. The blood flow to the brain decreases, impairing our ability to focus, and our blood pressure rises. The stress hormone cortisol is pumped from the brain into our bloodstream, raising our blood sugar levels.

This serves to give us energy for the anticipated fight or flight and also raises our sense of anxiety, often giving rise to a flood of fear-based memories. We tend to focus on the negative—the potential damage to our well-being or self-esteem—not because we believe we won’t be able to succeed, but to ensure survival and to avoid danger.

This causes us distress in the moment, but if we repeatedly experience stressful situations as threats—from traffic jams to work deadlines—it can lead to these temporary bodily changes being sustained. Our blood pressure and heart rate stay dangerously high, blood vessels constrict permanently, and cortisol levels remain elevated. This leads to chronic problems over time, including increased risk of ulcers, cardiovascular disease, immune system disorders, and mental health problems.

In 1998, a large-scale and long-term US study asked thousands of adults about both their levels of stress (how much stress they experienced) and their perception of stress (how harmful stress was to their health). The participants were assessed again in the 2000s, with an astonishing conclusion. High levels of stress increased the risk of dying by 43 percent—but only for those people who believed stress was harmful. Those people who perceived stress as not harmful were no more likely to die. The estimates were that over the eight years since the study was undertaken, 182,000 Americans would have died because of their belief that stress was harmful to their health. At over twenty thousand deaths a year, that meant that negative perceptions of stress were the fifteenth leading cause of death in the United States—ahead of HIV/AIDS, homicide, and skin cancer.

What is now becoming clear, however, is that the threat state is just one end of the spectrum of responses we can have to a stressful situation. At the other end is what psychologists term the challenge state, which is triggered by a potentially stressful situation that we feel we can handle, or almost handle, because our appraisal tells us we have the resources to meet or exceed the demands.

When we think of a situation as a challenge, we’re focused on the positive: the rewards or personal growth we’ll attain when we succeed. This causes what we have already discovered psychologists call eustress: forms of stressful stimulation that are associated with improved focus, accuracy, and coordination.

One of the reasons challenge and threat states have only relatively recently been differentiated from each other is that they share many obvious physiological characteristics. Both lead to raised heart rates, for example. Both lead to the triggering of cortisol. But in the challenge state, the heart rate is stronger and faster. The challenge state is one that anticipates success, and as a result there is an increase in blood flow while blood pressure actually decreases. Our hearts pump out more blood, getting more oxygen and energy around our bodies. But unlike the threat state, more of it goes to the brain, making us more alert and aware, not less. During challenge states, cortisol does not flood the body—a lower-level cortisol release is triggered compared to the threat state: instead of a tall glass of the stuff, you get a single shot, just enough to give you a blast of energy. In fact, despite superficial similarities to the physiology of the threat state, our bodies operate in a completely different way in the challenge state, more akin to how it responds to aerobic exercise (of the more enjoyable kind).

The longer-term implications of the challenge state are also radically different from those of the threat state. By analyzing people who are more likely to have a challenge response to stress, numerous long-term and in-depth studies show that there is a strong positive correlation between immune system functioning, cardiovascular health, aging, and even brain growth and size. For example, the Framingham Heart Study, one of the longest-running epidemiological studies ever conducted in the US, has shown that people who exhibit challenge responses to stress have a greater brain volume across their life spans: their brains shrink less as they age.

Most of the time, the situations we face place us on a sliding scale somewhere between an absolute threat and an absolute challenge. In other words, most situations pose some combination of threat and challenge, and it is the proportion and balance of the states that matter. And the state we are in is not fixed. Indeed, it is often quite dynamic and can change based on our perceptions, attitudes, and what we learn. In other words, we can all adapt to embrace a challenge state.

The idea of different challenge and threat responses to stress has become one of the most important in understanding performance under pressure. My research on challenge states across a whole range of high-stakes situations shows that whether you are in a challenge or a threat state is one of the best predictors of performance.

One of the most powerful examples of this is found in trauma medicine. A cohort of emergency doctors and surgeons was put through its paces in a series of resuscitation scenarios, some more critical than others. As well as gathering information before and after the exercises on the participants’ states of mind, researchers also monitored the medics’ cortisol and stress levels throughout the exercise. The results were remarkable: Those participants who perceived the tasks as threats had higher levels of cortisol and were more stressed. By contrast, among those who perceived the exercises as challenges, this was not the case. Because stress responses naturally influence performance, this finding was of central importance to training and supporting trauma specialists. Trauma medicine is a field I will come back to in later chapters, as it has huge relevance to performance under pressure.

As the physicians’ experiences prove, the challenge state has both physiological and psychological foundations.

One of the most important insights from the stress appraisal process, and the challenge and threat model, is what we now understand about the ordering of the psychological and the physiological parts of our stress response. Specifically, our subjective assessment of whether something is a threat or a challenge causes physiological changes in our bodies.

This is counterintuitive: We typically think of the hardware of our brains influencing the software of our minds. Our expectation, in other words, is that the physical drives the cerebral. The reality, however, is that our stress appraisals can actually change our bodily functions. Our cognition can change our chemistry, rather than the other way around.

Neuroscientist-turned-psychologist Ian Robertson has shown that the real-time reappraisal of high-pressure situations can have a significant impact on the chemical makeup of our brains. As he puts it, referencing challenge and threat states and the inverted U:


All forms of mental challenge, including moderate stress, increase noradrenaline (NA) levels in the brain. Providing noradrenaline stays near its “sweet spot,” then it not only improves cognitive functioning but also helps the brain form new connections and new brain cells … Stress, in moderate levels, can have positive emotional, cognitive and physical consequences, but this depends on appropriate cognitive appraisal and a resulting optimal level of arousal. Some adversity appears to be essential in life so that individuals can learn habits of managing stress, but also so that they can experience the optimisation of noradrenaline levels in the brain that properly appraised “challenge” can cause. The inverted-U-shaped function of stress—too much or too little can be bad for you—is related to the inverted-U-shaped function of key brain neurotransmitters such as noradrenaline. Given that noradrenaline is a key component of the “fight or flight” stress response, this is not particularly surprising.



Research by teams based at Harvard Business School has shown that the common component of all such “switching” approaches is the reframing of anxiety and distress into something positive and exciting—eustress—and focusing less on the potential for things to go wrong. This allows us to continue without the usual impacts stress has on cognition, memory, confidence, and overall performance.

Switching processes are integral to a whole range of different kinds of people doing remarkable things under pressure. They lie at the heart of each and every Upshift, and give us the scientific explanation of the click moment.

Like Sully, studies show that pilots make better use of flight data and perform safer landings when they’ve gone through the switching process.

Surgeons click into having better focus and fine motor skills in operations. Businesspeople do better when they’re parrying with one another and click to strike better deals. Golfers make better putts, basketball players make better passes, students perform better in exams and tests, and, yes, even musicians play better.

Which takes us back to that night in Cologne in January 1975 and a hungry and exhausted Keith Jarrett.

I’M DOING THIS

When they arrived at the Cologne Opera House, the immediate response of both Jarrett and Eicher was that he should not—perhaps even could not—play. They had weighed up the situation he was facing and quite rationally decided that it just wasn’t going to work. There was no perceived upside: Jarrett was hungry, in pain from his back, and facing an unplayable instrument.

This was a stress appraisal that resulted in a threat state, where he had little to gain and much to lose. But then something happened. Let’s hear from Jarrett about the exact moment when he decided he was going to play and not back out:


All I remember after the restaurant fiasco is taking a peek at the engineers sitting, waiting with their equipment. They had everything ready. And I started thinking, “I’m going to do this.” I remember putting my fist up in the air on the way out [from] backstage. I just looked at Manfred and [said], “Power!”



This was Jarrett’s click moment: looking at the engineers waiting with their equipment and deciding that he was “doing this.” He had just Upshifted into a challenge state. His use of the elevated-fist gesture is also telling, a defiant symbol of resistance and strength against adversity.

According to stress psychologist Alia Crum, “Making a deliberate shift in mindset when you’re feeling stressed is even more empowering than having an automatically positive view.” Imagine, for example, that you are about to give a talk onstage. Instead of thinking you might trip up the stairs, get tongue-tied, or lose out on laughs when it’s time to deliver the punch line, you might focus on your strengths: how excited you are to take center stage and













THE STRESS MINDSET AND THE POWER OF ADVERSITY





























THE MASTER SWITCH OF LIFE




























ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Upshift has benefited greatly from the support of an amazing team working across the United States and the United Kingdom: Bryn Clark, Ruben Reyes, Meghan Houser, Bob Miller, and all at Flatiron; Shoaib Rokadiya and all at William Collins. James Middleton and Martin Toseland provided fantastic editorial guidance and support at the early stages and to get over the finish line respectively. Special thanks are due to Jenny Heller, my agent, without whose passion, wisdom, guidance, patience—and forgiveness—this book would quite simply not exist. Never underestimate the things that can happen while waiting for Sainsbury’s to open on a cold Tuesday morning.




About the Author

Ben Ramalingam is a senior leader, innovator and researcher specialising in international crisis management and development. He is director of strategy and innovation at the British Red Cross and has worked with and advised the United Nations, the World Bank, national and regional governments, non-governmental organizations and businesses. In 2020 he was named a Humanitarian Change Maker of the 2010s, as one of the ten people or organizations who had done the most to improve international humanitarian work over the course of the decade. His first book, Aid on the Edge of Chaos, was widely acclaimed.




ALSO BY BEN RAMALINGAM

AID ON THE EDGE OF CHAOS




[image: HarperCollinsPublishers Logo]
   
About the Publisher

Australia

HarperCollins Publishers Australia Pty. Ltd.

Level 13, 201 Elizabeth Street

Sydney, NSW 2000, Australia

www.harpercollins.com.au

Canada

HarperCollins Canada

Bay Adelaide Centre, East Tower

22 Adelaide Street West, 41st Floor

Toronto, Ontario M5H 4E3, Canada

www.harpercollins.ca

India

HarperCollins India

A 75, Sector 57

Noida, Uttar Pradesh 201 301, India

www.harpercollins.co.in

New Zealand

HarperCollins Publishers New Zealand

Unit D1, 63 Apollo Drive

Rosedale 0632

Auckland, New Zealand

www.harpercollins.co.nz

United Kingdom

HarperCollins Publishers Ltd.

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF, UK

www.harpercollins.co.uk

United States

HarperCollins Publishers Inc.

195 Broadway

New York, NY 10007

www.harpercollins.com


OPS/images/cover.png
Ben Ramalingam

‘Creative
and original’
David Miliband

“Fascinating ...
full of insights’
Kate Raworth

Turning Pressure into
Performance and
Crisis into Creativity





OPS/images/logo1.png
&= HarperCollinsPublishers





OPS/images/img_001.jpg
PERFORMANCE

UNDERLOAD
ZONE

PEAK
PERFORMANCE

TN

CHALLENGE
IONE

OVERLOAD
ZONE

STRESS (;






