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Dedication

To my family, who remind me what matters.
And to the high performers, I see you.

You keep showing upeven when no one sees the cost.
May this book help you take back the controls.
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Authors Note

A quick note on language:

Throughout this book, I use aviation metaphorsautopilot, navigation, flight plans, taking back the controls, etc.as a way to describe how the brain makes everyday decisions and shapes behavior over time.

When I use the word hijacked, Im not referring to external events or danger. Im describing an internal processwhen default patterns begin directing the choices we make without conscious awareness.

No flight experience required. Just bring your curiosity and a science-backed tool you wouldnt expect: the bubble wand. (Yes, theres research.)
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The Moment You Realize Youre
Not Piloting the Plane

If you do not change direction, you may end up where you are heading.

 Proverb

What I didnt realize until I experienced a life-changing diagnosis in 2010 was that while I was so focused on what I wanted to achieve, I was completely blindsided by where I was heading. All the hard work, all the long hours, and all the sucking it up buttercup were silently sending me down a path I almost didnt return from. My life felt hijacked. This was not the course I had planned.

During that diagnosis, I was told I needed to make new choices or I very likely wouldnt be around in a year. Thats when it hit me: Somehow, I had been making choices that had brought me to that moment. While it felt like this was happening to mecompletely outside my controlin truth, what was happening was the outcome of the choices I had been making all along. I simply wasnt always aware I was choosing them. That realization was a profound perspective shift.

Ive since discovered the surprising neuroscience behind the choices we make and the choices we think were makingand, most importantly, how we can take back the controls.

Ive always been a high achiever. I suspect you have too.

As far back as I can remember, Ive felt a drive to prove myself. To prove my value. Not necessarily to be the best, but to do my bestand then challenge what I think my best is. And yes, I enjoy the trophies, degrees, and certificates Ive collected along the way. I display them proudly. Theyre reminders that I accomplished my goals. Proof that Im smart. Proof that Im capable of achieving what I set out to do. Proof to myselfand to others.


My life felt hijacked. This was not the course I had planned.



I share my personal experience recovering from burnout and what Ive learned along the way through my recovery, my research, and my work with clients. I hope that, by doing so, I can provide a new path for high achievers who, like me, have been so busy proving their value and pursuing success that they now find themselvesand their livesfeeling hijacked.

For some, its their time that gets hijackedtheir derailed schedules, disrupted plans, days that slip away. For others, its their focus and thinking that gets lost to constant interruptions, others demands, and pressing deadlines. Even our emotions, relationships, and sense of purpose can be hijacked, leaving us operating on autopilot, reacting instead of intentionally choosing.

The costs are high. For some, the cost is their health and energy, leading to a blindside moment that forces change. Others may experience a gradual drift toward burnout, signaling that its time to chart a new course.

This book is about how high performers can lose control of their most valuable resourcechoiceand how they can take back the controls.

Ive included several of my client case studies. The identities of individuals and organizations have been modifiednames changed and some details omitted, blurred, or combinedto offer the benefit of their experiences while protecting confidentiality. Any similarities to actual individuals or organizations are coincidental.

Youll notice that chapters 717 begin with definitions. While you likely know the general meaning of each word, every term carries different nuances that matter. I start each chapter with the specific definition relevant to the chapters topic to bring clarity to our discussion.

Burnout is not just a you problem. While it may feel that waybig surprise, high performers dont like to admit when theyre strugglingits happening everywhere. As of 2025, 66% of American workers report experiencing burnout, as does 82% of the global workforce.1

This book is for high performers who want sustainable successwho are ready to stop feeling hijacked and want to master their choices.

It is also for organizations that want to keep their top talent. Burnout and high turnover affect even strong organizations, reducing productivity and hurting financial performance. When top performers burn out, the top line suffers, and the bottom line pays the price.

Whether youre an expert in your field, a leader, or part of a team, were going to explore a proven model you can use to interrupt the stress cycle, take back the controls, and create sustainable success without burning out in the process.

And soon, youll discover that its always your choice.
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The Choice Mastery Model illustrates the internal process behind better decisionshow assessing, evaluating, choosing, and taking action work together to create sustainable success, especially when pressure is high.
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When the Bubble Bursts

Im sitting on a cold, plastic chair. The room smells of disinfectant.

Im watching the clock hanging on the wall across from me, ticking away minutes that I dont have. I cant sit still. I pull out my iPhone to check my emails. I put my phone down. Whats taking so long?

Today was hijacked before it even started. Like most days, I woke up with the pressure of pending deadlines, a never-ending to-do list, and the need to make every minute count.

Like most high achievers, I have too much to do and not enough time, and I am always in a hurry.

The doctor finally strolls in. Hes a short, stocky guy wearing cowboy boots?

I think, Who is this? Doc Holliday from the old Westerns?

Hes carrying a file. Must be my test results.

Doc Holliday pulls up a stool next to me, looks down at my file, and looks up at me with kind eyes.

As he talks, his voice becomes a hum in the background as my mind runs through everything I have to get done today.

Five files I brought home that I have to review tonight for a 9 a.m. meeting tomorrow.

Need to run to the grocery storetheres nothing in the house for dinner.

Got to get our girls from school at 3 p.m., and its already 2:30 p.m.

Just give me a prescription so I can get going!

Thats when I hear: Adrenal crisis.

Wait, what?

Adrenal what?

My diagnosis: Im one stage away from adrenal crisis. My stress levels have become so bad that my body is shutting down. My mind races.

How has this happened?

How COULD this happen?

This CANT be happening.

Stress cant take me out. I MANAGE stress. Right?

What about my kids? My husband?

We can still turn this prognosis around, Doc Holliday says, But you have to make some new choices, starting today. Because if things dont change, you wont be here in a year.

Ive got a year leftbecause of stress?

I slowly repeat in my head what I just heard. Unlessunless I make some different choices.

Because the choices I have been making are literally killing me.

The only thing I can hear now is that clock on the wall.

Its 2010. Im a corporate senior claims specialist in the insurance industry. I investigate, defend, and negotiate multimillion-dollar litigated cases. Im successful. But my life feels like a wobbly stack of Jenga blocksyou know that stacking game where you take turns piling up the blocks, then see how many you can pull out before it falls? Except each block is another demand on my time, another request I cant say no to.


Stress cant take me out. I MANAGE stress. Right?



I go to bed each night counting all the ways I came up short that day, all the things I needed to do that didnt get done.

And every morning I wake up in a panic that today is the day someone will pull at the wrong block, causing everything to come crashing down.

I work 70 hours a week, some weeks more. Earning my seat at the negotiation table? That took me 15 years! If I stop now, I stand to lose everything Ive worked so hard to achieve.

But I cant keep up. And I cant keep goingnot at this rate.

All this time, Ive been negotiating a better deal for everyone except myself.

I feel like a failure.

JUSTBLOWTHE BUBBLES

I leave the doctors office. For a moment, even the parking lot goes quiet. My car keys are in my hands, although I dont remember taking them out of my purse. The sun sparkles off the hood of my car. Pretty, I think. Then Doc Hollidays words hit me again. He pulled a critical block out of my Jenga, and it is wildly unstable now. It takes all my concentration just to drive home and pick up our girls from school.

Our youngest daughter, Brianna, is a happy-go-lucky kid. She always has a skip in her step and a big smile on her face. Tatum, who is two years older, is our adventurous kid who loves to climb everything, and she can get her little sister to do just about anything.

When we get home, I hear Tatum whisper, Go ask Mom if we can blow bubbles. My little negotiator, Brianna, comes to me and asks, Mom, can we please go outside and blow bubbles?

My first thought is Bubbles? The LAST thing I have time for is BUBBLES.

Then I remember what the doctor said.

What if bubbles are the last thing I have time for?

I sigh. Okay.

The girls grab their bubbles and bolt out the front door.

I make it as far as the front porch steps.

What did the doctor say? Adrenal what?

Brianna calls out, Mom! Mom, watch me!

Hmm? I come back to reality, and I see Brianna. Shes blowing the biggest bubble she can.

Mom! LOOK! Of course, Tatum is standing on the big rock in our front yardShe does love to climb, I thinkand shes blowing bubbles over her little sisters head.

I smile. My girls.

Then it hits me. My girls! What am I gonna do?

Thats when Brianna comes over to me. Frustrated because she knows I wasnt really paying attention, she puts her hands on each side of my face and makes me look at her. She gives a heavy sigh and says the words that save my life, slowly shaking her head, frowning with concern.

Mom!

Just

Blo-o-ow

The bubbles.

Its not that hard.

Her words pull me out of my haze. I realize that during that entire time, I wasnt really listening to my girls as they tried to play with me. I was there, but I was not present.

It occurs to me that what time I have, I am wasting.

With that realization, all my blocks come crashing down. Right there on my front porch, the last block is pulled from my Jenga. And I have no idea where half of them have gone or even how to pick them up to reassemble them.

Since I cant pick up my blocks, I pick up my bubble wand.

I soap it up.

I take a deep breath.

And I blow!

Soon, the yard is filled with bubbles and little girls giggles.

And my big girl giggles too.

As we blow our bubbles, I find a calm in all the chaos. Suddenly, all those blocksthe demands, the to-dos, and the expectations (those of others and the high ones I put upon myself)dont mean the same things to me anymore.

Thats the day I begin to negotiate a better deal for myself.

Sometimes children teach us our biggest lessons. (Rest assured that not having children doesnt mean youre out of luck finding balance. We are surrounded by unexpected sources of wisdom.)

My daughters taught me theres always time for bubbles.

Now I have passion in my work again, I have time with my family, and I blow bubbles with my grandkids.

I share my story with you because I think someone reading this book might be just one pulled block away from having everything come crashing down. Or maybe your blocks have already fallen, and youre just trying to find all your pieces. Maybe youre doing great, and you just want to make sure youre auditioning the right blocks into your life.

I discovered that success isnt a status you achieve. Its a lifestyle. Its one you get to choose.

We all have our blocks, and we all can negotiate a better deal for ourselvesbut its about more than negotiating a raise or that next promotion. Its about negotiating what success means for you. My definition of success almost killed me.

How do you define success?

My high performer friends, you dont need a diagnosis to make new choices. You can negotiate a better deal for yourselfstarting today.

Give yourself permission to take the time

to just

blow

bubbles.

Now, you might be thinking its not that easy. I get it. I used to think that way too.

We like to make things complicated.

Theyre not.

It really is that easy.

There was a reason my life felt hijacked, blindly heading toward adrenal crisis. There was a reason I found calm in all that chaos when my daughters demanded I blow bubbles with them. There is science behind it.

In the chapters ahead, well explore how that science reveals what happens when stress takes over and life feels overwhelmingand how you can begin to take back the controls.
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Behind the Smile

There are two primary choices in life: to accept conditions as they exist, or accept the responsibility for changing them.

 Attributed to Denis Waitley

We dont like to talk about burnout and employee turnover in the business world.

Yet, even though were not talking about it, its important to know that according to LinkedIns 2025 Workplace Learning Report, 88% of organizations do worry about employee turnoverand they should.2 It can cost as much as one-half to two times an annual salary just to replace a typical employee,3 and three to four times an annual salary for high-level or highly specialized roles.4 Overall, these losses add up to roughly $1 trillion per year for U.S. companies alone.5 All of these are significant costs to consider.

Organizations may fear that their reputations could be negatively affected if they admit these issues might be present. Most companies dont realize their internal systems have drifted off course until the data makes it undeniable. Its the organizational version of being hijackedthings look fine from the outside while the underlying operations quietly fail.

For some leaders, acknowledging these issues can feel like admitting theyve momentarily lost the controlsas if these problems reflect poorly on their decision-making or management. But stress can hijack leadership, too, creating the illusion that spotting a problem is riskier than addressing it.

At the same time, employees dont want to admit theyre struggling to handle the responsibilities of their roles. I know I didnt. They may fear theyre easily replaced, and they dont want to lose their income. Like me, they may fear theyll lose everything theyve worked so hard to achieve. High achievers often push harder when under pressure, unaware their well-being has already been hijacked by habits, demands, and expectations they didnt choose.

They may also worry that others will think theyre weak, unable to handle the responsibilities of their roles. They often assume no one else is struggling and everyone else is managing their workloads just fine. They often believe that if they can just get to that next level of success, then theyll have more time and less stress. So, they hold on to someday, when they imagine the pressure will ease and theyll have the time and energy for everything they want to do.

Meanwhile, organizations are trying to address burnout, but often only by treating whats visible. They focus on symptoms while overlooking the deeper problem that nobody wants to talk about.

HIDDEN TURBULENCE

Turnover is a problem. Employee retention is a problem. Unhealthy culture is a problem. Too often, these challenges are addressed reactivelywithout examining the underlying decisions, patterns, and pressures driving them.

Organizations may consider, Lets offer more flexibility. Lets try to accommodate their requests. Maybe that will help us retain our employees. But these efforts fall flat when employees dont feel valued, appreciated, or fulfilled in their roles. Without real buy-in, people simply put in their time. They disengage. They quietly quit. And their dissatisfaction doesnt stay at workit follows them home.

Businesses and employees are both pointing fingers at each other.

Employees think burnout is the companys fault. They think the reason theyre stressed is because theyre being overworked. I know that mindset because it was mine too when I worked in corporate. But when I became my own boss, I discovered that I brought the same overworking and burnout patterns with me. I found that I still had the same problems and pressures I had experienced when I was a corporate employee.

Employers, on the other hand, believe employees are stressed and burning out because they dont manage their time, energy, or resources well. Employers just want their employees to handle their responsibilities and do the work they were hired to do.

Employees want that too, but with less stress.

Both sides think the other is in the wrong seatbut the truth is, when this happens, neither is in the captains chair. Theyre both reacting, not flying the plane. When we think something is someone elses fault, we dont have the power to change it. Blame doesnt empower change.

In my experience working with big and small brands and organizations in a variety of industries, Ive found that most try to solve these problems with a combination of time-management trainings, stressmanagement programs, and personality assessmentsapproaches that produce mixed results.

Employees often respond to these trainings with Are you kidding me? Ive got too much to do. I dont have time for this! As for stress management, I can only take so many bubble baths.

These solutions, at best, treat the symptoms but not the underlying problem: People are working from autopilot (reactive), not awareness (proactive). And autopilot, under stress, tends to steer everyone off course.

GETTING BACK ON COURSE

I want to empower high performers and organizations to be able to adapt and change their situations. A key part of creating a positive culture is deeper than perks and programs. Its about really getting employees to buy-inbut to do that, employees need to feel appreciated and valued. Those two factors enhance fulfillment and performance.

Foundational and lasting change begins when employees and leaders understand when stress has taken the controlsand how to take them back.


Before you can take back the controls, you need to understand whats hijacking them.



My Choice Mastery Model, which were going to delve into shortly, reveals the surprising neuroscience behind the choices we make about how we use our time, energy, and resources. The model unlocks behavioral change at every level, from individual contributors to the C-suite. It empowers employees to take ownership not only of their fulfillment in their work, but also of their understanding of how they make decisions and manage their productivity.

Few employees consider this important question: What am I working for?

Many of my coaching clients had never considered what their definition of success was. Mine almost killed me. I was making all the wrong choicessome of which I didnt know I was makingand I had no idea how those choices were affecting my health. The big question is: Why are working so hard in the first place?

Burnout is costing employees their health, happiness, relationships, and sometimes their careers. Its the inevitable outcome when your choices are hijacked long enough that you forget you had choices to begin with. The good news is that you dont need a diagnosis to make new choicesand you dont have to give up being successful either.



For your Choice Mastery Flight Bag, you can visit

paulahoulihan.com/flightdeck

Your flight bag includes printable PDFs of the book exercises, a color copy of my Choice Mastery Model, and additional resources to support your choice mastery.





Before you can take back the controls, you need to understand whats hijacking them.

Chapter 2 reveals what burnout actually looks like before it pulls you off course and the warning signals most high achievers miss.
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Breaking the Silence on Burnout

One thing that is clearer to me every day is how much we all have in common, and one of those commonalities is that we all think we are alone.

 Attributed to Liat Segal

Sharon was burned out.

From everyone elses perspective, she was successful. Sharon had run her own real estate business for over 15 years. She later sold it to a larger company and stayed on with them for a couple years to assist with the transition. Even though she no longer owned the business, she still worked as if she did. She was a very passionate person and took her work to heart. She always checked her emails and took phone calls outside of office hours, on days off, on weekends, and even on vacations.

When Sharon came to me for coaching, she felt as if work had taken over her life. She was overwhelmed and depleted until she just couldnt fully engage in her life. After almost two decades of people-pleasing and overgiving, she just didnt want to put herself out there anymore. She got to a point where she just quit taking care of herself. She felt haggard. She gained weight and didnt like how she felt or what she saw in the mirror.

One day, Sharon realized she had lost her passion for her work. She had been sitting at a desk 1012 hours a day, six and sometimes seven days a week for nearly two decades. She felt that she
























































	The Compulsion to Prove Oneself: feeling like you constantly have to demonstrate your worth

	Working Harder: becoming a work addict

	Neglecting Needs: not sleeping or eating well, lack of social interaction

	Displacement of Conflicts: blaming others or your situation for all of your problems, including your stress level

	Revision of Values: your friends and family are no longer as important as your work

	Denial of Emerging Problems: intolerance; perceiving others at work as stupid, lazy, demanding, or undisciplined

	Withdrawal: avoiding or dreading social interaction, using alcohol or drugs to try to feel relief from stress

	Odd Behavioral Changes: changes in behavior such as impatience, aggression, and snapping at friends and family

	Depersonalization: feeling detachedseeing neither yourself nor others as valuable

	Inner Emptiness: feeling empty inside and to overcome this, looking for activity such as overeating, sex, alcohol, or drugs

	Depression: feeling lost and unsure, exhausted, future feels bleak and dark

	Burnout Syndrome: can include total mental and physical collapse; time for full medical attention11
































	63% more likely to take a sick day,

	23% more likely to visit the emergency room,

	13% less confident in their performance, and

	2.6 times as likely to be actively seeking a different job.23
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