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Introduction

One night in May, I got a call from my invincible longtime friend Liz. She was in a panic.

“I’m not sure what’s going on with me,” she confided. “I’ve completely lost my motivation to work out.”

Now for most of us, a resistance to exercise is everyday life, but for my friend Liz it was a true reckoning. Since the first day I met her, more than twenty-five years ago, she’s jumped out of bed every day at 5:30 a.m. to exercise. She’s run ultramarathons, done Ironmans, and climbed literal mountains. She exercised her way through graduate school, a twelve-year marriage, and two pregnancies. She’s like a Marvel Comics superhero. Liz’s superpower has always been her insane physical prowess. So when she called me that night saying she hadn’t exercised in six months, my antenna went up.

“It’s not like I lie on the couch all day and mope,” Liz told me. “So it’s definitely not burnout. You know me. I’m resilient.”

I stayed quiet and listened, but as a Harvard-trained doctor with an expertise in stress and burnout, I recognized what I call the resilience myth—the idea that putting your head down and powering through rough times is what resilience is all about (see Chapter 1). I could hear the familiar voice of the resilience myth when Liz said, “I’m working constantly. My mind never shuts off. But I can’t shake the feeling of being really depleted. Every morning, I hit snooze on my alarm and don’t exercise at all.”

She sounded more exhausted than I’d ever heard her.

“What do you think is going on?” she asked.

My diagnosis was pretty clear. “You have chronic stress and atypical burnout,” I told her.

Of course, she didn’t believe me right away. It took another twenty minutes of my relaying the hard scientific data on stress and then having her answer some questions I often ask my patients so they can score their stress level, from 1 (low) to 20 (high); see Chapter 1.

Despite her history of invincibility, Liz’s stress was definitely in the high range. Together, her three symptoms—an inability to unplug from work, feeling depleted, and a stark change from her usual exercise habit—pointed to the picture of chronic stress and burnout. By the end of our conversation, she was convinced.

“How do I fix this?” Liz asked me. “Nothing I’m doing is working.”

My suggestion was a regimen of some simple and actionable lifestyle changes, beginning with only two changes at a time. These changes were practical and easy enough for her to incorporate into an already overscheduled life. She could start them that same day.

Three months later, Liz was on her way back to bouncing out of bed at 5:30 a.m. for a five-mile run, and she’s never looked back.

In this book, you’ll find out how and why each of my simple research-backed techniques helped my friend Liz and how they can help you, too. In these current times, stress and burnout aren’t the exception, they’re the rule. In several nationwide surveys people said that the past few years have been the most stressful time of their entire professional lives,1 and more than 75 percent of adults have experienced burnout.2

Stress and burnout are two of the biggest and most universal issues plaguing our modern world. The good news is that they’re both fully reversible and can be overcome by using the small, actionable techniques described in this book. Using the techniques, mixed with a healthy dose of self-compassion, you can overcome your stress and burnout in about three months.

This isn’t about the latest fad, fix, or hack to improve overnight. Your brain and body are too smart for hacks; they see right through them. This book offers sustainable, far-reaching, and long-lasting changes, along with a couple of powerful mindset shifts, that can teach you how to reverse your biology of stress for good.

Contrary to what you may have been told, stress isn’t a sign that you’re weak at handling the demands of everyday life or that you’ve failed as a human being. Stress is a normal part of the human experience. I mean, if my invincible friend who seems to be part of the Marvel Universe could feel the impact of stress, then so can you.

You’ve been misled by modern society and our current hustle culture that stress is a sign of weakness, an embarrassment, something to cover up and hide at all costs. But stress isn’t the enemy; our cultural perception of it is. Allow me to debunk all of these negative notions about stress for you.

As a doctor, I’ve dedicated myself to specializing in the biology of stress, burnout, mental health, and resilience. I’ve done a deep dive into what stress is and how it can and often does become unhealthy for each of us at one time or another. I’ve uncovered why it goes undiagnosed and how the current treatments only offer temporary fixes, not long-term solutions for any of us.

Here’s the secret that the multibillion-dollar wellness industry doesn’t want you to know: life without stress is biologically impossible. Forget those false promises you might have read or seen that tell you that you can magically get rid of stress forever if you take this or try that product. That’s false advertising!

Stress is one of life’s great paradoxes. It’s the most common experience we can have as humans. But instead of unifying us, it isolates us, making us feel alone in our struggle. While running a stress-management clinic in Boston, I saw this play out every day, one patient at a time. But when I was invited to speak to large international audiences about my findings on unhealthy stress and my science-backed techniques to reset it, I fully grasped the vastness of the stress paradox.

I’ve had the opportunity to communicate with tens of thousands of people from all walks of life about the impact of unhealthy stress and burnout on mental and physical health. No matter where in the world I’ve shared my work about stress with people, I’ve found one very astonishing similarity. Regardless of their country, age, or occupation, each person’s stress concerns were almost identical. Whether a factory line worker in Asia, a CEO in Europe, a tech programmer in Silicon Valley, or a childcare provider in North America, the one thing they all had in common was how they defined their concerns with stress. They grappled with the demands of their roles at work; their commitments as parents, caregivers, and partners; and most of all, how the shifting expectations of their daily lives affected their mental and physical health. In my experience, these patterns have been remarkably similar across a variety of cultures, sometimes down to the precise wording of the questions I’m asked about overcoming an individual’s stress experience.

We may each have a personal stress story, but after conversations with thousands of people all around the world, I’ve uncovered and summarized five universal truths regarding stress. Chances are, if you’ve struggled with your stress these past few years, then you’ve experienced at least one—but very likely all five—of these universal concerns.


	I feel anxious when faced with uncertainty, and I struggle to control my emotions during difficult experiences.

	I don’t feel rested in mind or body and spend most days feeling depleted.

	I have so much stress that I accomplish very little, yet at the same time, I feel too burned out to be productive.

	I have so many roles to fill between work, family, and community that I have little sense of myself anymore.

	I don’t find any purpose and meaning to my life while I face so many personal or professional struggles.



If one or more of these five concerns resonates with you, it may seem like your life has been taken over by stress.

The truth is, stress is a natural part of your life, as much as feeling hunger or needing to sleep. Stress is in fact an important default pathway in your brain. It’s deeply tied to your lived experience and so essential to being human that it’s the very foundation on which your brain, body, and biology are built. Stress isn’t the enemy. It’s what makes you, you. It’s the driving force that gets you up out of bed every morning and propels you forward throughout the day.

Chances are, everything good in your life was created because of a little bit of stress. You graduated and got your first job as a result of healthy stress. It helped you start a new friendship with your current best friend. When you’re rooting for your favorite sports team every season, a little healthy stress is involved. It has even helped you take your favorite vacation and plan for the next one. Healthy stress has had a guiding hand throughout your life in big and small ways.

A healthy amount of stress is important because it’s an adaptive response to life’s many demands. It serves a functional purpose to move your life forward, but only when it’s dialed to the right frequency for you. The key is to figure out just how much stress is too much stress for you.

Stress becomes unhealthy when it’s dysfunctional and out of tune with the frequency of your life. When stress starts having a life of its own and becomes a runaway train, that’s when it gets difficult to manage and contain. This type of runaway stress no longer serves a beneficial purpose in your life. It becomes counterproductive and can end up being harmful to your health and well-being.

My goal is to help you reset your stress, learn how to manage it using healthy boundaries, and eventually master the skills and techniques needed to decrease your unhealthy stress so it doesn’t consume every aspect of your life. You can’t erase all of your stress forever, but you can get rid of the dysfunctional, unhealthy stress in your life that keeps you feeling depleted and burned out.

The 5 Resets in this book, which I’ve developed through my extensive experience in helping people understand and reduce stress, will teach you how to pump the brakes and slow down your runaway, counterproductive stress and reset your brain and body so that stress can serve you, not hurt you. What does it mean to reset your stress? A reset clears any pending errors and brings a system back into optimal condition. As you already know, you can reset a stopwatch, a broken bone, or a computer. This book contains insights, techniques, and principles for how to reset your stress.

Within each of The 5 Resets you’ll find information and easy-to-apply tools that are backed by scientific research and have a proven track record with patients in my professional life, whose stories will illustrate the why and the how of each technique. You’ll find out how to rewire your brain and body for less stress and more resilience from the inside out through incremental changes over time. The 5 Resets are:


	Get Clear on What Matters Most. This reset will get your head in the game by cultivating the right mindset to rewire your brain and body.

	Find Quiet in a Noisy World. You’ll learn techniques on how to protect your mental bandwidth by minimizing external influences.

	Sync Your Brain and Your Body. With this reset, you will focus on simple and effective techniques to help your brain and body serve you better during periods of high stress.

	Come Up for Air. You’ll learn practical and actionable techniques to cement your newfound wisdom into the constraints of everyday life.

	Bring Your Best Self Forward. This reset will teach you a powerful new language for your brain and body to redefine your relationship to stress.



Within The 5 Resets, you’ll discover clearly defined and manageable ways to work with your biology, rather than against it, through fifteen specific, research-backed techniques that will help you rewire your brain and body for a whole new level of resilience and far fewer negative effects of unhealthy stress, day by day. How can I be so sure? Because I’ve had the honor of witnessing thousands of patient transformations, and I want you to join the success stories I share in this book.

Perhaps like me, your privacy is important to you. I want you to know that every technique I include in this book can be done privately in your own home, or silently, without anyone around you even knowing you’re practicing a technique to manage your stress or burnout. You won’t need to do anything special, such as set aside extra time, join a gym, or purchase equipment. The techniques are free and simple and will not draw any unwanted attention to your practicing stress management in your professional or personal life. Everything you’ll read in The 5 Resets has one purpose: to help you make huge strides in managing your stress and burnout, cultivating the right kind of resilience and fostering a deep sense of health and well-being.

From combating the burnout of work and parenting, managing the grief of losing someone dear, or the overwhelm that comes from having a new medical condition, I’ve helped many people over the past twenty years navigate the most challenging times in their lives and taught them how to recover and rebuild themselves from the inside out. Unquestionably, we’ve lived through uncertain and rapidly changing times in the past few years, which have taken a huge toll on our mental and physical health. We’ve faced their harsh repercussions on ourselves, our loved ones, our workplaces, our schools, and nearly every aspect of our daily lives, not to mention the overall economy and state of the world. But even if you feel like your life is in shambles, my deepest belief is that you have all the tools within yourself to rise up, meet the challenge of the moment, and become stronger than ever. Your time is now, and I’m going to help you by offering easy guidance that you can follow every step of the way.

I’ll walk with you through each of The 5 Resets so you arrive at your destination with a clear understanding of how stress impacts your brain and body and, most importantly, what you can do to feel better, calmer, and more empowered to take control of your life again. Each technique is a simple, practical, and action-oriented tool to help you outsmart your biology, reset your stress, and supercharge your resilience. I’ve applied all of these techniques to my own life during my personal stress story. I know the benefits they’ve had for me and how they’ve also helped the many patients I’ve cared for over the years. My own journey as a doctor, researcher, and patient (we’ll get to that in Chapter 1) has shown me that at the center of every human story is a theme of resilience. I’ve seen this play out hundreds of times with my patients, and I know there’s a story of resilience within you.

Through my nearly two decades of training, clinical work, and research, I’ve had the great privilege of observing the inner workings of human beings up close. I’m the keeper of so many stories that began with stress and pain but ended in perseverance and triumph. If you’ve picked up this book, you’ve already taken the first most important step to less stress and more resilience. You may have spent many days feeling stressed, burned out, and completely depleted. You may be wondering whether you’ll ever get through the dark tunnel of stress and return to a life where you feel more in control and have a better frame of mind. You may not believe me, but I promise that if you follow through with The 5 Resets, your story of resilience is the one you’ll be telling. Just like my friend Liz the superhero, you have the superpower of resilience that’s just waiting to emerge, and I’m going to help you discover it.
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What’s Your Stress Really Telling You?

I was dripping with sweat even though I was standing still. I was dizzy. Inside my chest, I felt something new, different, and terrifying. A stampede of wild horses. The air was being knocked out of me. I had a hard time catching my breath.

I was in the cardiac intensive care unit in a city called “the most dangerous city in America” in 2007. But I wasn’t a patient; I was the doctor. At that moment, I was calmly and methodically making my patient rounds, something I’d done every day for the previous two years.

I was the doctor in charge and fully in control, but in my body, things felt out of control. I was at a standstill in the doorway of a patient’s room, trying hard to stop whatever was happening inside me, quite seriously wondering whether I should be the patient in that hospital room instead.

The nurse I was working with immediately sensed something wasn’t right. She told me to sit down and brought me some orange juice to drink. Seconds later, the feeling passed, and we both laughed it off. “It’s probably just low blood sugar from working overnight and not eating enough,” she said.

I’d been on call the night before, and we’d had many hospital admissions. I’d had no time to eat a full meal, stay hydrated, or even use the bathroom—common occurrences for doctors in training. But still, something else seemed off, and the sensation had me shaking in my scrubs, literally. What had just happened to me?

I’d been working eighty hours a week in my medical training for the previous few years, spending every third night in the hospital on overnight call. It was a coveted training program for the real-world exposure we received, an ideal learning environment for young doctors like me. But the unpredictable and harsh reality for doctors in training could be intense and sometimes shocking. One night, I saw a pregnant woman being wheeled on a gurney into the trauma ER with bullet wounds in her abdomen. We saw some gruesome stuff, but there wasn’t a spare moment to pause, catch our breath, or process what we witnessed. We simply kept going. There was always another seriously ill patient who needed our attention.

If I had a few minutes to spare in the hospital, I’d grab a cold turkey sandwich and a supersize caffeinated drink from the cafeteria and eat on my feet while making notes in patient charts. I rarely saw sunshine, except through the hospital windows. I didn’t exercise unless you count running from one patient room to the next. My sleep was erratic, at best. If things were quiet on overnight calls, I would catch a couple hours of rest in the doctor-on-call room on a worn-out bunk bed. On busy nights, I didn’t.

It’s how the medical trainee world worked at that time. There was no spare moment to process anything, good or bad. We didn’t have the right terminology to describe the emotional aspects of our medical trainee experience. The words “self-care,” “stress,” and “burnout” didn’t exist in my vocabulary nor anyone else’s two decades ago in the clinical world.

I never questioned any of it because I wanted to be counted as someone who could handle it all, like I had been taught to do.

Many years before I felt those wild horses in my chest, a teacher at medical school had told me, “Pressure makes diamonds, Aditi. By the end of medical training, you’re all going to be gleaming diamonds.”

I believed him. I became strongly rooted in that belief. I loved the thrilling intensity of my work, so I unknowingly bought in to the resilience myth (see below) and persevered through every stage of my trainee experience because, hey … diamond in the making here.

But my body told a different story.

That day in the cardiac ICU was the first and last time I ever felt those wild horses during my waking hours. Instead, the palpitations followed me home and visited my body at night just as I was relaxed enough to fall asleep. I’d be jolted awake by the scary, out-of-the blue sensations. After a half hour or more, I’d drift off to sleep, exhausted and in need of rest. Of course, I was terrified. But I kept it to myself. I thought it was a passing phase. I’d heard about medical student syndrome, a phenomenon where you feel your patients’ symptoms. Since I was the doctor in the cardiac ICU taking care of people’s hearts, maybe I had just become more aware of my own?

What I didn’t know then that I do know now is that my bedtime-only palpitations were a classic manifestation of the delayed stress response. When we’re stressed, our brains have an uncanny ability to rise up and meet the moment by compartmentalizing inconvenient aspects of ourselves that don’t help with our immediate self-preservation. But after the acute stressful experience has passed and things have settled down, like at bedtime, our true emotions come to the surface. It’s something I’ve seen and recognized in my own patients and thousands of other people over the past twenty years. But when it first happened to me, nothing made sense. My palpitations continued for weeks, every single night, just as I lay my head down to sleep. Once my rotation in the cardiac ICU was finished, I thought it would all resolve. But it didn’t. It continued on, night after frustrating night.

Completely fed up with this unsolvable issue, I finally hit my limit and went to see a doctor. I wanted to find a solution quickly and get back to my life as it had been before the nightly stampede. I was perplexed because even though I knew about the physiology of the body, I still couldn’t figure out what was happening to me. I decided to cut to the chase and have a full workup. I had blood tests for electrolytes and infection, thyroid hormone levels, and anemia markers; multiple blood pressure and heart rate checks; an electrocardiogram; and even a heart ultrasound. My results came in.

The doctor smiled enthusiastically. “Everything looks great. It’s all within normal limits.”

She was happy. I was confused.

“Maybe it’s stress?” she said reassuringly, as she ushered me out the door. “Try to relax when you can. I know it’s hard with medical training. I’ve been there.”

I wasn’t reassured at all.

It seemed impossible that the very real symptoms I was feeling could be due to stress. Seriously, how could something so benign like stress affect me physically with such force and intensity? It didn’t make sense. I’d already gone through so many stressful experiences in my medical training, why would stress suddenly affect me now? Stress didn’t happen to resilient people like me! I thought I’d be immune to the harmful effects of stress. I had a reputation for an incomparable work ethic, and I wore that label proudly like a medal of honor. There’s no way that stress had backed me into a corner. I left the doctor’s office in disbelief and with no real solutions to my struggle.

Not seeing any other options, however, I took the doctor’s advice and found ways to relax more. Whenever I had a rare day off, I watched movies, spent time with family and friends, went shopping, and even tried a spa. It didn’t change anything. Every night, the stampede came back at bedtime.

Relaxing more wasn’t working. I didn’t need a distraction; I needed answers. After one particularly grueling thirty-hour work shift at the hospital, I walked past a yoga studio in my neighborhood. On a whim, I went in and took my first yoga class. I was still wearing my hospital scrubs. I stretched and twisted myself into poses that were strange to me. I learned some new breathing techniques.

That night, I slept more soundly than I had in weeks. The horses still showed up, but they were less intense and left more quickly. Could a yoga class have that effect or was it a coincidence? I had to know. I decided to test my hypothesis and began taking yoga classes twice a week. My teacher also gave us some breathing exercises to do at home. They were simple techniques that I could integrate into my daily life without having to shift my whole schedule. I also started walking to and from work. I drank less caffeine during the day and went to bed earlier whenever I could. If I wasn’t on call, I began silencing my phone at bedtime.

Even though I had no scientific proof that any of this was helping me, I slowly started to feel better. My wild mustang stampede every night slowly became more like a trot of circus ponies across my chest.

For the next three months, even while working eighty hours per week, I committed to a plan of daily walks, an early bedtime, less caffeine, and yoga and breathing exercises. My palpitations diminished little by little, and one night they disappeared completely, never to be experienced again. That was almost twenty years ago. They’ve never come back. And I can’t say I miss them.

I found my way back through the dark tunnel of stress by testing techniques that were new to me, making lifestyle choices that transformed my body’s response to stress by tapping into the mind-body connection—the idea that our thoughts and feelings can directly affect our bodies in both positive and negative ways (see Chapter 5). Because I had this new experience, I wanted to do everything in my power to protect my mindset.

Eventually, the scientist part of my brain kicked in. What the hell had happened to me with stress, and how had I found my way to the other side? I wanted to uncover the scientific rationale behind my experience. I dug deeply and researched extensively, reading everything I could on the biology of stress. Like Alice in Wonderland, I entered a new and vibrant world that was outside of my conventional medical training. How is it that stress, the most common phenomenon to happen to nearly every human on the planet, wasn’t something we talked about or offered real solutions for in a doctor’s office?

I knew what I had to do next. I wanted to become the doctor I desperately had needed and hadn’t been able to find when I suffered from my stress experience. I wanted to be the one to give stressed people, like me, tangible and scientific tools they could use in their busy everyday lives to transform their own stress, the same way I had done for myself.

So that’s what I did.

I applied for and was accepted into a clinical research fellowship at Harvard Medical School where I studied the biology of stress and the mind-body connection. In my research, I uncovered the startling finding that even though 60 percent to 80 percent of visits to a doctor have a stress-related component, only 3 percent of doctors counsel their patients on stress management.1 My personal experience with my own doctor lined up with this research. I bet it has for you, too.

You might be wondering why, if stress is such a common culprit for physical symptoms and medical issues, it has been so ignored by conventional Western medicine? Why doesn’t your doctor talk about stress as the reason you’re not sleeping through the night? Or when you tell your doctor you feel queasy every Sunday when spending time with your in-laws, why hasn’t he or she ever brought up stress? Is the neck pain that happens every Tuesday morning during your weekly team meeting at your job caused by stress?

Stress is today’s buzzword—we see it everywhere in the news and on social media—but when it comes to linking the negative effects of runaway stress with our medical symptoms, there’s a gap. Stress still lives in the shadows of the conventional Western medical system and hasn’t taken center stage, despite it being ever-present in nearly all doctors’ visits.

Whenever someone asks me what my specialty is, I say, “I talk to patients about the elephant in the exam room—their stress. I also address the emotional component of chronic illness and serve as a bridge between high tech and high touch.”

So much of clinical medicine involves the latest high-tech treatment. It’s what makes our conventional medical system one of the best in the world. I’m a huge proponent of that system when it comes to acute, life-threatening conditions because it saves millions of lives. But along with our emphasis on the many high-tech interventions, we need to equally value the high-touch aspects of medical care that have been far too neglected. Doctors need to make patients feel like people first and conditions second, to help them feel seen, heard and understood for their lived experience, which is difficult for us to do well in our current medical system.

This isn’t about the failings of individual physicians. Doctors find ways to move mountains every day for their patients, despite the larger systemic forces at play that get in the way of doing their jobs. It’s never about an individual; it’s about a broken system. Most doctors would wholeheartedly agree.

Thankfully, the larger medical system is finally acknowledging the elephant in the exam room. They’ve got no choice but to do so, because global events in recent years made everyone sit up and take notice. Stress and burnout started happening in record numbers to patients and doctors alike. The healthcare system realized that it was in a pandemic of stress. The silver lining is that we’re finally waking up to this reality. The perception of stress management is shifting from something that used to be a luxury, to something that’s now considered a necessity for physical and mental health.

If your doctor hasn’t asked you about your stress, it’s not because they’re unaware that stress is a major concern for you right now. Most doctors simply don’t have the time, tools, or resources to directly address your stress, especially during a short office visit. They have a long list of pressing medical issues they must monitor in you as their patient: diabetes, heart disease, and the risk of cancer, to name just three common ones. Studies show that for doctors to do their jobs properly, they’d need to work a total of twenty-seven hours a day.2 Doctors are held to impossible standards and manage a packed agenda with every single office visit. Is it any wonder that a conversation about stress in a doctor’s office is sidelined for another day? Ignoring the impact of stress on patient health isn’t due to the failings of individual doctors; they’re doing the best they possibly can within an overwhelmed system. This is about the systemic failings of a broken healthcare system that prioritizes sick care over health care.

Conventional medical care is finally moving toward acknowledging just how much stress can affect a patient’s health. In 2022, a national panel agreed that American adults younger than age sixty-five should be screened for anxiety by their doctor because unhealthy stress is so pervasive, and anxiety is the most common stress-related medical condition.3 This historic decision could help to transform conventional health care in the near future, but we still have more work to do to build awareness in the medical system about the pervasiveness of stress.

The other big hurdle for doctors, besides their limited time with each patient, is that stress isn’t a one-size-fits-all model. Stress shows up differently for each individual, which makes it challenging to identify and treat from the medical perspective. One patient may experience insomnia, headaches, or mood fluctuations, while someone else’s stress takes on the form of palpitations, stomach issues, or pain. The list of stress symptoms is vague and vast, which is why we in the medical community call stress a diagnosis of exclusion—meaning, before we can label your physical symptom as “stress-related,” we first need to exclude all the other possible causes for it, like a medical condition involving your heart, lungs, blood, or brain, among other causes.

If you’ve had a full medical checkup done and your doctor told you that everything looked okay and your symptoms could be related to stress, you’re in good company with those 60 percent to 80 percent of doctors’ visits that discover the same thing: it’s the stress contributing to the symptoms. Stress has also been found as an aggravating factor in nearly every medical condition, from a benign common cold to a more serious condition like a heart attack. Nearly every medical condition, including anxiety, depression, insomnia, chronic pain, gastrointestinal issues, arthritis, migraines, asthma, allergies, and even diabetes, can be worsened by stress. That’s not to say that stress causes these conditions—because that’s scientifically inaccurate—but it certainly can make each of them worse.

You might have recognized some of your own stress symptoms in this short list, or maybe your stress shows up in other ways not listed here. After years of studying stress, I can attest to the fact that stress is extremely versatile: it’s a multi-hyphenate performer. It can manifest in ways that are both highly unusual and also very common. Sometimes stress can show up as two things at once. Regardless of how stress shows up for you, the first thing I want you to know is that you’re not alone. Maybe you’ve gone a long time trying to ignore your stress symptom or symptoms, but it’s now out of hand and you’re ready to do something about it.

This was true for Olivia, a married stay-at-home mom of three teen boys, who found her headaches getting worse as her sons were becoming more independent, learning to drive, and staying out later with friends.

As Olivia revealed to me, “I used to have headaches only rarely. Now I’m stressed from raising teenagers, so my headaches happen three or four times every month.”

Olivia’s doctor had done a complete workup and had determined that the headaches were stress-related, which Olivia didn’t feel was very helpful information. “I’m not saying he’s wrong, but it doesn’t make the headaches any easier to handle,” she told me. “I seem to be in a nonstop difficult process of adjusting to my sons and their growing independence. I feel like I have to load them up with precautions to prevent anything bad from happening to them, and then I still worry all the time. They see me as overprotective and are constantly trying to negotiate the rules I set. My oldest is seventeen and the youngest is thirteen. I’ll have to pull myself together and get through it, but how will I be with five more years of this headache pain?”

I could see that Olivia was reaching her breaking point.

Like Olivia, most of us have been taught from a young age that tolerating a high level of discomfort is what inner strength is all about. We mistakenly call it resilience. I’m here to tell you, that’s not true resilience. What often gets labeled as resilience is the very thing that depletes us in the long run, both physically and mentally. It’s what I call the great resilience myth.

The Resilience Myth

From a strictly scientific point of view, resilience is your innate biological ability to adapt, recover, and grow in the face of life’s challenges. But resilience doesn’t function in a vacuum. You need stress for resilience to show itself.

Resilience can be defined as “the ability to cope with shocks and keep functioning in much the same kind of way as before.”4 It is a healthy biological phenomenon. But it’s often confused with toxic resilience, which is a warped view of this definition and can include unhealthy behaviors like pushing past boundaries, productivity at all costs, and a mind-over-matter mindset. It’s the Energizer Bunny mentality, and it can get you into trouble. The foundation of our modern world is built on toxic resilience. As a child in school, you were rewarded for always holding it together. By adulthood, this is the norm whether you’re at home, work, parenting, caregiving, or in your community.

I’ve witnessed this false expectation every day in my clinic. A patient will walk in with a big smile on their face. They seem happy, relaxed, and calm. But then the door closes and they burst into spontaneous tears the moment they have some privacy with me. No matter their age, occupation, or family background, once they feel they can tell the truth about their stress, the floodgates open. It’s far too common and a real indicator of just how universal yet isolated we feel in our personal stress struggles. Another aspect of toxic resilience is that we feel shame about needing advice or help, so we resist asking for it until we have no choice. Everyone comes to this realization in their own time.

Miles came to see me at the insistence of his wife because she was concerned with his inability to sleep well. He was sleeping about four hours per night, and for the previous few months he’d been running on fumes most days, with dark circles under his eyes. As a manager of twelve employees in a software engineering division, and with two young children at home, Miles was starting to have other health issues, like high blood pressure.

He perched on the edge of the chair in my office, waiting for the appointment to be over.

“Look, I know my wife is worried,” Miles said, trying to make light of it. “I’m going to be fine. I’m under a lot of pressure at work. You know technology. I have to keep up with constant changes. I’m responsible for keeping my division on pace.”

“Which has to be difficult if you’re going into work without much sleep,” I said.

Miles waved the comment away. “Listen doc, I was a champion athlete in college. I would get up to train at four in the morning, every morning. I’m used to pushing through to get results. I’ll probably sleep better after things are back on track at work and once my kids are a little older and not as dependent.”

“In the meantime, there are some simple techniques that could help you feel better now,” I offered.

“I’m sure those are great for your other patients,” Miles said, “but I’m okay. My dad never missed a single day of work. I’m built from sturdy stock. I’m only here because my wife asked me to see you. So it was nice to meet you, doctor. Have a great week.”

I wished Miles well and watched him walk back out through the waiting room.

Miles was primed with another aspect of toxic resilience. We’ve learned to tell ourselves that we’ll engage in self-care at some future time—when we aren’t so busy, when the kids are grown, when we’ve reached a work goal, when the pressure is off, when we have a vacation week, when there’s more money in the bank, when we retire. Regrettably, we give self-care the least attention when we need it the most.

Toxic resilience has been around a long time. In the depths of the Great Depression, the politician Al Smith is credited with saying, “The American people never carry an umbrella. They prepare to walk in eternal sunshine.” Eternal sunshine is a lot of pressure to live up to, and it’s the perfect slogan for a culture that rewards toxic resilience. This book isn’t about learning to walk in eternal sunshine. That’s not realistic, feasible, or even sustainable.

Unlike Miles, you may be at a place where you’ve realized that the levels of stress and burnout in your life are no longer sustainable. You want to see measurable and daily improvements in the way you feel. In the chapters that follow, I give you all the tools you need to create tangible and concrete change so you can overcome your unhealthy stress and reveal your innate and wondrous resilience—the real kind.

The Canary in the Coal Mine

Let’s start by redefining your relationship to stress through a short exercise that helps you identify the problem that’s disrupting your life the most. It’s called the canary in the coal mine.

Coal miners in the nineteenth century took canaries into the mines with them to monitor the amount of deadly carbon monoxide in the air. The miners couldn’t tell, on their own, if the air quality was getting into a danger zone, but the canary could. By listening to the canary sing, the miners would know the air was toxic if the bird
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