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Introduction:
The Sleeper Must Awaken

A person needs new experiences. ... Without change something sleeps inside us and seldom awakens. The sleeper must awaken.

—Duke Leto in Frank Herbert’s Dune

THIRTY YEARS AGO I underwent nine months of weekly chemotherapy to treat cancer that the doctor told me had spread to my lung. That experience awakened in me a new appreciation for life that didn’t leave time or energy for worrying about the small stuff of life. If you, like me, have ever narrowly escaped a tragedy and had a wake-up call, you probably discovered, as I did, a profound gratitude for just being alive and a deep appreciation for your loved ones. But have you ever wondered who the wake-up call is for and who’s been asleep? I believe that it’s for your Strongest Self—the you who’s been waiting to unlock the full potential of your new, human brain.

This book’s four-step program will show you how to awaken your Strongest Self without needing a dangerous wake-up call. You’ll learn how to use the uniquely human part of your new brain—which neuroscientists label the executive organizing functions of the prefrontal cortex, located in the center of the fore-head—to live more fully, joyfully, and effectively.



Over the last two million years, the hominid skull has expanded to accommodate the monitoring, planning, socializing, and leadership functions of our modern prefrontal cortex. The skulls of apes, chimpanzees, Homo erectus, and Neanderthals have pronounced eyebrow ridges and backward slanted foreheads, revealing an underdeveloped frontal lobe that lacked the executive regulatory functions and self-reflective consciousness that make you human. The expanded prefrontal cortex of modern humans (Homo sapiens sapiens), however, has moved our foreheads to a near-vertical position and increased the average size of our brain to 1,350 cubic centimeters. Much of this development has taken place in the last 120,000 years.

This relatively new, and most recently evolved, part of the human brain monitors, coordinates, and regulates the activities of a 500-million-year-old reptile brain, a 200-million-year-old mammal brain, and a 50-million-year-old primate brain. All of these separate and distinct brain regions and functions coexist, more or less peacefully, inside your skull. “The human brain is a compendium of circuits piled atop one another ... so we do not have one single brain but a multilevel brain, built in different eras for different priorities,” writes Dr. Robert Ornstein in Multimind. It’s the interaction and integration of these systems and functions that make you a coherent person with integrity rather than a series of separate, unpredictable reactions. Someone must direct these multiple brains and update default responses that were set millions of years ago to survive in environments and cultures very different from those of today. That someone is your Strongest Self, which acts like a separate mind with the job of determining your higher values, adapting to changing environments, and integrating lower brain functions into a coherent whole.

The Benefits of Connecting to Your Strongest Self

Every week, I work with twenty or more therapy and coaching clients who are talented and motivated people just like you. And it pains me to see them struggling so hard against blocks to happiness, effectiveness, and inner peace. I’ve written this book so you can benefit from the practices that have helped thousands break free of counterproductive patterns, discover their true potential, and warm to life the parts of them that have been frozen away and dormant.

You’ll see that this book doesn’t insist that you try harder using the same old, ineffective tools that come from a limited sense of self and the automatic reactions of primitive brains. Indeed, the parts of you that have been fearful, resistant, and unsure will no longer be in charge of your life. You’ll be acting from your human brain—the newest and most powerful brain on the planet!

The exciting news is that Awaken Your Strongest Self gives you the tools to unlock your full potential as the leader and effective manager of your life. It helps you shift out of a limited perspective of your abilities and into the roles that will empower you to live a life of greater joy, ease, and effectiveness without having to wait for your lower brain functions to feel confident and motivated.

Wake Up Your “New Brain”

Over the last fifty million years of primate evolution, the size of the prefrontal cortex has expanded to more than 30 percent of the neocortex in humans, compared with 11.5 percent in monkeys and 17 percent in chimpanzees. The expanded prefrontal cortex of humans includes a working memory, planning and anticipation, the ability to choose, neuronal adaptability (or plasticity), and the ability to form associations and representations that give us unique cognitive skills for language, creativity, inventiveness, and goal achievement.

Recent studies by neuroscientists using functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) scans show that the new brain (the pre-frontal cortex) lights up when those in deep meditation and prayer attain feelings of transcendence, inner peace, and improved concentration. They also experience a greater sense of connection within themselves and with the world.



By using the Awaken Your Strongest Self four-step program, you’ll be lighting up—and waking up—your human brain’s organizing and regulating capabilities to play their proper leadership role in managing and guiding your life. When you apply this program to your life, you’ll learn to recognize the automatic and conditioned reactions of your more primitive brains. From that recognition, you’ll be able to use your distinctly human ability to choose to act in ways congruent with your higher purpose, vision, and evolved values.

Break Free of Self-Destructive Patterns and Fear

The Awaken Your Strongest Self program gives you the skills you need to connect to what British psychiatrist Anthony Storr calls “something superior to the ego.” This something is often referred to as the self, subconscious mind, universe, a higher power, the genius, inner strength, soul, or spirit.

In keeping with this book’s nonsectarian approach, I refer to this something as the Strongest Self and its key roles as the protective self and leadership self. Your ego (which includes your personality, conscious mind, and everyday identity, not the psychoanalytic or Freudian use of the term ego) is only a part of your Strongest Self. With practice you’ll learn to connect your ego to the larger support system of your Strongest Self and to train your ego to surrender its lonely, arrogant struggle.

This program shows you how to play a leadership role in your life. It shows you how to free yourself from the obsolete patterns and fears that are keeping you from experiencing your full potential and achieving your higher goals. Note that acknowledging the evolution of the human brain and the advent of consciousness on the planet doesn’t exclude belief in God, a higher power, or a higher wisdom in the universe. In fact, it’s congruent with the concept of exercising our uniquely human ability of free will to choose actions that distinguish us from the animals and our lower brains. You can make this program work for you without having to change your religious or spiritual beliefs.

Achieve Your Goals with Less Struggle and Greater Peace

By applying the exercises and tools in this book, most of my clients have attained a greater sense of inner peace while achieving their most important goals. Following these methods, one of my clients, the owner of a small business, doubled her income while working fewer hours. Another client, a man who weighed 380 pounds, lost 110 pounds in one year without ever feeling as if he were on a diet. Another stopped smoking before his daughter’s wedding, while still another used these methods to pass the state bar exam on her eighth try. One man overcame a lifetime of aggressive type A behavior and became, in his words, “like a Buddha in rush-hour traffic.” Another conquered procrastination and completed and mailed off five years of back taxes. And as you’ll read in later chapters, I was able to cope with a devastating cancer diagnosis and a difficult treatment process.

More important than the goals my clients and I achieved is how easily we achieved them—once we learned to go beyond struggling from our conscious mind/ego to connect with something superior. By letting go of a limited sense of identity and connecting with their Strongest Self, my clients have been able to complete books, screenplays, and doctoral dissertations and to overcome their fear and produce their first musical CDs. One even overcame her stage fright and sang in the Paris Opera! Younger clients have learned to cope with attention deficit disorder (ADD) to graduate high school and enter college.

Ordinary people including myself have found that facing a wide variety of challenges from the perspective of our Strongest Selves and new brain (as I instruct in this book) has freed us from outdated, destructive patterns of behavior. The concepts and exercises in this book will set you rapidly on your way to aligning your actions with your higher values and goals.

Following the Four Steps to Achieve Your Full Potential

What steps did we follow to achieve our goals and fulfill our dreams? In essence, we followed the four steps outlined in this book. And you can, too.

In “Step 1: Step Back from Your Old, Ineffective Patterns,” you’ll learn to recognize the specific words, feelings, and physical sensations that make up your instinctual and learned ego reactions to life’s pressures. With the help of the fear inoculation exercises in Chapter 1, you’ll develop your ability to recognize your automatic, reactive habits before they can pull you into hours and days of emotional upset. You’ll learn how to break through fear and self-doubt and start the process of replacing outdated patterns with healthier alternatives.

In “Step 2: Step Up to Your New Brain and Your Strongest Self,” you’ll learn how to shift to a new perspective that awakens your leadership strengths. You’ll find that playing a protective role and gaining a leader’s perspective free you from your former fears, struggles, and feelings of being overwhelmed. Applying a new point of view from the vantage point of your new brain, you’ll break away from your personal and prehistoric past. You’ll be empowered to direct your attention toward your current challenges, opportunities, and goals.

In “Step 3: Awaken the Five Qualities of Your Strongest Self,” you’ll discover the five qualities of safety, choice, presence, focus, and connection. With these qualities you’ll live more fully by accessing resources that far exceed those of your ego and conscious mind. Learning to make these five qualities a part of your daily commitment to yourself will enable you to quickly shift from fear-based patterns to a stronger, more expansive sense of self. When you start living from your Strongest Self, you’ll be able to minimize these five major problem areas—stress, inner conflict, self-criticism, feeling overwhelmed, and struggle—while maximizing joy, focus, inner strength, and your ability to deepen your personal relationships.

In “Step 4: Awaken the Leader in You to Achieve Your Goals,” you’ll use self-leadership skills to acknowledge the concerns of all aspects of yourself. You’ll also forge all levels of your brain into a team congruent with your current mission and focused on achieving your higher goals. You’ll find that self-sabotage, procrastination, and ambivalence are virtually eliminated when you take charge of your inner team. Achieving goals happens rapidly, and almost effortlessly, when you awaken to your leadership role and align all parts with your higher vision and values. You’ll learn to apply the latest research on the stages of effective change to ensure that you not only begin a process of change but also have the skills and mental toughness to maintain your healthy habits.

When you use this four-step program daily, you’ll gain the confidence that—in spite of self-doubts and past failures—you can act more effectively and consistently in accord with your higher values and mission.

Pretest to Measure Your Progress

To start, use these measures to record your current state so you can see your progress over the next few weeks. In the next chapter you’ll identify the obstacles you want to eliminate by putting into action the four steps to awaken your Strongest Self.

To measure your progress over the course of this dynamic program, you can record your current levels of stress, joy, inner peace, and feelings of connection to deeper resources on the scales that follow. In Appendix F you’ll find a posttest that you can use as a comparison with your current levels to show you how much you’ve progressed in lowering stress and attaining a greater sense of inner peace by awakening your Strongest Self. Imagine that these scales are thermometers to record your current levels of stress, joy, inner peace, and connection.

1. Stress

Circle the number that indicates your average level of stress for the past week.

[image: Image]

2. Joy

Circle the number that indicates your average level of joy for the past week.
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3. Inner Peace

Circle the number that indicates your average level of inner peace for the past week.
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4. Connection

Circle the number that indicates your average level of feeling connected to something stronger than yourself for the past week.
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Pretest to Measure Your Intention and Commitment

The latest research on personal effectiveness, or self-efficacy, and the maintenance of long-term health habits—such as regular exercise, diet improvement, and smoking cessation—shows that perceived control and behavioral intention are among the key qualities that predict success. By learning to shift to your new brain’s organizing functions—especially choice, regulation of anxiety and arousal, long-term commitment, and overriding lower brain reactivity—you’ll become more certain that when you set a goal from your higher, Strongest Self it will have the cooperation of every part of you. When you truly intend and commit to an action, it will have behind it the full power of your Strongest Self’s leadership perspective and deep resources.

The following five scales will give you a subjective measure of your current estimates of your desire, ability, confidence, control, and intention to improve, change, and take charge of your life.

1. Desire/Motivation

How much do you want to improve, change, and take charge of your life?
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2. Ability

To what extent do you see yourself as being capable of making improvements, creating positive change, and taking charge of your life?
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3. Confidence

How confident are you that you will improve, change, and take charge of your life?

[image: Image]

4. Perceived Control

How much personal control do you feel you have over making improvements, changing habits, and taking charge of your life?
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5. Intention

How often do you intend to use the exercises and concepts in this book to make improvements, change habits, and take charge of your life?

[image: Image]

Read this book slowly, perhaps a chapter at a time, and apply its concepts, strategies, and tools in your life. You’ll be learning new concepts—or, at the very least, new ways to apply these concepts—so refer back to the book to remind yourself of its motivating stories and exercises. You may want to keep a notebook and pen handy while reading this book to record your experiences with each exercise and the negative patterns you’ll be indentifying.

Expect a dynamic inner shift in attitude, perspective, and ability. The exercises in each chapter will help you integrate new skills into your life that will connect you to your inner resources and strengths. To attain these goals, you’ll need to experiment with and use these concepts and exercises in your life every day. Within weeks, you’ll unlock the leadership power of your new brain and you’ll find that the smaller, fearful parts of you will follow your lead. Finally, you—as your Strongest Self—will be in charge of your life.






STEP 1
Step Back from Your Old, Ineffective Patterns








1
Five Signs That You Are Not Your Strongest Self ... Yet

All the greatest and most important problems of life are fundamentally unsolvable; they only fade when confronted with a new and stronger life passion.

—Carl G. Jung

DURING MY TWENTY-FIVE YEARS as a psychologist and ten years as a life coach, I’ve discovered that if you want to reach your true potential, it’s much more effective to ignite a new passion for life than to dwell on past problems. We begin our process, however, by identifying five major problem areas and reactive patterns so you can quickly replace them with the action steps, leadership, and qualities of your Strongest Self. Learning to recognize your old patterns as small parts of a much larger self is the first essential step toward transformative change.

The practice of observing your thoughts, feelings, and impulses awakens your higher brain to be conscious of lower brain automatic reactions and to exercise its executive ability to choose how to act. By observing your thoughts, behavior, and moods, you gain some needed distance and time to choose actions that are congruent with your values and consistent with who you wish to become. This process also changes the structure of your brain, making it more flexible and adaptable as you add more neural connections between your executive organizing functions and your ancestral brains.

The practice of meditation works in a similar way. You notice your thoughts and impulses as they arise, and you become aware that a part of you is always calmly observing. As you shift your sense of self into the perspective of that observer, you are less likely to be pulled into distracting thoughts or reactive impulses. Distractions such as the familiar bells of the ice-cream truck outside your door automatically trigger your desire for ice cream, but you don’t have to follow your lower brain’s urge to jump up, chase after the vendor, and buy some ice cream. Instead, you can observe your thoughts and cravings, focus on your breathing, and choose to sit still. You can watch your thoughts and feelings change and fade away.

Whenever you exercise your freedom of choice, you are doing more than just passively observing. You are awakening and activating your uniquely human ability to override your initial, lower brain reactions in order to choose how to act.

Choosing to Face Your Fears

The ability to disidentify from your initial thoughts and reactions is what makes you truly human, and it only exists in your new, human brain—the prefrontal cortex whose rapid expansion has pushed the forehead into a vertical position.

As you awaken more of your uniquely human skills, you’ll be able to choose to face fear rather than be controlled by it. Each time you choose to face a fear, you’re preventing your mammal brain from controlling your behavior and your life. All mammals have a fear of fire, but about two million years ago our early ancestor Homo erectus learned to overcome that mammal instinct in order to harness fire for warmth and cooking. By facing a fear you’ve been avoiding, you break free of lower brain phobias and win a fear inoculation shot that makes you more robust against future fears and challenges. Your fear inoculation shots will break the cycle of inertia, avoidance, and guilt while increasing your momentum and motivation.

Identifying Your Five Major Problem Areas

An understanding of the architecture of the human brain is useful in coping with many of life’s challenges and the five major problem areas. You can see in Figure 1.1 that the reptile brain (brain stem) is shaped like a carrot that grows up from the top of the spinal column. The old mammal brain (limbic system)—found in ancient rodents and modern cats and dogs—surrounds the reptile brain and adds to it the ability to learn and to relate within a community.

As you can see in Figure 1.2, most of the human brain is made of what looks like a piece of coral, which is about the size of a melon, that surrounds and lies atop the mammal and reptile brains. This expansion beyond the earlier brains is called the neo-cortex, or primate brain. Because our human brain is built upon—and retains many of the features of—the brains of our ancestors, the task of managing our thoughts and actions would be nearly impossible if it were not for our prefrontal cortex.



FIGURE 1.1 Reptile and Mammal Brains
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This uniquely human part of our brain, located in the front third of the neocortex, contains our essential executive organizing functions. It is this part of our brain that gives us the capacity for language, organization, planning, self-regulation, and decision making. And it was the rapid growth of the prefrontal cortex over the last two hundred thousand years that has pushed our forehead to a near-vertical position, distinguishing it from the receding forehead of apes and Neanderthals.



FIGURE 1.2 The Human Brain

[image: Image]



The five major problem areas that can be reduced or resolved by applying the Strongest Self program are:

1. stress and fear

2. inner conflict and procrastination

3. feeling overwhelmed and confused

4. self-criticism and self-blame

5. struggle and loneliness

Within just a few chapters, you’ll be shifting your identity away from your symptoms and default reactions and into the perspective, roles, and voice of your Strongest Self. You’ll learn to identify the specific words, worries, and physical tensions that signal the use of limited and, usually, primitive methods of coping with current life pressures and challenges. You’ll minimize or remove completely the blocks that have kept you from realizing your true potential for happiness, success, and inner peace.

To begin step 1, use the following five problem areas to identify the symptoms that describe your current behavior and negative internal dialogue. Identify and check off your symptoms without self-criticism but with an appreciation that you’ve taken the first step to freeing yourself of old, destructive patterns.

As you proceed through this program, you’ll find it easier to detach from your initial reactions and take control of them if you locate their approximate point of origin in your brain. A fear, fight-or-flight response, for example, originates in the oldest part of the brain—the reptile brain—that has existed for more than five hundred million years. You don’t want to argue with a survival response that has obviously worked, but you do want to use your new, executive brain to decide when the danger has passed and when what appears to be a dangerous snake is actually a stick. While snakes were a big problem hundreds of millions of years ago, you might want to reset your old brain’s default reaction so that it’s more sensitive to the dangers of cars, gangs, and electricity.



Problem Area 1: Stress and Fear

Think about the feelings that arise when you are under time pressure on your job, concerned about bills and spending in your family, worried about your health or medical procedures, or criticized by your partner or family.

Examples of Symptoms

• I frequently feel panicky and anxious, afraid that something awful will happen.

• My ego and self-worth are always on the line (available to be judged by others) at work, in leisure activities, and in my relationships.

• I try to cope with anxiety by relying on a variety of addictive habits or crutches, such as overindulging in coffee, sweets, and alcohol, and becoming dependent in my relationships.

• I attempt to control others and events in the hope of avoiding disappointment and threats to my self-worth.

• I often find it difficult to sleep because my mind races with worries and anxiety.

Negative self-talk: If there’s a potential danger, do you say:

• What if something goes wrong? What if they don’t like it?

• I couldn’t stand it if I fail. If I suffer another loss, I’ll feel miserable and worthless.

• I lack confidence and am afraid of what others think about my appearance, my work, and me.

Possible Brain Regions Involved

• Reptile brain fight-or-flight response

• Mammal brain fear of being attacked, abandoned, and shamed by the pack, herd, or family for breaking taboos and rules



• Amygdala emotional response of like and dislike and recognition of fearful and angry faces

• Frontal lobe anticipation of future pain and criticism

You may be lacking the Strongest Self’s qualities of safety and self-worth.

Problem Area 2: Inner Conflict and Procrastination

Think of a situation in which you’ve had difficulty coming to a decision or starting or finishing an important project, and notice which of these symptoms—inner conflict or procrastination—apply.

Examples of Symptoms

• I work hard, but my fear of making a mistake and being criticized causes me to procrastinate and be indecisive.

• I use threats and self-criticism to try to motivate myself, but that only makes things worse.

• I tell myself that I have to do it, but then I feel like I just don’t want to do it, which causes inner conflict that stalls my progress and sabotages the achievement of my goals.

• I delay calling my family and friends or clients and customers because I feel guilty and ashamed about not following through on my earlier commitments to them.

• I resent anyone in authority—a parent, teacher, or boss—and resist doing any work I don’t want to do.

Negative self-talk: When you typically try to motivate yourself, do you say:

• I should, but I don’t want to.

• I have to finish a very important project, must do it perfectly, and must endure a life with no fun.



• I don’t want to have to do this.

• I have no choice. I work best under pressure. I just want to get this over with.

Possible Brain Regions Involved

• Mammal brain avoidance of areas associated with past pain

• Mammal brain hormonal reactions that trigger submission, surrender, and yielding as a survival mechanism against attack

• Right brain versus left brain inner conflict between personal wants and the need to learn the rules of the family and society

You may be lacking the Strongest Self’s quality of choice.

Problem Area 3: Feeling Overwhelmed and Confused

Think of those situations in which you were juggling several tasks or a large project that would take several weeks or months to complete.

Examples of Symptoms

• I try to do it all and don’t know when to ask for help or to acknowledge that the workload and personal responsibilities are too much for me.

• I spend an inordinate amount of time trying to maximize my possibilities and then try to control people and events in a desperate attempt to succeed.

• I have a smorgasbord approach to life, buying every new gadget and fad, with a tendency to gobble lots of objects, food, and people rather than savoring a few.

• I find it difficult to stay focused on one project and am often late or rushing because there are so many things I feel I must accomplish in order to feel good about myself.

• I repeatedly overschedule my day and feel trapped with too many tasks and obligations.



Negative self-talk: When you feel overwhelmed, do you say:

• I want to do it all, but there’s too much to do. I don’t know where to start.

• I’m running as fast as I can, but I just can’t keep up with this workload, and I’m exhausted.

• I’m way behind; I have to catch up.

• What will they do if I can’t do it all?

Possible Brain Regions Involved

• Frontal lobe anticipation of future work, challenges, and criticism—as well as hippocampus/amygdala memory of past failures and trauma—that evokes excess energy to try to cope in the two virtual realities of the past and future

• Mammal brain (limbic system) messages of overwhelming and conflicting emotions

You may be lacking the Strongest Self’s quality of being centered in the present moment.

Problem Area 4: Self-Criticism and Self-Blame

Think of situations in which you’re apt to be self-critical. Especially recall those situations in which you had a lot at stake and wanted to do your best.

Examples of Symptoms

• I believe that a part of me is lazy and needs criticism, threats, and constant nagging in order to perform.

• I feel that whatever I do, it’s never good enough, and I should’ve started the task earlier.

• I seldom accept myself, and if I do it’s only when my performance is exceptional.

• I believe that some part of me makes things difficult and sabotages my success.



• I focus on what’s wrong with me (“Why did I spill the milk?”) rather than on what it takes to just do the job (“How can we clean it up? When do we start?”).

Negative self-talk: When you’re faced with a challenge or block, do you say:

• There must be something wrong with me. Why do I always spill the milk?

• Why can’t I do this? I should be stronger and try harder. I’ll never succeed at this rate.

• How will I explain another failure? I’ve screwed up again.

Possible Brain Regions Involved

• Mammal brain hormonal reactions of submission, surrender, and yielding—as a survival mechanism against attack—that are experienced as shame, low self-esteem, failure, depression, and decreased motivation (an unwillingness to try)

• Left brain internalizing of the rules, critical voice, and fears of parents and teachers

You may be lacking the Strongest Self’s qualities of acceptance and task-oriented focus.

Problem Area 5: Struggle and Loneliness

Think of when you kept trying to solve a problem, achieve a goal, or overcome writer’s block but couldn’t make any progress by just working longer and harder.

Examples of Symptoms

• I’m desperately searching and striving for peace, joy, and fulfillment in something or someone, but I can’t seem to find it.

• I feel exhausted and burned out and then try to escape by watching TV, overeating, surfing the Internet, or talking on the phone.



• I work long hours, seldom relax, and then binge on junk food, alcohol, cigarettes, and distractions—but I seldom feel renewed or satisfied.

• I remind myself to be tough (I don’t need anybody), but at times I long to surrender to someone or something more powerful than myself.

• I feel I must do everything on my own; there’s no one else to support me, no one I can trust to do it as well as me.

Negative self-talk: When you’re trying harder and harder, struggling alone to face a challenge, do you say:

• I have to try harder, but I’m tired of working so hard and getting nowhere.

• I’ve sacrificed and suffered, so I deserve to reward myself with a snack, sweets, alcohol, TV, or cigarettes.

Possible Brain Regions Involved

• Left temporal lobe functions creating a sense of a bounded ego, separated from the rest of the brain, from animal instincts, and from nature, mother, or God

• Left-brain linear functions allowed to dominate while right-brain intuitive functions are ignored

You may be lacking the Strongest Self’s quality of connection.

Scoring and Identifying Your Self-Management Style

If you recognize yourself in all of the symptoms associated with one problem area or more than fifteen of the twenty-five total symptoms, then you definitely need to read this book and use its exercises.



If you recognize yourself in fewer than three symptoms in one problem area or fewer than fifteen total symptoms, you still can learn skills that will make life easier for you and help you maintain a stable sense of a self that functions at the highest human levels.

If you don’t identify with any of the twenty-five symptoms, I’d like to learn from you. Please contact me.

Notice how you talk to yourself when you’re trying to motivate yourself. Is your self-management style effective? If not, you could lessen your stress and become more effective in achieving your goals by learning the effective self-manager skills contained throughout this book. In Chapter 4 you’ll learn to speak in the voice of your Strongest Self. For now, while you’re in step 1, simply work on identifying the words and feelings that are keeping you stuck in ineffective patterns and empty, counterproductive habits.

By first identifying your symptoms, you’re starting to use your executive-brain functions and you’re awakening your Strongest Self to apply (in step 3) the five qualities that replace those symptoms. You can start today by using the following fear inoculation exercise to help you clearly identify your reactions and break through any blocks to the unlocking of your full potential.

Exercise for Chapter 1: Get Your Fear Inoculation Shot

Begin by choosing three of your most stressful or worrisome tasks in your career or in your personal life right now. Write them down in your notebook.

Next do a mental rehearsal in which you confront one of your most stressful work, relationship, or life situations. See and feel yourself in that scene. Remember, it’s essential that you face discomfort, fear, and self-doubt for a few breaths to free yourself of phobias, avoidant behaviors, and destructive habits. Fear that’s avoided can turn into a phobia.

• Close your eyes so that you can accurately identify what’s happening in your body and mind.

• Notice how you react during the first five seconds. What happens in your body (breathing, heart rate, and areas of muscle tension), your thoughts or images, your feelings? How do you talk to yourself?

• Notice your reactions without making judgments or comparisons. Simply observe and then take note of your automatic reactions to pressure, stress, and confrontation. Again, in a notebook, make note of:

a. physical sensations

b. thoughts or images

c. inner dialogue

Stay with that stressful or overwhelming scene for thirty seconds (that’s five to six deep breaths), and you’ll earn your fear inoculation shot, helping you become more robust and resilient to stress and fear in the future. When you choose to stay with something you’ve been avoiding, you’re telling your lower brains that the leader has decided to problem solve rather than run away. Your brain and body will shut off the fight-or-flight response and bring you a calmer, more focused level of energy. Take note of any changes you notice in just thirty seconds of mental rehearsal. How did your breathing, heart rate, muscle tension, thoughts, and feelings change?

If your tension increases, read the rest of this chapter and then repeat this exercise from the perspective of an observer. From a distance, observe your physical and emotional reactions, as if watching them on TV or in a movie. If there’s no improvement after two to three repetitions, you may be suffering from severe anxiety or post-traumatic stress symptoms and may want to consult with a licensed therapist.

Once you identify your initial reactions to stress and pressure, you’ll be prepared to shift to optimal levels of performance, balance, and effectiveness. Instead of being stuck in old habits and fears, you’ll be in charge of choosing to act in ways that are congruent with your higher vision and values, and with the full potential of your new, human brain.



Lauren’s Fear Inoculation Shot: Taking the Bar Exam

Lauren had failed the state bar exam seven times and was afraid of losing her job if she failed again. Lauren started her mental rehearsal by seeing herself in a large room about to take the three-day exam for the eighth time.

She followed the exercise’s instructions to notice how she reacted during the first five seconds. She paid attention—without judgment—to what was happening in her body (her breathing, heart rate, and areas of muscle tension), her thoughts or images, her feelings, and how she talked to herself. Lauren first noticed that her automatic reactions to pressure and stress included muscle tension in her shoulders and neck and tightness in her stomach. Her thoughts and images involved fear of failure, resentment, and embarrassment. She noticed that her initial inner dialogue was made up of thoughts about the future (the wish that this ordeal was over and that she had passed the exam), pressure to do well or else (“I have to pass or else I’ll lose my job”), and self-blame and self-criticism (“How did you get into this mess? What’s wrong with you?”).

Lauren did this exercise several times to get her fear inoculation shots and prepare herself for an optimal performance by first becoming aware of her initial, ineffective reactions. Then she learned how to shift to the perspective of her Strongest Self and replace stress with the quality of safety (even if she failed again) and inner conflict with fully choosing to take the entire three-day exam to demonstrate what she knows.



The part of her that was afraid of failure and resistant to retaking the exam again began to quiet down as Lauren assumed her role as a strong leader. She discovered that she could gain the cooperation of every part of her in confronting a very difficult task and that she could actually enjoy taking the exam—and passing it on her eighth try.



Mental Rehearsal: Confronting Fear and Stress

Repeat the mental rehearsal exercise just described with any of your top three stressful situations every day for one week. Soon you’ll identify your default or knee-jerk reactions and know when they are most likely to occur. Start with whichever situation you’re most comfortable confronting—such as talking to a troublesome neighbor, asking your boss for a raise, or facing your income taxes. As you build confidence, confront the more fearful situations. This will evoke your strongest initial reactions and, therefore, make them easier to identify.

Do a mental rehearsal for any project, person, or situation that evokes anxiety, self-doubt, or avoidance. Identify your initial physical, emotional, and cognitive reactions that occur during the first two to five seconds. This will prepare you to perform optimally in the actual situation.

Stay with the imagined scene and the feelings it evokes for at least thirty seconds—approximately five to six breaths. Confronting it for thirty seconds, without using your usual escape mechanisms, will earn you a fear inoculation shot and prepare you to face future challenges with greater ease. You and your higher brain will begin to take charge of your time and your life.

Shortcut Exercises

During a very good vacation, you hopefully become reacquainted with that part of you that can, without much worry or planning, relax and have a good time. You may discover that you can deal with minor upsets and disappointments without letting them ruin your day.

This is a good time to observe and identify the default fears and habits that can operate like tentacles to pull you back into your prevacation patterns. For one day consider all your initial reactions as obsolete, conditioned responses that must be reviewed and updated. Observe them and consider what new options might replace them. You’ll find examples of healthier, more effective alternatives in the next three chapters.

Congratulations! You’ve completed an important and essential first step to getting unstuck from old, debilitating patterns. In the chapters that follow, you’ll learn how to replace these empty, outdated habits with the five qualities that will unite all parts of yourself in the achievement of your highest goals and values.
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