A Vets Guide to the Galaxy: Getting more of the good stuff
The Greek philosopher, Heraclitus is credited with the quote "The only constant in
life is change". If change is a constant, so too is the fear of change. Routine and
stability provide a feeling of control throughout our lives but resisting change can
lead to stagnation and missed opportunities. While fear can be a powerful
motivator it is also the reason many of us live in the shadow of what could be.
When there is no guarantee of the outcome we desire, it feels safer to put up with
our current reality than to take a risk. Understanding where fear comes from and
separating the emotion from the reality of the situation is a great launching pad
to explore the galaxy of our mind and start getting more of the good stuff.
As humans, we are genetically programmed to be alert to danger. When we sense
a threat the survival centre of our brain, our limbic system, triggers a response
and floods our system with hormones preparing our body to react. While this
neurological response is designed to keep us safe, it is not designed to
differentiate between real and imaginary threats. In our modern lives, this can be
a problem. Chronic stress or having our "survivor brain" continually activated can
have detrimental long-term health effects and prevent us from appreciating the
present moment, embracing opportunity and living our best life.
Recognizing our brain's bias for survival is the first step in gaining the perspective
to manage and move out of our "survivor brain" and into our prefrontal cortex, or
"learning brain". The amygdala, a cluster of almond-shaped cells at the base of
our brain, is part of our limbic system. It has the specific function to help define
and regulate emotions. When a threat is perceived and the limbic system
engaged, the amygdala activates the fight or flight response triggering a cascade
of chemicals responsible for the physical symptoms (rapid heart rate,
goosebumps, sweaty palms)
as well as the emotional and behavioural changes (narrowed focus, strong
emotions, uncharacteristic behaviour) we experience. Neuroscientists call these
emotional and behavioural changes the amygdala hijack. The amygdala hijack
causes us to selectively look for negative indicators (things that support our view
of being in danger) while ignoring any positive indicators (opportunities or
indicators that the danger is over).

While the amygdala hijack is an automatic response, we can learn to recognize it anc
consciously deactivate it to engage the prefrontal cortex or "learning brain". The
prefrontal cortex regulates voluntary actions like reasoning, decision making and
planning and is the part of our brain responsible for rational, logical thinking. Moving
into our prefrontal cortex allows us to engage in big picture thinking, get curious,
explore emotions and think creatively. Learning to stop the amygdala hijack starts
with becoming aware of the physical symptoms and taking stock of our emotions in
the moment. This can be easier said than done so be patient with yourself as you
build your skills in emotional regulation and learn to shift from "survivor brain" to
"thinking brain". Try these steps to gain control and manage yourself in the moment:
1. Recognize your fight and flight reaction is an automatic reaction and learn to
identify the physical changes in your body. This is the first step to consciously
shift into a less reactive state and engage your prefrontal cortex or thinking
brain.
2. Use a tactic called name it to tame it. When you experience the physical
sensations of the amygdala hijack, name your emotion and identify what
triggered it. For example, "I feel overwhelmed and aggravated by the lack of time
available to educate my clients" or "I am feeling a mixture of excitement and
apprehension about placing my first chest tube today". The act of naming your
specific emotion and the why behind it helps move you into a more rational
frame of mind. Big feels are part of being human. Learning to create the space to
sit with and explore your emotions is the first step in developing emotional
agility.
3. Learn to identify what triggers the amygdala hijack for you. Is it when you feel
stressed and overwhelmed, are afraid of being blamed or when faced with an
individual who is dominant and controlling? Identifying your triggers will help
you take pre-emptive steps to manage yourself in the moment when your
autonomic nervous system threatens to push you into your survivor brain.
4. Explore mindfulness techniques that help create a space between the trigger
and your response. Focusing on your breathing and shifting your awareness into
your body. Ground yourself by imagining the soles of your feet rooting into the
floor below you or counting slowly to 10. These are simple methods to create a
space and facilitate the shift into your thinking brain. Mindfulness helps you
become rooted in the present moment allowing time to choose how you will
respond rather than simply reacting to the situation and emotion you feel.

The prefrontal cortex is the place where we can step back from our current
situation and see the big picture. It is in our "learning brain". The place where we
become creative, explore our emotions and engage with curiosity. When we are
in our survivor brain our focus narrows and we selectively begin to look for
negative signs (that support our view of being in danger) and ignore the positive
signs (the opportunities and the good things in our lives). We are wired such that
our survivor brain always trumps our learning brain and for good reason - we are
descendants of those early ancestors who listened to their limbic system, ran
from danger and survived!
In the modern world, the threats we experience are likely to be threats to our
sense of self rather than our physical self. Situations that call into question our
skill or ability, open us to potential blame and shame or trigger the emergence of
our limiting beliefs automatically send us into survivor brain. Our ability to
recognize this, shine a light into the dark places in our psyche and make sense of
it is critical to our personal growth and our growth as leaders.
The good news is we can change the way we think thanks to the concept of
neuroplasticity. Our brains are malleable and with intentional focus have the
amazing capacity to recover, rewire and create new neural pathways. We have all
heard stories of people who recover from devastating brain trauma, regaining
lost function despite initially grave prognoses, but neuroplasticity also applies to
cognitive processes including emotional regulation, mindset, communication and
behaviour patterns.
Establishing new neural pathways is not easy. Our brain prefers to embed
patterns and repeated activities deep into the basal ganglia or automatic
transmission center of the brain. This frees up space in the prefrontal cortex for
other functions. Overcoming this preference for the well-worn, comfortable
neural pathways takes time along with intentional, effortful, deliberate and
repeated practice.
Neuroplasticity has fascinating implications for wellbeing. If we can create new
neural pathways that reshape our cognitive processes we have the power to
change the way we see the world and interact with it. The galaxy of our minds
holds the key to changing the story we are telling ourselves. It is possible AND it is
critical if we hope to grow as leaders and Impact the wellness of our profession

In her research on happiness, Dr. Sonja Lyubormirsky found three determinants
of happiness and identified the relative weight each of these carries with regards
to our overall happiness:
setpoint or genetic predisposition 50%
circumstance or environment 10%
intentional activity 40%
While the validity of Lyubormirsky's research has been called into question by
some, the use of intentional activity as a tool to build a life with more meaning
and joy is supported by ongoing research in the field of positive psychology.
Building your happiness muscle is an individual journey. Perhaps we can learn the
most from those who are thriving. What sets them apart? What intentional
activities, behaviours or mindsets have they adopted? The following list of
intentional activities is not a substitute for direct medical advice from your doctor
or qualified mental health professional but is offered as tools to explore on your
journey to get more of the good stuff.
Count your blessings. What are you thankful for? Who do you appreciate?
How can you convey this appreciation to others that you have never thanked?
Cultivating gratitude through active practices such as reflection, journaling
and sharing with others starts the process of building new neural pathways.
Cultivate optimism. Practice finding the silver lining and imagining a positive
future for yourself. This is not about toxic positivity or moving forward with a
false, positive facade. Acknowledge the hard stuff with genuine empathy and
learn to move forward with a positive focus.
Avoid overthinking and social comparison. Find strategies to stay
grounded,
stop comparing yourself to others and stop dwelling on your problems. The
story you are telling yourself is just that, a story. The truth is often much
different than we imagined. We are all imperfect beings, just doing our best to
figure life out.
Practice acts of kindness. Consider the wake you leave behind and how
you make others feel. Is it the way you want to be remembered? Discover the
joy of doing things for others with no expectation of anything in return. Do
good, cultivate kindness and feel good in return.

Nurture your relationships. We all need connection. Invest in nurturing the
relationships that sustain you to strengthen and build a community of
support.
Do more activities that truly engage you. Find flow or those moments
when you are fully present and so immersed in an activity that there is no
room for distracting thoughts or emotions.
Replay and savour life's joys. Pay attention, delight in and revisit those
great moments and pleasures through writing, art or sharing with others.
Commit to your goals. Maybe you have always wanted to run a marathon,
explore Paris or complete your master's degree. Take time to consider a
significant goal that is meaningful to you and devote the time and energy to
pursuing it.
Learn to forgive. Holding anger and resentment towards those who have
wronged you trap you in a negative mindset, reinforcing old mental maps and
effectively stifling your growth and happiness. Letting go of those hurts and
learning to forgive is a step towards building empathy and compassion.
Take care of your body. Release positive endorphins through laughter,
meditation, and engaging in physical activity. Bonus points if you can do this
in nature.
Understanding our brain and leveraging the power of neuroplasticity to build new
neural pathways is a galaxy worth exploring. It holds the secrets to getting more
of the good stuff and perhaps changing the story we are telling ourselves about
this amazing profession. So, what are you waiting for? "Take your protein pills and
put your helmet on - it's time to leave the capsule if you dare!

3…2...1... BLAST OFF!

