
 W H AT YO U D O N ’ T K N O W C A N H U R T YO U  [11]

Fear can easily register in the amygdala (having traveled the short 
route) without being passed on to the cortex (the long route), preventing 
you from knowing that you have been exposed to something fearful. To 
have an emotional response, you do not have to know about the fear; it 
only needs to be registered by the unconscious brain. Since the amyg-
dala has extensive connections with the rest of your brain, your emo-
tions and behavior could be deeply and extensively affected without 
your knowledge of it.

The Story of Brian:
Is Panic the Result of Mixed Messages to the Amygdala?
Brian was a successful, forty-eight-year-old senior corporate executive 
at a prominent firm. He came to me because he was suffering from 
disturbing panic attacks. He had used medication, but this helped only 
up to a point. The attacks persisted.
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the face and are enough to cause the amygdala to activate. A fright-
ening stimulus does not have to take the form of an earthquake or a 
lion to engender fear. Even subtle stimuli can significantly activate the 
amygdala. Imagine the buzz created in your amygdala by all of the 
little things you confront each day. How can the frontal lobe do its job 
with all this disruption in the background?

The evidence that even small amounts of fear can activate the 
amygdala made scientists realize that it does not need a complete set 
of information to react: The amygdala responds to even the most 
subtle whiff of fear.

Where There’s Smoke, There’s Fire: 
What Happens If You Trip the Amygdala Switch?
The amygdala is made up of nerve cells like the one shown below.

The axons transmit electrical current. Since they have a defined 
size, they can transmit only a certain amount of current. Like a house’s 
electrical circuit, if you overload it, it will blow a fuse or trip the 
breaker. Have you ever felt like you were having an emotional melt-
down or that you were extremely tired but couldn’t quite account for 
it? Have you felt that after you get home from work, all you want to 
do is watch television and space out? Do you feel guilty about being 
tired after a day of taking care of your kids? Or, perhaps, do you feel 
guilty because you have help with the kids, but you still feel exhausted 
by the end of the day?

Well, an overloaded amygdala can help explain your fatigue. Your 
conscious brain may think that you have no reason to be so tired. But 

Cell body with nucleus and 
connections to next cellAxon: Carries electrical impulses
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not possible for you. By allowing your brain to give you this information, 
you allow it to shine the light of the ACC on the pathway to success.

But what exactly does this mean? If you would like a promotion at 
work, you might want to admit that you want a promotion—even if you 
are scared of wanting it. Or even if you cannot see how you could pos-
sibly get it. When Edmund Hillary climbed Mount Everest, he could 
not see all of the mountain. His intention, perspective, and training 
took him there. Similarly, if you want to climb the corporate ladder, 
you don’t have to see all the possibilities at once. I always like to remind 
people that before prosthetic legs, nobody could imagine how a person 
who had had a leg amputated could actually run. Now that they exist, 
we take it for granted that it is possible. When you engage your ACC to 
lead you toward success, realize that your brain may at first be wired to 
focus on the problems related to success. You might have to rewire it. 
Rewiring takes time. And it takes new learning.

Here is an exercise you can try to help you focus on your goals and 
navigate toward success.

Draw a road map of your success and then fill in the route and turns 
that you may have to take in order to get to where you want to go. For 
example, say you are a senior sales manager and would like to become the 
vice president of human resources, but the president of human resources 
will not hire you because he says that your experience is in sales. 

The arrow shows where you are in relation to where you would like 
to be. This visual image captures the lateral move you would like to 

Sales Ladder HR Ladder
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F E A R O F SU CC E SS  [111]

make and gets your ACC engaged in imagining your future rather than 
just thinking about it. 

Here, each of the triangles represents a mountain you have to climb 
to get to your goal. Again, you are changing the message relayed to the 
amygdala by showing it (using the ACC) that what you want is not 
impossible, but perhaps will require some effort on your part. We call 
this reframing, something the ACC is good at.

Now, if the amygdala received information only from triangle num-
ber 4, it would likely activate like crazy. But when it sees that there is a 
logical progression of events that is actually addressable, and once the 
ACC fixes its attention on these things, your brain will start to problem 
solve because it now knows what to solve.

1

2

3

4

2

3

4

1

1=No HR experience

2=No good relationship with president of HR

3=Competition with other qualified people

4=Convincing others that you are the best person for the job
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For example, in the situation above, you may end up like this:

When you are in this situation, don’t let the big, imposing goal 
increase your fear of success. Take a step backward or look at your road 
map to change your perspective and reengage the vmPFC.

Remember, however, that reengaging the vmPFC can only be done 
for so long. You have to switch the activity back to the caudate so that 
the vmPFC does not become overactivated and spill over into the PAG 
to cause acute anxiety. So, once you see the road map, you can chart 
your short-term course, engaging the caudate in making your actual 
movements rather than remaining stuck. Stuckness comes when the 
activation stays in the caudate or vmPFC for too long. You have to train 
your brain to be f lexible, and a part of the PFC called the orbitofrontal 
cortex is essential for what we call cognitive f lexibility. You can train 
this part of your brain by doing exercises to keep it f lexible. Remember 
that your brain is like a thinking muscle. If you do not stretch it regu-
larly, it will weaken and become stiff. Moving beyond obstacles requires 
you to keep your brain f lexible so it can come up with innovative solu-
tions to your problems. A f lexible brain has to be stretched regularly, 
and one of the most effective ways to enhance your f lexibility is through 
using your imagination.

Remember that your imagination can make possible what seems 
impossible because you give your brain permission to sketch out a plan 
for reaching your goal by admitting that you are only imagining it. This 
allows the brain to cooperate with your environment to get what you 
want.
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 F E A R O F SU CC E SS  [115]

reach an obstacle, write down ten more things that 
need to be done before tackling this obstacle. Here, 
you are constantly switching perspective and moving 
between the vmPFC and the caudate.

Psychological Tools
Recommendations based on the social dominance experiment: 
Overcoming competitive forces
Barchas’s social dominance experiment in monkeys showed us that 
what you think of as your innate experience in fact may not be “innate” 
at all. Do you remember how the submissive monkey behaved submis-
sively until the dominant monkey was removed? Well, is it possible that 
you are not succeeding because there is no space for you to succeed? 
Here are some exercises to perform.

Draw a circle of people in your nuclear family. Segment the circle 
into sections for the people who have been the most successful. We will 
call these success pies.

Now, draw the same circle for people involved in your work life. If 
you work independently, draw the circle to show the relative success of 
the five most influential people in your field.

Mom

You

Sibling

Dad
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 F E A R O F SU CC E SS  [119]

automatic arrangement, but by using your frontal 
lobe, you can rearrange this obstructionist idea to give 
yourself  room to fully express yourself.

Recommendations based on the unconscious nature of fear of 
success: Dealing with hidden motivations in your own brain
The first chapter described many of the principles that relate to the 
unconscious nature of the fear of success. Periodically revisit the exer-
cises here and apply them to your fear of success. Remember that you 
are not likely to recognize your fear of success if it is unconscious. One 
exercise that pertains specifically to this has you rate the strength of the 
components of your fear of success and then devise an action plan to 
reduce them one at a time. The key to remember here is that repetition 
is the only way to convincingly gain access to unconscious obstructions. 
Your thoughts may be conscious, but your actions may take their instruc-
tions from opposite ideas in the unconscious. So, perform the exercise 
below at least once a week to slowly gain access to your unconscious.

I am afraid that . . . 
Rating: From 1 to 10, with 1 being “not at all” 
and 10 being “definitely a strong influence”

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1 Success will make me lonely

2
Success will make me 
unaware of what is going on 
behind my back

3 Success will give me too 
much responsibility

4
Success will put me in 
unknown and unfamiliar 
territory

5 Success will make people 
expect more of me 

6 Success will leave me with 
nothing else to strive for 

7
Success will result in a loss 
of privacy, and people will 
observe me too closely

8 Success will change me too 
much 
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Old Frame New Frame

I am never going to find the right person 
to share my life.

My new mental frames will bring the right 
person to me. I must remember that even 
though people struggle to break records, 
when they do, they inspire other people to 
break those records because what was once 
considered impossible is now seen as pos-
sible. My possibility lens will change my 
frame to: Other people have found the right 
person, so I can too. 

People disappoint me over and over 
again.

In my next relationship, I will get past dis-
appointment to arrive at the truth.

I am afraid of being hurt again. There will be many beautiful things in my 
next relationship, and I can endure the chal-
lenge of being hurt again. I must remember 
Babe Ruth, who hit the most home runs 
when he had the most strikeouts.

If I sense that I will get hurt again, I am 
going to leave the relationship early.

If I sense that I will get hurt again, I will 
address it with my partner and ask him or 
her to keep in mind that my first few 
responses will be transferential (colored by 
my past) and not necessarily about him or 
her.

Conflict distances me from my partner. Conflict is a sign that we have another hill 
to climb before we get to the other side.

I can’t bear the thought of losing some-
one again.

I must learn to respect and love my sadness 
as much as I love my happiness. They are 
both feelings that come from me and mean 
something. Rather than judging my sad-
ness, I will see it as a sign of the need for 
further self-development. 

I just can’t get past this roadblock in the 
relationship.

My partner might want to hurt me so I can 
understand the pain of his or her hurt. 
What if I reflect on this?

Every time I get close to asking someone 
out on a date, I cop out.

Whenever I ask someone out on a date 
over the next few months, I will think of the 
period as being like the first few months of 
working out, remembering that I will get 
better and better as I get myself in shape.

I am anxious about attachment. Everybody has some degree of anxiety 
about attachment. I will remember that 
some have more than others, and that it is 
not always visible.

I hate my partner. I will feel better when I relieve myself of the 
burden of hate by focusing on what I need 
to develop in myself.
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2. Rather than focusing on the anxiety-inducing elements of the 
relationship, focus on the calm aspects of your connection. 
Consciously practice calling to mind one positive aspect of 
your relationship every week. Write it down. Then look at it, 
take it in, and practice remembering it when you can. Do not 
force the issue. Just allow yourself to remember it when this 
thought comes up. It will gradually make its way to your 
unconscious.

3. Dream about new scenarios that may seem out of reach 
right now. Think of them as internal maps that you will 
construct to guide your brain. Draw out a map of the 
relationship of your dreams with your current partner or 
create a story about how you will meet the person of your 
dreams. Repeat this exercise until you feel deeply connected 
with the story you tell yourself. Countless examples show 
that the first step in obtaining is believing, and that the 
second step is allowing your brain to do what you cannot 
consciously think of by using its unconscious powers and 
your vision for direction.

Here are some examples.

Critical Event

January My partner will learn to focus on and love new things about me because 
I will focus on these things about myself.

February My partner will feel a strong desire for me as I become quieter internally 
with meditation.

March My partner will want to spend much more time with me as I come to see 
myself as interesting.

April My partner will become sexually closer to me and be able to integrate 
sexuality and love and not see me as a source of satisfaction, but rather 
as a source of love energy that can be shared.

May My partner will want us to move in together or buy a place together 
because the idea of being together will be far more attractive than the 
idea of continuing to be separate.

June My partner and I will develop creative interests that will keep us both 
engaged and interested in an authentic way.
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from not expressing feelings. So, if you have the chance to express your-
self, do so. The basic idea here is to express yourself progressively over 
time, and only to people you trust. The exercises that follow help to 
integrate thinking and feeling. Another way to do this is to each week 
select a movie that explores a theme relevant to your own trauma. 
Watch the movie and allow yourself to respond to it in an emotionally 
honest way. You can do the same with songs, as well. Use keywords to 
search the Internet for relevant songs, and then listen to them to find 
one that ref lects the feeling you are looking to connect with.

Documenting your life can be a rich and fulfilling experience if you 
continue to add layers of complexity. For example, you can keep track 
of the important events in your life over the span of several years and 
assess how variables correlate from year to year. The table below offers 
a sample of how you can keep track of your life experiences from year 
to year. Any number of combinations can be created.

To augment this table, you can also create wish tables for the next 
ten years and compare them with the past. This will not only allow you 
to feel more integrated, but will also connect you with a sense of the 
future. It is very important that you learn to focus on the things you 
want and not only on the things you do not want. To help you do this, 
I suggest that you start a journal called The Book of Dos (as opposed to 
don’ts). In this book, write down only things that you would like to 
accomplish in the coming week.

This 
Year Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 Year 5

Income

Number of lovers

Number of satisfying 
relationships

Number of vacations

Happiness rating

Serendipitous moments

Challenging events
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