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Our world is driven by great leaders. While 
many people equate leadership to a boss or 
manager at work, leaders emerge in many 
environments far beyond the traditional 
workplace. Effective leaders can be found in 
families, sports teams, college classrooms, 
volunteer groups and much more. By relating 
to their peers, team members, family 
members and others, leaders can help people 
join forces in ways that bring about positive 
results.  
 

While leadership can be an empowering 
experience, it also comes with daunting 
responsibilities. Since leaders are accountable 
for a project, milestone or other goal, some 
challenges can place a heavy burden on those 
in leadership positions. Here are some 
thoughts about healthy leaders.   
 

1. Mission One: Be Well.  

 

The path to leadership and rarified air is fraught with sleepless nights, last minute deadlines and flexing 

your frontal lobe. With the right dedication, hard work and perseverance, everyone can achieve their 

dreams, regardless of their background. However, an individual’s ability to success as a leader is 

contingent on personal health and wellness. Without proper health, it’s impossible to lead others. 

Regardless of whether you’re leading a multinational conglomerate or a homeowners’ meeting, 

leadership skills are essential for success in all aspects of life.  

 

As people go throughout their lives, it’s easy to forget that the human body is nothing more than a 
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machine. While the human body and the brain are the most complex entities in the known universe, 

they can succumb to a variety of lifestyle-related, avoidable health issues. Obesity, diabetes and other 

lifestyle-driven diseases have a negative impact on mental agility and memory.1  

 

Great leaders come in all shapes and sizes. However, a leader’s ability to provide guidance is directly 

correlated with his or her health. While some powerful leaders like Winston Churchill or Chris Christie 

accomplish lots despite their weight, these figures are outliers. Obesity, high blood pressure, diabetes 

and other lifestyle-related illnesses can dull the mind, making it difficult to executive rapid, effective 

business decisions.  

 

True wellness involves more than just a gym membership and the occasional salad. It is more than a 

state of being. True wellness is an active state. It is the capacity for optimal physical, emotional and 

psychological functioning.  It combines elements essential elements like health maintenance, 

screening, allopathic Western medicine, Eastern medicine, complementary medicine, stress 

management, nutrition, physical activity and more. As your physical, mental and emotional 

performance improve, your ability to think critically as a leader will increase. A fit leader has more 

resources available to meet the challenges placed on you. 

 

 

 

                                                 
1
 Kivipelto, Miia, Tiia Ngandu, Laura Fratiglioni, Matti Viitanen, Ingemar Kareholt, Bengt Winblad, Eeva-Liisa Helkala, Jaakko 

Tuomilehto, Hilkka Soininen, and Aulikki Nissinen. "Obesity and vascular risk factors at midlife and the risk of dementia and 

Alzheimer disease." Archives of neurology 62, no. 10 (2005): 1556. 
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2. Finally, healthy leaders lead by example.   

 

As a leader, your personal health can be a catalyst for positive change. One of the best strategies for 

transformational leadership is by creating an example. When thought leaders are able to create a 

successful and deeply-ingrained wellness culture, employees are willing to model their behaviors based 

on their leaders. It’s essential that leaders convey the right information to employees. According to The 

Journal of Occupational and Organizational Psychology, an employee’s perception of his or her 

workplace can impact the way that he or she relates to a job. Over time, this can impact an employee’s 

health, well-being and adjustment to work. 

 

In addition to role modeling, certain management styles can have an impact on employee health and 

wellbeing. 

 

In one study, researchers asked 3,000 individuals to rate the quality of their bosses based on skills like 

delegation, communication, feedback, change management, responsibility and goal-setting. In the 

study, researchers discovered that individuals who had highly-rated managers were significantly less 

like to die of heart disease or stroke than employees who work for unpleasant and difficult managers. 

What worked? Three key skills emerged as critical for improving organizational and employee health 

and wellbeing. First, managers should give employees sufficient control of their duties so that they can 

reach goals through different pathways.  

 

In one study, researchers2 asked 3,000 individuals to rate the quality of their bosses based on skills like 

delegation, communication, feedback, change management, responsibility and goal-setting. In the 

post-study analysis, researchers discovered that individuals who had highly-rated managers were 

significantly less like to die of heart disease or stroke than employees who work for unpleasant and 

difficult managers.  

 

 

                                                                     What worked? 

 

 Three key skills emerged as critical for improving organizational and employee health and wellbeing.  

 

○ First, managers should give employees sufficient control of their duties so that they can reach 

goals through different pathways.   

                                                 
2
 Nyberg, Anna, Lars Alfredsson, Tores Theorell, Hugo Westerlund, Jussi Vahtera, and M. Kivimäki. "Managerial leadership and 

ischaemic heart disease among employees: the Swedish WOLF study." Occupational and environmental medicine 66, no. 1 (2009): 

51-55.  
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○ Finally, actions always speak louder than words. When children are growing up, a parent’s 

actions impact a child’s behavior more than words. When it comes to your employees, the 

same concept holds true. If you don’t maintain your own health, your employees will not view 

you as a rolemodel. While judging their appearance may seem harsh, the human mind evolved 

to make these types of snap-decisions. An individual who is overweight or has made poor 

health management decisions may be  

○  Next, it’s important to praise employees in public and offer critical advice in private. By giving 

employees the opportunity to save face, it’s possible to preserve employee morale and respect 

in the workplace. 

 

When the best leader’s work is done the people say, “We did it ourselves!” - Lao-Tsu 

 

3.  WellThinking 

 

Executives deal with the constant pressure of multiple priorities, never-ending demands, and 

conflicting deadlines.  Through WellThinking, you can maintain or restore a sense of order, balance and 

control in your professional and personal life.  WellThinking focuses on inducing an open, agile yet 

relaxed state of mind.To achieve this inner peace, WellThinking guides an individual, helping him or her 

redefine mental processes as a series of core components. Fundamentally it is about changing the way 

an individual relates to life experiences.  Components include prevention, maintenance and self care of 

a strong mind. Specific strategies and methodologies are fully authenticated by medical science and 

build on mindfulness, meditation, mindsight, acceptance, attention regulation, reappraisal, flexibility, 

body awareness, emotion regulation, empathy, compassion and an understanding of brain plasticity, 

cognitive behavioral therapy and tactics for altering automatic negative or problematic thoughts.     

 

To clarify, meditation is “a method of regulation attention and awareness for a particular purpose.”  

Mindfulness is “moment-to-moment awareness” and “knowing what you are experiencing while you’re 

experiencing it.” Acceptance is not passive surrender. it is the “active, nonjudgmental embracing of 

experience in the here and now.   

 

According to Lillian Cheung, an author, “Seeing the true, interconnected nature of our body, feelings, 

mind, and objects of mind lays the foundation for well-being and happiness.”    Mindsight is a term 

coined by Dan Siegel to describe “the human capacity to perceive the mind of the self and others.” 

Cognitive distortions are caused when an individual interprets a situation in an inaccurate way.  

 

For example, some people may see complex situations in black or white instead of subtler nuances of 

grey. As a leader, cognitive distortions can make it difficult to achieve success. If a leader doesn’t 

accurately perceive the entirety of a situation, it can be difficult to achieve success. Many managers fall 
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victim to this psychological fallacy. By micromanaging employees or focusing too much on irrelevant 

minutiae, a leader may end up distracted from the overall mission of his or her business.  

 

As a leader, confidence is critical. One common cognitive error that some leaders may make is known 

as attribution-bias. This is a form of thought distortion which can be improved with Cognitive 

Behavioral Therapy 3(CBT). Instead of focusing on a large number of achievements at work, leaders 

may focus on one or two situations that turned out less than well. While it’s always important to learn 

from your mistakes, leaders must find an effective way to not be consumed by their mistakes. Life itself 

is a learning experience.  

 

Finally, by organizing your mind, it’s possible to achieve success in both your personal and business life 

viewed by clients and employees as someone who is feeble-minded and lacks self-control.  

 

In an article for Huffington Post, Margaret Moore, CEO of WellCoaches, explored4 how leaders can 

apply this concept in their lives. Armed with the right psychological tools, leaders can achieve whatever 

they set their minds to. 

 

Whether or not you have an organized mind depends upon your ability to "drive" your attention and 

keep it focused when you're under pressure or faced with challenging conditions. Just like driving a race 

car, a lot of skills are required. Fortunately, these skills are built into the brain's normal wiring. - 

Margaret Moore 

 

4. Sleep is Strategy. 

 

Sleep can be a game changer.  It is not a luxury. When critical decisions are on the table, the healthy 

leader knows that getting a good night sleep may have a greater contribution to fixing the numbers 

than your most astute advisor. Your prefrontal cortex is the area of the brain that facilitates working 

memory.  The brain is only 3% of total body weight but requires 20% of total body energy. Sleep is like 

the AC current for your IPad. Sleep decreases stress hormones.  Your body needs seven hours of sleep 

per night.  

 

Research5 suggests6 that sleep helps learning and memory in two distinct ways. First, a sleep-deprived 

person cannot focus attention optimally and therefore cannot learn efficiently. Second, sleep itself has 

                                                 
3
 Wright, Jesse H., Monica Ramirez Basco, and Michael E. Thase, eds. Learning Cognitive-Behavorial Therapy: An Illustrated Guide. 

American Psychiatric Pub, 2006. 
4
 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/margaret-moore/be-more-productive_b_1167867.html#s571208&title=Rule_of_Order 

5
 Siegel, Jerome M. "The REM sleep-memory consolidation hypothesis." Science 294, no. 5544 (2001): 1058-1063. 

6
 Walker, Matthew P., and Robert Stickgold. "Sleep, memory, and plasticity." Annu. Rev. Psychol. 57 (2006): 139-166. 
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a role in the consolidation of memory, which is essential for learning new information. 

 

Although the exact mechanisms are not known, learning and memory are often described in terms of 

three functions. Acquisition refers to the introduction of new information into the brain. Consolidation 

represents the processes by which a memory becomes stable. Deep sleep is necessary for 

consolidation. Recall refers to the ability to access the information (whether consciously or 

unconsciously) after it has been stored. 

 

Each of these steps is necessary for proper memory function. Acquisition and recall7 occur only during 

wakefulness, but research suggests that memory consolidation takes place during sleep through the 

strengthening of the neural connections that form our memories. Although there is no consensus 

about how sleep makes this process possible, many researchers think that specific characteristics of 

brainwaves during different stages of sleep are associated with the formation of particular types of 

memory.  And its okay to nap.  The 20 minute power nap can reset your brain.  Its great for alertness 

and to improve your motor skills.  Current research shows longer naps (30-60 minutes) is good for 

decision making skills.  An extended nap (60-90 minutes) allows REM (rapid eye movement sleep) 

which is thought to play a key role in making new neuron connections and facilitating solving problems. 

 

In some cases, sleep deprivation can even lead to genetic changes. Sleep, learning, and memory are 

complex phenomena that are not entirely understood. However, animal and human studies suggest 

that the quantity and quality of sleep have a profound impact on learning and memory.  

 

In a 2012 study, researchers discovered8 that sleep deprivation impacts how the body expresses genes. 

When a person stays awake for extended periods of time, hormonal changes can impact gene 

regulation in the body.  

 

Sleep is the best meditation. - Dalai Lama  

 

We are at our very best, and we are happiest, when we are fully engaged in work we enjoy on the 

journey toward the goal we've established for ourselves. It gives meaning to our time off and comfort 

to our sleep. It makes everything else in life so wonderful, so worthwhile. - Earl Nightingale 

 

 

                                                 
7
 Gudjonsson, Gisli H. "Suggestibility, intelligence, memory recall and personality: an experimental study." The British Journal of 

Psychiatry 142, no. 1 (1983): 35-37. 
8
 Pellegrino, Renata, Daniele Y. Sunaga, Camila Guindalini, Raquel CS Martins, Diego Robles Mazzotti, Zhi Wei, Z. John Daye, 

Monica Levy Andersen, and Sergio Tufik. "Whole blood genome-wide gene expression profile in males after prolonged wakefulness 

and sleep recovery." Physiological Genomics 44, no. 21 (2012): 1003-1012. 
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5. Personal Health Risk Management. 

 

Embracing risk and uncertainty can lead to a competitive advantage.  Risk management is about 

lessening the impact of what we don't understand.  Many of the same risk management techniques 

used in business can be used to manage your own personal health and wellness. It is essential to 

understand your health risk factors, which originate from a combination of genetic predispositions, 

lifestyle and environmental factors.  

 

With DNA testing, blood testing and other diagnostics, it’s possible to catch many genetic diseases 

before they develop. While an individual may be at an increased risk of a disease due to genetic 

factors, making the right lifestyle decisions can significantly reduce the risk of many diseases.  

 

It’s important to remember that few health problems are entirely caused by genetics or lifestyle; 

instead, disease is caused by the complex interplay of internal physiological processes and the 

environment.  For most individuals, understanding and applying principles of lifestyle medicine allow 

you to transform everyday thinking, practices and actions into to non-pharmaceutical prescription for 

wellness      

 

In 2008, Google cofounder Sergey Brin discovered that he had an abnormality in one of his genes that 

increased his risk of Parkinson’s disease. In an interview with Bloomberg News, Sergey said, “If I felt it 

was guaranteed to cure Parkinson’s disease, a check for a billion dollars would be the easiest one I 

have written.” He continued, “Pretty much everybody in the world has or will have some serious 

condition. How much is it worth to you to have that condition be potentially curable?”      

 

Brin first found out about his genetic abnormality through a service called 23andMe. Brin’s mother, a 

NASA scientist, first started to suffer from the symptoms of Parkinson’s disease 1997 when she was 49. 

Unfortunately for Brin, he shares this same genetic defect with his mother. 

 

As of now, there is no cure for Parkinson’s disease. This debilitating illness affects approximately one 

million people in the United States. An estimated one percent of people over age 60 will be diagnosed 

with the disease. In his Bloomberg Interview, Brin said, “I was very surprised [that my genes carry an 

increased risk for Parkinson’s disease.] I wasn’t alarmed. I felt empowered. I felt I could invest in the 

research.” As a Google co-founder, Brin has a net worth of $23 billion. With over $132 million in 

investments towards Parkinson’s research so far, Brin has the chance to find a cure for Parkinson’s 

within his lifetime.  

 

Like Sergey Brin, you can use 23andMe to learn about your personal risk factors based on your unique 

genome. However, it’s important to understand that 23andMe can’t predict the 
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future. It doesn’t have the ability to tell you how or when you will die. Instead, it will provide 

probability estimates of you contracting a certain disease based on your genome. 

 

My doctors estimated that I had an 87 percent risk of breast cancer and a 50 percent risk of ovarian 

cancer, although the risk is different in the case of each woman. Only a fraction of breast cancers result 

from an inherited gene mutation. Those with a defect in BRCA1 have a 65 percent risk of getting it, on 

average. Once I knew that this was my reality, I decided to be proactive and to minimize the risk as 

much I could. I made a decision to have a preventive double mastectomy. I started with the breasts, as 

my risk of breast cancer is higher than my risk of ovarian cancer, and the surgery is more complex. - 

Angelina Jolie 9 

 

The most important questions of life are indeed, for the most part, really only problems of probability. 

Pierre-Simon Laplace (Théorie Analytique des Probabilités: 1812) 

 

6. Food as Fuel 

 

Calories are the fuel for human life.  Understanding human nutrition can be a challenge for many 

people. When we consume food, the individual atoms found in those foods are incorporated into our 

body. While the adage “You are what you eat” may sound like a cliché, it is completely true.  But   If 

you understand the basics of home a vehicle work, you can understand how the body uses calories. 

Many coaches and professional athletes have difficulty understanding the complex physiology of the 

human body. By viewing the body as a complex machine like a vehicle, it’s possible to visualize one’s 

daily need for fuel and energy.  

 

Like a vehicle, the human body needs fuel and oxygen to operate. If an individual (or a vehicle) is 

starved of fuel it will stop working. THe good and bad  news is a vehicle stops suddenly. The human 

body in response to no fuel or ‘bad’ fuel may stop suddenly, heart attack, or stutter painfully to 

disability and premature death! 

 

People and their cars also share similarities in the way they use energy. In a vehicle, fuel consumption 

is based on the amount of time one holds down the accelerator. If a vehicle is operated at full power, it 

will use a lot of fuel. However, an idling vehicle will also use a small amount of fuel. 

 

Humans are the same. If an individual maintains an active lifestyle, he or she will burn more calories 

than a sedentary person. However, all humans burn a set number of calories when they are “idling.” 

This idling process comprises physiological processes like breathing, a heart beat, digestion, tissue 

                                                 
9
 http://www.nytimes.com/2013/05/14/opinion/my-medical-choice.html 
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repair, thinking and more. Since these processes are essential to human life, the can’t be turned off. 

The amount of calories burned through this process is known as an individual’s basal metabolic rate 

(BMR). 

 

An individual’s BMR represents approximately 60 percent of his or her daily calorie use. A healthy 

individual will always burn this minimum number of calories, regardless of his or her activity level. . 

When we eat food, complex molecules like proteins, fats and carbohydrates are broken down. Once 

these components are broken down, the body turns them into energy and building blocks for our 

bodies. While a hamburger and a salad will both provide the human body with energy, a hamburger 

contains cholesterol, unhealthy fats, nitrates and a variety of other substances that can have a negative 

impact on health.  

 

Foods are fuel-  

 

Macronutrients are nutrients that provide energy through calories. Nutrients are needed for proper 

growth, a healthy metabolism, and for many other body functions. Since “macro” means large, 

macronutrients are the nutrients that you need in large amounts. There are three different classes of 

macronutrients:  

 

Fat 

Protein 

Carbohydrates 

 

Each of these macronutrients provides calories. However, the calorie density of macronutrients can 

vary.  Micronutrients comprise vitamins, minerals and other trace substances that are required for 

proper human health. The United States Department of Agriculture has an excellent online calculator 

that can be used to calculate vitamin, mineral and macronutrient needs based on age, gender, weight 

and other factors. There are several10 tools11  that can help people manage their caloric intake and 

food choices in a proactive way.  

 

According to the federal government's 2010 Dietary Guidelines for Americans, "Nutrients should come 

primarily from foods. Foods in nutrient-dense, mostly intact forms contain not only the essential 

vitamins and minerals that are often contained in nutrient supplements, but also dietary fiber and 

other naturally occurring substances that may have positive health effects. ...Dietary 

                                                 
10

 Nutrition Calculator - http://fnic.nal.usda.gov/fnic/interactiveDRI/    
11

 Harvard University also has an excellent resources for optimal nutrition: 
11

 http://www.hsph.harvard.edu/nutritionsource/ 
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supplements…may be advantageous in specific situations to increase intake of a specific vitamin or 

mineral." 

 

Finally, if you want to gift your grandchildren a better set of genes?  Epigenetics is a relatively new field 

of genetics which can be influenced by your diet.  The whole process of turning genes on and off can 

be a roadmap to a healthier life.  And, once in place, these epigenetic changes can be handed down 

from generation to generation, just like curly hair and blue eyes. Eating certain foods, avoiding others 

and keeping fit makes a difference—to your genetic “map” --how your genes are expressed.  These 

factors and others affect both physical and mental health. For example, when you enjoy broccoli12(and 

other related vegetables like bok choy, Brussel sprouts, kale and cauliflower) contain high levels of 

certain substances (eg. Sulforaphanes, indole 3-carbinol (I3C), crambone and diindolylmethane (DIM)) 

that can help detoxify cancer-causing chemicals. Your diet high in these protect you, but because of the 

epigenetic effects, it will give your children13 and your grandchildren 14the same protection!  

 

Don’t eat anything your great-great grandmother wouldn’t recognize as food. There are a great many 

food-like items in the supermarket your ancestors wouldn’t recognize as food.. stay away from these. ”  

~Michael Pollan 

 

We may find in the long run that tinned food is a deadlier weapon than the machine-gun. - George 

Orwell  

  

7. Moderation Management 

 

Moderation Management (MM) is a behavioral change program and national support group network 

for people concerned about their drinking and who desire to make positive lifestyle changes. MM 

empowers individuals to accept personal responsibility for choosing and maintaining their own path, 

whether moderation or abstinence. MM promotes early self-recognition of risky drinking behavior, 

when moderate drinking is a more easily achievable goal.  

 

According to Frederick Rotgers, PhD, leading authority and author of Responsible Drinking, “Many 

people enjoy having a drink or two to relax. When one or two drinks turns into a several drinks every 

                                                 
12

 Scoccianti, Chiara, Fulvio Ricceri, Pietro Ferrari, Cyrille Cuenin, Carlotta Sacerdote, Silvia Polidoro, Mazda Jenab, Pierre Hainaut, 

Paolo Vineis, and Zdenko Herceg. "Methylation patterns in sentinel genes in peripheral blood cells of heavy smokers: influence of 

cruciferous vegetables in an intervention study." Epigenetics 6, no. 9 (2011): 1114-1119. 
13

 Waterland, Robert A., and Randy L. Jirtle. "Transposable elements: targets for early nutritional effects on epigenetic gene 

regulation." Molecular and cellular biology 23, no. 15 (2003): 5293-5300. 
14

 Dolinoy, Dana C., Jennifer R. Weidman, Robert A. Waterland, and Randy L. Jirtle. "Maternal genistein alters coat color and 

protects Avy mouse offspring from obesity by modifying the fetal epigenome." Environmental health perspectives 114, no. 4 (2006): 

567. 
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day, an individual may be suffering from alcoholism. However, there’s no need to become a 

teetotaler.“   

At least 75% of people who drink above healthful levels are not alcoholics. However, help for such 

people is not widely available in the U.S.  The Moderation Management program is based on solid 

scientific evidence for techniques that work in dealing with alcohol problems.  Further, most people 

with alcohol problems resolve them without professional treatment and there is overwhelming 

evidence that self-managed efforts can be effective for non-alcoholic problem drinkers. “ 

 

○ The risk of dying in any given year is 25 percent lower for those who consume moderate 

amounts of alcohol.  

○ The risk of morbidity and mortality from coronary heart disease (CHD) is 40-60 lower in 

moderate drinkers.  

○ The risk of a heart attack among moderate drinkers with diabetes is 52 percent lower than 

among nondrinkers.  

○ The risk of dying in the four years after a heart attack is 32 percent lower among those who 

were moderate drinkers in the year before the attack.   

○ Moderate drinkers are over 30-40 percent less likely to develop diabetes.   

○ Moderate drinkers have a 54% lower chance of developing dementia than abstainers.   

○ Moderate drinking reduces the risk of stroke by about one-half.  

○ Women who drink in moderation have a 15% lower chance of developing high blood pressure 

than teetotalers.   

○ Men who drink in moderation tend to live about two years longer than abstainers.   

○ The benefits of drinking in moderation begin early in life 30 and they apply to beer, wine, and 

liquor or distilled spirits (gin, vodka, whiskey, tequila, rum, bourbon, etc.)  

 
However, drinking any of these alcoholic beverages heavily is associated with poor health and reduced 
longevity.  By the time people reach serious stages of alcohol dependency, changing drinking becomes 
more difficult, and treatment is usually expensive. MM believes that this situation needs to be 
remedied in the interest of public health and human kindness with early intervention and harm 
reduction programs. Moderation programs are less costly, shorter in duration, less intensive, and have 
higher success rates than traditional abstinence-only approaches. 
 

8. Exercise is Medicine 

 

Lack of physical activity causes nearly 10% of all premature deaths in the world, primarily due to 

cardiovascular disease, type 2 diabetes, and breast and colon cancers.  Several research studies have 

demonstrated that physical activity can reduce mortality and reduce the risk of recurrent breast cancer 

by approximately 50%. can lower the risk of colon cancer by over 60%,can reduce the risk of 

developing of Alzheimer’s disease by approximately 40%,  reduces the incidence of high blood pressure 
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and heart disease by approximately 40%, and finally reduces the incidence of diabetes by 

approximately 50%.  

 

Physical inactivity is responsible for an estimated 5.3 million of the 57 million deaths that occurred 

worldwide in in 2010, and is comparable to the impact of well-known chronic disease risk factors such 

as smoking and obesity. Exercise leaves a lasting, positive impact on the human body.15 In addition, 

exercise has even been shown to reduce the risk of cancer.16 The Center for Disease control 

(CDC)supports the American College of Sports Medicine Exercise is Medicine 17initiative which provides 

free, easy-to-use tools and resources that physicians, exercise professionals, and other healthcare 

providers can apply in day-to-day practice to record, counsel, and refer patients to help them improve 

their physical activity levels.   Follow the link.  Use the information to inform your conversations with 

your Talk to your doctor, trainer about getting a customized exercise prescription.  

 

By incorporating at least 30 minutes of physical activity into your daily schedule, it’s possible to 

improve both mental and physical health. While traditional medical intervention may be needed for 

some acute health issues, many chronic health issues can be managed by pursuing a healthy, physical 

lifestyle. 

 

There are few chronic diseases that cannot be improved by a regular exercise program. While Diabetes, 

Heart Disease and Hypertension are the ones most often mentioned, Arthritis, Obesity, Anxiety, and 

Depression are all improved with a regular exercise program. Regular exercise is a necessary 

component of any rehabilitation protocol whether it is for acute injury or chronic problems. 

- Bob Collins, M.D. 

 

“Health is the natural condition. When sickness occurs, it is a sign that Nature has gone off course 

because of a physical or mental imbalance. The road to health for everyone is through moderation, 

harmony, and a 'sound mind in a sound body'.”  ― Jostein Gaarder, Sophie's World 

 

9. Discover your BestStressZone 

 

Stress is inevitable!  The healthy leader lives in a manner that transforms potentially harmful reactions 

into healthy responses to the stressors of success. America is currently facing a hidden health crisis 
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unlike anything faced before. Unlike many common health issues, this crisis is a hidden problem that 

impacts millions of men, women, teenagers and children across the United States. Leaders are no 

exception. Common symptoms include a pounding headache, a queasy stomach, a tightened chest and 

an overwhelming sense of anxiety. If left untreated, this health condition can even increase your risk of 

depression, diabetes, heart disease, obesity, dementia and stroke.  

 

Stress ruins your decision-making abilities. Many people equate leadership with stress. However, stress 

isn’t an inevitability. In a study published in The Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 

researchers discovered18 that leaders actually had lower levels of stress than their employees. 

However, this lower level of stress was contingent on a leader’s ability to “feel” in control of his or her 

environment. 

 

When leaders feel rudderless, it’s easy to succumb to stress. Over time, a chronic stress and a lack of 

control can feed into each other, creating a loop from which it is difficult to escape. However, there are 

ways to take control of stress before it erodes one’s leadership abilities.  

 

The stress response involves a complex interplay between neurotransmitters and hormones in the 

body. In the short-term, stress makes changes to digestion, growth and tissue repair that increase 

energy levels that are immediately available for the body. However, stress can also precipitate negative 

changes in the body too. 

 

Stress does not cause heart disease or diabetes. However, it can exacerbate disease that is currently 

present.  It’s important to understand the differences between homeostasis and allostasis. 

Homeostasis involves the regulation of a single point in the body, such as blood pH, blood glucose 

levels, and blood pressure and blood oxygen levels. For example, if an individual sweats a lot on a very 

hot day, he or she is at an increased risk of becoming dehydrated. This is a system falling out of 

homeostasis. On the other hand, allostasis involves a dynamic balance. In the dehydration example, 

allostasis states that sweating occurs as part of a complex exchange of water through the large 

intestine, the kidney, the bladder and other parts of the body. 

 

When the body is stressed, dozens of different systems in the body fall out of allostasis. This can be 

precipitated by a lack of outlets for frustration, a lack of social support, predictability in life and other 

factors. In particular, control plays a significant role in stress. 

 

                                                 

1. 18
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Several research studies have shown that the degree of control an individual helps modulate his or her 

stress response. For example, one study with mice showed that a lack of environmental control played 

a huge role in the development of stress-related disorders. In this study, researchers placed mice on a 

platform that would be electrified at random intervals. However, there was a twist: In some versions of 

the experiment, mice were able to activate a lever that would disable the electrified platform. In other 

versions of the experiment, mice were provided a lever that would only randomly end the electric 

shock. In the study, mice who had the least control of their environment showed the highest levels of 

stress. 

 

These results were corroborated in a less-painful version designed for humans. In the human version, 

people were exposed to a very loud noise. In one version of the experiment, people were able to 

prevent the noise by pressing a button. In the other version, the button didn’t do anything. 

 

Subjects in the study who had no control over the painless, albeit annoying, sound showed higher 

ratings of tension, stress, helplessness, depression, anxiety and unhappiness. In addition, these test 

subjects had higher hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis function (measure by adrenocorticotropic 

hormone plasma levels) than the in-control study participants. Even a mild lack of control over a non-

dangerous stimulus produced significant mood alterations, changes in neuroendocrine levels and 

changes in the autonomic nervous system. 

 

Until recently, popular culture held a common belief in executive stress syndrome. According to this 

now-disproved theory, executives and leaders often experience higher levels of stress than their 

subordinates. However, this concept was based on a flawed experiment. In this 1950 experiment19, 

researchers replicated some elements of the electric-shock experiment mentioned above. However, in 

this version of the experiment, two monkeys were placed in separate cages with an electrified floor. 

One monkey in the experiment had a lever that could disable the electrified floor in both cages. 

 

After the conclusion of the experiment, researchers sacrificed the “executive monkeys” in the sample 

and took tissue samples. The monkeys who were in control of the electrified floor showed higher levels 

of stomach ulcers than their powerless partners in the experiment. However, the experiment suffered 

from one fatal flaw: Researchers were selective in choosing monkeys to serve as the “executive.” By 

choosing monkeys that demonstrated high energy and anxiety, researchers had inadvertently chosen a 

group that had a predisposition to stomach ulcers. To this day, many people believe that executives at 

the top of the corporate pyramid are at the highest risk of stress-related disorders. However, this is 

simply not true. 
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In the corporate world of today, it isn’t C-level executives experiencing the highest levels of stress. 

Instead, it’s middle managers who have a combination of low control and high responsibility. While 

middle managers are responsible for the work of their subordinates, they have little control over 

company policy and other large decisions. C-level executives with high demand and high control don’t 

show these stress related disorders.  

 

Another combination that presents a problem is low control coupled with low demand. One study, led 

by Seymour Levine, explored the connection between stress and control through the eyes of a 

musician. In the study, Levine used his son, a professional musician at the Minneapolis Symphony 

Orchestra to corroborate data. 

 

After accounting for factors like income, lifestyle and time spent traveling, Levine discovered that 

chamber musicians showed lower levels of stress than orchestra musicians. When playing chamber 

music, a musician usually works with several other musicians as equals. There is no central conductor 

or “manager” overseeing the music. In orchestral music, on the other hand, all musicians are led by a 

central conductor. Since orchestral musicians have less control over their actions, they experience a 

significant stress response. 

 

In addition to control, stress can vary based on how an individual perceives a situation in his or her 

head. For example, air traffic control is a very demanding job that requires constant, high-level 

attention to detail.  

 

Robert Rose, a researcher, looked at stress response physiology for air traffic controllers. While some 

air traffic controllers are able to work for decades without a hiccup, some burn out after only a few 

months. According to Rose’s research, the reason for the early burnout was due to how they handled 

and perceived work-related stress. 

 

Air traffic controllers 20who held their jobs for many years had lower stress hormone levels than air 

traffic controllers who quit their job after only a few months. For these non-career air traffic 

controllers, stress hormones in the body actually peaked before they started on their shift as an air 

traffic controller. For air traffic controllers who had successful careers guiding airplanes, these stress 

hormones didn’t increase before they started their job. These air traffic controllers didn’t worry about 

their jobs before or after their shift; instead, they only worried about their job while they were at it. 

The stressed out air traffic controllers, on the other hand, worried about their job both before and 
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after work. Another significant factor that can elicit a stress response is despair. If the future seems less 

than promising, the body activates its stress response mechanism. 

 

In one experiment, researchers set up an experiment where rats would receive a varying number of 

electric shocks over the course of a few days. For the experiment, one group of rats would receive 50 

shocks on day one and 25 shocks on day two. The other group of rats would receive 10 shocks on day 

one and 25 shocks on day two. 

 

In total, the rats in group one received more shocks than the rats in group two. Both rats received the 

same number of shocks on day two. However, the rats in group two showed higher stress levels than 

the rats in group one. In group two, the number of shocks increased on the second day, while the 

number of shocks decreased for group one. For rats in group two, uncertainty and despair about the 

future led to an elevated stress response. Cooperation also plays a significant role in stress. While 

playing poorly with others may be an effective strategy for immediately getting what you want, it can 

quickly create a wide network of enemies.  

 

Baboons are a high-evolved primate that maintains a vibrant social life. In many ways, baboons serve 

as a model for behavior in humans. On average, baboons live in colonies that range in size from 50 to 

150 baboons. In these societies, baboons fall into different social stratifications based on group 

hierarchy. 

 

Alpha males are baboons who serve as the leaders and sexual mates of all the females in the group. 

According to research by Robert Sapolsky, there are two distinct types of alpha baboons found in these 

groups: Cooperators and competitors.  

 

Competitors climb to the top of the social hierarchy through violence and intimidation. On the other 

hand, cooperators build key relationships and alliances. Cooperators also spend more of their time 

grooming the younger female baboons in a non-sexual way. Cooperators avoid fights and 

confrontations when possible, but are still able to win females through cooperative, non-violent 

behavior. 

 

In the world of baboons, competitors with “Type A” personalities live significantly shorter lives than 

baboons that cooperate with others. As a competitor, these alpha baboons have to continually worry 

about potential rivals, violence and other conditions that elicit a significant stress response.  

 

Stability and predictability also play a significant role in the stress response. Randomness, even in a 

positive light, can have a negative impact on overall health and wellbeing. For example, organ donors 

often show elevated stress hormones before they receive an organ transplant. While 
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an organ transplant can be like winning the lottery on a personal level, many people who receive these 

implants are haunted by the true randomness of their luck. If the organ donor had remembered to 

buckle up that day, the organ recipient may have never had the opportunity to receive an organ. Over 

time, this lack of control about one’s fate can lead to significant levels of stress. 

 

While predictability can help mitigate the stress response in the body, it’s important to understand 

that more information isn’t always useful. For example, imagine that a rat receives a light-based 

warning 20 seconds before receiving an electric shock as part of an experiment. While the rat can use 

this information to ready itself for a shock, a light-based warning less than a second before a shock 

doesn’t give the rat’s body adequate time to prepare itself. Likewise, a light-based warning several 

days or weeks before an electric shock provides little value to a rat. Without temporal boundaries, 

more information doesn’t necessarily reduce one’s levels of stress. In some cases, receiving predictive 

information for an event in the distant future can actually increase stress levels. 

 

Many people like to listen to music when studying, doing chores, exercising or having fun. Not all types 

of music are the same, however. Classical music or jazz can provide great background ambiance when 

studying or doing tasks that require concentration. When going for a jog, many people prefer music 

with a strong melody and a heavy, repetitive beat. When we listen to music, our body undergoes 

specialized physiological changes that create a sense of pleasure or discord. 

 

 

10. Stress Kills 

 

Grounded in principles from the Stress Law, the Best Stress Zone is a virtual space & state of mind. It’s 

a place to view, organize and shape your world that enables resilience and healthy responses to 

inevitable challenges and demands in your life.  

 

The Best Stress Zone is a place for optimal stress. You experience spiritual, physical, emotional and 

mental well-being. In the Best Stress Zone, you achieve the highest levels of energy, satisfaction, 

happiness and productivity at work or at home. Through daily living in the zone, you experience 

control, clarity of purpose, commitment, and challenge. In the Best Stress Zone, you are not merely a 

thermometer or a bystander keeping track of amount of stress you can cope with. Instead, you 

function as a thermostat, effortlessly assessing and regulating your mind and body responses to stress. 

Finally, in the Best Stress Zone, your day-to-day actions are unconsciously anchored in your life 

purpose, passions and priorities.  

 

As humans, we can use our memories to trigger physiological changes in the body too. A memory of an 

awkward, inappropriate comment at a dinner party can haunt us in our slumbering 
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hours for weeks after it occurs. Thinking about a painful or traumatic experience can lead to an 

increase in blood pressure and pulse. Likewise, thinking about a romantic interest can trigger euphoria 

and elation that matches some of the most potent recreational drugs on earth. 

 

The first system that helps make this possible is the nervous system. Hormones also play a critical role 

in changing our stress physiology. Neural regulation controls many different physiological processes in 

our body. Our spine serves as the central information pathway. The voluntary nervous system includes 

all conscious movement. The automatic nervous system (autonomic nervous system) is not consciously 

controlled. 

 

The autonomic nervous system comprises both the parasympathetic and sympathetic nervous system. 

The sympathetic nervous system includes the fight or flight response. This includes everything found in 

the typical stress response. 

 

If you take a nap or feel sleepy after a starchy meal, you’re under control of the parasympathetic 

nervous system. The stress response is the process of turning on the sympathetic nervous system to a 

very high degree. The sympathetic nervous system speeds everything up in the body by increasing 

activity levels. This includes the selective activation of certain organ systems in the body. However, all 

these systems are centrally-controlled by the human brain. 

 

According to the triune brain theory, the human brain consists of the reptilian complex, the 

paleomammalian complex (limbic system) and the neomammalian complex (neocortex). Each of these 

structures is viewed as sequentially added to the forebrain in the course of evolution. 

 

The reptilian complex includes the basal ganglia and structures that develop from the bottom of the 

forebrain during growth. While the term “reptilian brain” is a bit of an anachronism, it can be beneficial 

when understanding stress physiology. At one time, researchers believed that reptile and bird 

forebrains were dominated by these structures. In the triune model, the reptilian complex controls 

activities like body temperature, heart rate and other basic regulatory processes. For example, the 

physiological process of sweating or shivering is regulated by the reptilian brain. (Note: The brain is a 

highly-interconnected organ. The triune theory simply an organizational tool for understanding the 

brain.)The paleomammalian part of the brain comprises the cingulate cortex, the hippocampal 

complex, the hypothalamus, amygdala and the septum. The limbic is responsible for emotions like 

happiness, anger, lust, rage and more. In addition, the limbic system is responsible for some hereditary 

behaviors like mating rituals, threat response and opportunity response. The limbic part of the brain is 

associated with the evolution of mammals and communicates with the reptilian brain to facilitate 

physiological changes in the body. 

 The most-recently evolved structure in the 
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human brain is the cortex. According to the triune brain theory, the neomammalian complex includes 

the cerebral neocortex. It gives humans (and some mammals) the ability to think in abstract thought. It 

provide us with abilities like planning, abstraction and a developed language. 

 

According to the triune theory of the brain, the cortex talks to the limbic system and the reptilian brain 

through a variety of different signaling systems. Through our psychosocial nature, we are able to turn 

abstract thoughts into physical changes in the body. This is one of mechanisms through which we 

experience stress. 

 

In the nervous system, the brain uses different mechanisms to communicate with other cells. One of 

these mechanisms involves neurotransmitters, or chemical messengers. When a neuron in the brain 

secretes a neurotransmitter, that neurotransmitter activates receptors on an adjacent neuron. 

However, neurotransmitters can only be used to transmit signals across very short distances. To reach 

a larger part of the body, the brain uses chemical messengers known as hormones. Since hormones 

can readily travel through the cardiovascular system, they can reach a larger number of organs in a 

very short period of time. Hormones are secreted by specialized glands found in the brain, the ovaries, 

the testes, the thyroid and more.  

 

Until recently, many scientist thought that these hormone-secreting structures, known as endocrine 

glands, knew what they were doing and could control hormone levels on their own. Researchers 

assumed that the feedback mechanisms employed by endocrine glands were self-regulating. While 

they do self-regulate to a moderate degree, they rely on a lot of input from higher structures in the 

brain too. 

 

In the early part of the 20th century, researchers thought that aging was caused by decreased 

testosterone levels in the body. According to theories of the time, giving a man a new set of testicles 

would help reverse the effect of aging. While this theory is now known to be wrong (it also ignores the 

female population), many well-capitalized men of the time received testicular implants in an attempt 

to reverse the aging process. In some cases, men would end up with testes from young goats or 

monkey. Captains of industry and capitalists would receive high-price monkey gland extract in an 

attempt to stretch out their lives as they entered their twilight years. Since the word “testes” was 

considered taboo at this time, the popularity of this unusual product was known as the Monkey Gland 

Phenomenon.  

 

As it turns out, endocrine glands aren’t autonomous; they don’t secrete hormones without prompting 

from another part of the body. Simply adding younger testes to the body, as many duped men 

discovered, does not increase testosterone levels or stop the physiological process of aging. Instead, 

endocrine glands rely on information derived from somewhere else. The search 
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continued for the system that controlled the secretion of hormones. 

 

By the midpoint of the twentieth century, researchers had discovered that the pituitary gland helped 

control all hormones in the body. According to popular science of the time, the pituitary was known as 

the “master gland.” However, the pituitary gland also receives instructions from other parts of the 

body. 

 

In fact, the brain is the controlling gland in the body. The brain sends hormonal signals to the pituitary 

which sends hormones to all different glands in the body. Many people were surprised to discover that 

the brain (the hypothalamus) secretes hypothalamic hormones which give instructions to pituitary 

gland. 

 

Since hypothalamic hormones are secreted by the hypothalamus in very small quantities, it took 

researchers many years to successfully isolate and classify this elusive chemical messenger. To test for 

the presence of this “imaginary hormone,” researchers would place extracts from cow and pig 

hypothalami on extracted pituitary glands. After a while, researchers discovered that the extract from 

the hypothalamus jump-started the pituitary into producing hormones. 

 

According to the triune theory, the cortex in the brain communicates with the limbic system through 

neurotransmitters, which then signals the hypothalamus to start the secretion of hypothalamic 

hormones. These hypothalamic hormones then secrete hormones which provide chemical signal to the 

rest of the endocrine glands in the body.  

 

Ultimately, the brain regulates hormones in the body. The hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis 

includes a complex set of feedback interactions involving the pituitary gland, the hypothalamus and 

the adrenal glands. While the pituitary gland and the hypothalamus are part of the brain, the adrenal 

glands are located on top of the kidneys.  

 

The HPA is a major part of the neuroendocrine system and regulates many processes in the body like 

the immune system, the stress response, digestion, emotions, sexuality and metabolism. The HPA is 

also known for its central role in a person’s general adaption syndrome. The HPA helps modulate 

interactions between the brain, hormones and glands in the body. While some of the more complex 

aspects of the HPA system are only found in vertebrates, the HPA is so critical to life that it simple 

versions of it can be found in some single-celled organisms and invertebrates.  

 

While the HPA does not control all the hormones in the body, it does play a central role in modulating 

the action of most hormones in the body. In addition, the cortex and limbic system play a large role in 

controlling and regulating hormone levels in the body. One of the most important 
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hormones in the human body is epinephrine, also known as adrenaline. Adrenaline is secreted by two 

small organs called adrenals located on top of the kidney. In addition to adrenaline, adrenals in the 

body also produce glucocorticoids, prolactin, glucagon and beta endorphins. The sympathetic nervous 

system’s main hormone is epinephrine (or adrenaline). The adrenals secrete adrenaline.  

 

All the hormones that are secreted by the adrenals are involved in the activation of the body’s stress 

response. It’s important to note that not everyone has the same response to stress. While all humans 

are powered by the same physiological mechanisms, a number of environmental and genetic factors 

can impact the stress response. 

 

One challenging part of the BestStressZone is knowing when stress isn’t working for you. While the 

stress response can help keep you on your toes, there can be a point where stress stops working for 

you. In many cases, there are warning signs that you are on the verge of leaving your Best Stress Zone. 

These warning signs are personal and unique to you as a human being. Potential warning signs could 

include a lack of creativity, irritability, nail biting, a headache, procrastination and overeating.  

 

Your BestStressZone℠ is a place where challenge empowers your talents, and you know that you have 

the resources to meet any obstacles that you face. In fact, when you meet the chal-lenge, you are 

exhilarated. This is the sweet spot in your BestStressZone℠. In your personal BestStressZone℠, you 

experience “good stress” as a positive thing that improves your motivation, drive and health. 

 

People who function outside their BestStressZone℠ on a regular basis may experience negative 

physiological changes. For more information, visit BestStressZone.com℠. 

 

Being in control of your life and having realistic expectations about your day-to-day challenges are the 

keys to stress management, which is perhaps the most important ingredient to living a happy, healthy 

and rewarding life. - Marilu Henner  

 

11. Relationships matter.  

 

Relationships play a critical role in both work and home life.21 Without a healthy set of relationships, it 
can be difficult for leaders to thrive. Humans evolved as social creatures -- without the warmth and 
love of human connection, it can be difficult to achieve true happiness. However, leaders face a 
significant challenge when it comes to relationships. While becoming friends with subordinates can be 
acceptable in some situations, it can make it difficult to communicate strong guidance or coaching. 
Employees should be respected and treated well; however, they should not be treated as friends. 
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Leaders must separate their work lives from their home lives for success. 
 

“Time is your most precious gift because you only have a set amount of it. You can make more money, 
but you can't make more time. When 
you give someone your time, you are 
giving them a portion of your life that 
you'll never get back. Your time is your 
life. That is why the greatest gift you 
can give someone is your time. It is not 
enough to just say relationships are 
important; we must prove it by 
investing time in them. Words alone 
are worthless. "My children, our love 
should not be just words and talk; it 
must be true love, which shows itself in 
action." Relationships take time and 
effort, and the best way to spell love is 
"T-I-M-E.”  

                                          Rick Warren, The 
Purpose Driven Life: What Am I Here for?22 
 

 

                                                 
22

 http://purposedriven.com/books/pdlbook/#purpose 

mailto:carol@executivewellnesscoach.com
http://www.executivewellnesscoach.com/

