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M E D I C A L  D I S C L A I M E R

The information presented in this book is the result of years 
of practice experience and clinical research by the author. 
The information in this book, by necessity, is of a general 
nature and not a substitute for an evaluation or treatment by 
a competent medical specialist. If you believe you are in need 
of medical intervention, please see a medical practitioner 
as soon as possible. The stories in this book are true. The 
names and circumstances of some of the stories have been 
changed to protect the anonymity of patients.
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Introduction

Don’t worry about anything; instead, pray about everything. 
Tell God what you need, and thank him for all he has 

done. Then you will experience God’s peace, which exceeds 
anything we can understand. His peace will guard your 

hearts and minds as you live in Christ Jesus. 

P H I L I P P I A N S  4 : 6 - 7

If you’re like me, �when you’re feeling worried or 
anxious, you want to feel better now, fast, pronto! But 
many people, mental health professionals included, 
think therapy needs to be long, hard, and painful. 
They believe that if you start medication for anxiety 
or depression, you’re making a lifelong commitment. 
Certainly, some people will need help longer than 
others, but in my experience, many people will feel 
better once they begin to engage in the right behav-
iors and strategies, which include knowing about and 
optimizing their brains.

Think about it: You know you can make yourself 
feel worse almost immediately by dwelling on the 
worst possible outcome of a situation, spending time 
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with highly toxic people, or sabotaging each of your 
senses with dreadful sounds, smells, tastes, touches, 
or sights. You can just as easily make yourself feel 
better through simple choices like practicing grati-
tude, conquering negative thoughts, and using many 
other techniques that I will demonstrate throughout 
this book.

The truth is, we live in an impatient society. When 
people seek help for mental health issues, the most 
common number of therapy sessions they receive is 
one. Either they find benefit from getting their wor-
ries off their chests and learning simple strategies—​
or they conclude therapy won’t be helpful for them. 
Even when they commit to ongoing therapy, the 
average number of sessions a patient attends is six or 
seven, regardless of the psychotherapist’s theoretical 
orientation.1

Almost everyone wants to feel better fast, and 
research suggests it is possible. Studies since the 
1980s have shown the value of single-​session ther-
apies (SSTs). In one study, a single session of hyp-
nosis significantly decreased anxiety and depressive 
symptoms after coronary artery bypass surgery.2 In 
another, Australian researchers found that 60 per-
cent of children and teens with mental health issues 
showed improvement after 18 months from just one 
session of therapy.3

Helping people change their feelings and behav-
iors and optimize their lives has been my passion as a 
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psychiatrist for the past four decades. Amen Clinics 
partnered with Professor BJ Fogg, director of the 
Persuasive Tech Lab at Stanford University, and his 
sister Linda Fogg-​Phillips to help our patients with 
behavior change. They teach that only three things 
change behavior in the long run:

1.	 An epiphany
2.	 A change in the environment (what and who 

surrounds you)
3.	 Taking baby steps4

I once had an epiphany after reading a study by 
my friend Dr. Cyrus Raji5 on what I call the dino-
saur syndrome (as your weight goes up, the size and 
function of your brain go down—​with a big body 
and a little brain, you’re likely to become extinct). I 
then found the discipline to lose 25 pounds. But you 
don’t have to wait for an epiphany to change your 
behavior. You don’t need to experience daily panic 
attacks or get cancer in order to get serious about 
your health. When battling worry and anxiety, most 
people can change their environment (friends, work-
place, church) or the people they surround themselves 
with, and all of us can make small changes that, over 
time, create amazing results.

High motivation helps you do hard things. But if 
your motivation is medium or even low, you can still 
change for the better. In fact, the Foggs encourage 
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starting with baby steps, or what they call “Tiny 
Habits.”6 These are easy changes that will boost your 
sense of accomplishment and competence and, over 
time, evolve into bigger changes.

Here’s one you can start right now that will make 
a huge and lasting change: Whenever you come to a 
decision point in your day, ask yourself, Is the decision 
I’m about to make good for my brain or bad for it?

If you consistently make decisions that serve your 
brain’s health—​and you’ll learn more about how to 
do that in this book—​you are well on your way to 
conquering worry and anxiety and living a happier, 
healthier life.

Daniel Amen, MD
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C H A P T E R  1

WHEN LIFE FEELS  
OUT OF CONTROL

Quick Calming Techniques

It is during our darkest moments  
that we must focus to see the light.

AT T R I B U T E D  T O  A R I S T O T L E

It was 6:30 in the morning �in the busy emergency 
room at the Walter Reed Army Medical Center in 
Washington, DC. I was just putting on my white lab 
coat as I walked through the doors to the unit. It was 
my third day as an intern, and the emergency room 
would be my home for the next month. Down the 
hall from me, a woman was screaming. Curious, I 
went to see what was going on.

Beth, a 40-year-​old patient, was lying on a gurney 
with a swollen right leg. She was in obvious pain and 
screamed whenever anyone touched her leg. Bruce, 
a brand-​new psychiatry intern like me, and Wendy, 
the internal medicine chief resident, were trying to 
start an IV in Beth’s foot. She was anxious, scared, 
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uncooperative, and hyperventilating. A blood clot in 
her calf was causing this tremendous swelling. The 
IV was necessary so Beth could be sent to the X-​ray 
department for a scan that would show exactly where 
the clot was, allowing surgeons to operate and remove 
it. With each stick of the IV needle to her swollen 
foot, Beth’s screams became louder. There was a lot 
of tension in the room.

“Wendy, can I try to start the IV?” I asked softly.
Exasperated, she handed me the IV set. I walked 

around the gurney to Beth’s head, established eye 
contact with her, and gave her a gentle smile.

“Hi, Beth, I’m Dr. Amen. I need you to slow down 
your breathing. When you breathe too quickly, all of 
the blood vessels constrict, making it impossible for 
us to find a vein. Breathe with me.” I slowed my own 
breathing.

“Do you mind if I help you relax?” I asked. “I 
know some tricks.”

“Okay,” Beth said nervously.
“Look at that spot on the ceiling,” I said, point-

ing to a spot overhead. “I want you to focus on it and 
ignore everything else in the room . .  . I’m going to 
count to 10, and as I do, let your eyes feel very heavy. 
Only focus on the spot and the sound of my voice. 1 . . . 
2 . . . 3 . . . let your eyes feel very heavy . . . 4 . . . 5 . . . 
let your eyes feel heavier still . . . 6 . . . 7 . . . 8 . . . your 
eyes are feeling very heavy and want to close . . . 9 . . . 
10 . . . let your eyes close and keep them closed.
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“Very good,” I said as Beth closed her eyes. “I want 
you to breathe very slowly, very deeply, and only pay 
attention to the sound of my voice. Let your whole 
body relax, from the top of your head all the way 
down to the bottoms of your feet. Let your whole 
body feel warm, heavy, and very relaxed. Now I want 
you to forget about the hospital and imagine yourself 
in the most beautiful park you can imagine. See the 
park—​the grass, the hillside, a gentle brook, the beau-
tiful trees. Hear the sounds in the park—​the brook 
flowing, the birds singing, a light breeze rustling the 
leaves in the trees. Smell and taste the freshness in the 
air. Feel the sensations in the park—​the light breeze 
on your skin, the warmth of the sun.”

All the tension in the room evaporated.
“Now I want you to imagine a beautiful pool in 

the middle of the park,” I continued. “It is filled with 
special, warm healing water. In your mind, sit on the 
edge of the pool and dangle your feet in it. Feel the 
warm water surround your feet. You are doing really 
great.”

Beth had gone into a deep trance. I went on.
“Now I know this might sound strange, but many 

people can actually make their blood vessels pop up if 
they direct their attention to them. With your feet in 
the pool, allow the blood vessels in your feet to pop 
up so that I can put an IV in one and you can get the 
help you need, still allowing your mind to stay in the 
park and feel very relaxed.”
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To my great surprise, the moment I made the sug-
gestion, a vein clearly appeared on top of Beth’s swol-
len foot. I gently slipped the needle into the vein and 
attached it to the bag of IV fluid.

“Beth,” I said softly, “you can stay in this deep 
relaxed state as long as you need. You can go back to 
the park anytime you want.”

And with that, we wheeled a now tranquil and 
relaxed Beth into X-​ray.

When Your Brain Works Right, You Work Right
Virtually all of us have felt anxious at some point in 
our lives, and that’s perfectly normal. How we respond 
during these difficult times, however, can make all the 
difference in the world when it comes to our overall 
health and well-​being.

Unfortunately, many people self-​medicate with 
alcohol, drugs, overeating, or wasting time on social 
media. Although these things may give us temporary 
relief from feeling bad, they usually only prolong and 
often exacerbate the problems.

As a psychiatrist, a brain imaging specialist, and 
the founder of Amen Clinics, which has one of the 
highest published success rates in treating people with 
complex and treatment-​resistant mental health issues, 
I can assure you that the secret to overcoming anxiety, 
both now and for the rest of your life, is to work on 
optimizing the physical functioning of your brain.

Why? Because simply put, when your brain 
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works right, you work right—​in every area of your 
life. And as your brain becomes healthier, your abil-
ity to respond to everyday stressors, problems, and 
challenges increases exponentially, leading to fewer 
bouts of anxiety and better overall physical, mental, 
and spiritual health.

Later, I’ll give you some strategies that will help 
you better care for your brain over the long haul 
(chapter 4), but first I want 
to walk you through some 
techniques (like the ones 
I used with Beth) to help 
you calm yourself down 
when you are in the midst 
of an anxiety attack or other 
emotional or physical crisis.

Let’s start by taking a 
closer look at how your 
brain and body function in a crisis. In the psychiatric 
profession, we call this the fight-​or-​flight response.

The Fight-​or-​Flight Stress Response
The fight-​or-​flight response is hardwired into our 
bodies to help us survive. It is mobilized into action 
whenever a stressor appears, such as what happened 
to Beth in the emergency room. Harvard physiology 
professor Walter Cannon first described the fight-​or-​
flight response in 1915. He said it was the body’s 
reaction to an acute stress, harmful event, or threat to 

The secret to overcoming 
anxiety, both now and 
for the rest of your life, is 
to work on optimizing 
the physical functioning 
of your brain.
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survival, such as experiencing an earthquake or being 
robbed at gunpoint.

Acute stress activates the sympathetic nervous sys-
tem, which prepares you to either put up a fight or flee 
a dangerous situation. The fight-​or-​flight response is 
triggered by the amygdala, an almond-​shaped structure 
in the temporal lobes that is part of the limbic or emo-
tional brain. When you become stressed, the amygdala 
sends a signal to the hypothalamus and pituitary gland 
to secrete adrenocorticotropic hormone (ACTH). 
This, in turn, signals the adrenal glands, on the top of 
the kidneys, to flood the body with cortisol, adrena-
line, and other chemicals to rocket you into action.

The graphic on pages 12 and 13 illustrates what 
happens in our bodies when this response is set off.

The fight-​or-​flight response is part of a larger sys-
tem in the body called the autonomic nervous system 
(ANS). It is called “autonomic” because its processes 
are largely automatic, unconscious, and out of our 
control, unless we train it otherwise (more on that 
coming up). It contains two branches that counter
balance each other: the sympathetic and parasym-
pathetic nervous systems. Both regulate heart rate, 
digestion, breathing rate, pupil response, muscle ten-
sion, urination, and sexual arousal. The sympathetic 
nervous system (SNS) is involved in activating the 
fight-​or-​flight response, while the parasympathetic 
nervous system (PNS) helps to reset and calm our 
bodies.

10  ||   CONQUER WORRY AND ANXIETY



Our very survival depends upon the fight-​or-​
flight response, as it helps move us to action when 
there is a threat. But when stress becomes chronic, 
such as if you live in a war zone, grow up in an unpre-
dictable alcoholic home, are sexually molested over 
time, or wake up every morning in a panic, your sym-
pathetic nervous system becomes overactive. When 
that happens, you are more likely to suffer from anxi-
ety, depression, panic attacks, headaches, cold hands 
and feet, breathing difficulties, high blood sugar, high 
blood pressure, digestive problems, immune system 
issues, and problems with attention and focus.

In his groundbreaking book Why Zebras Don’t 
Get Ulcers, Stanford University biologist Robert 
Sapolsky pointed out that for animals such as zebras, 
stress is generally episodic (e.g., running away from 
a lion) and their nervous systems evolved to rapidly 
reset. By contrast, for humans, stress is often chronic 
(e.g., daily traffic, a difficult marriage, job or money 
worries). Sapolsky argued that many wild animals are 
less susceptible than humans to chronic stress-​related 
illnesses, such as ulcers, hypertension, depression, 
and memory problems.1 He did write, however, that 
chronic stress occurs in some primates (Dr. Sapolsky 
studies baboons), specifically individuals on the 
lower end of the social dominance hierarchy.

In humans, one big stress (such as being robbed, 
physically attacked, or trapped in a fire) or multiple 
smaller stressors (such as fighting with your spouse 
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Heart beats faster 
and harder

Bladder relaxes Pupils dilate for better 
tunnel vision, but there is a 

loss of peripheral vision

Blood pressure increasesAir passages open and rapid 
shallow breathing increases

Erections are inhibited 
(other things to 

think about)

Production of tears 
and saliva decreases

Muscles become tense; 
trembling may occur. 
Muscles around hair 

follicles constrict, causing 
goose bumps

Blood vessels shunt blood 
to upper arms and upper 

legs (fight or flee) and 
away from hands and feet, 

which get colder

Digestion slows Hearing diminishes

Immune system 
shuts down

Brain has trouble focusing on 
small tasks; it’s thinking only 

of dealing with the threat

Blood sugar level 
increases for energy

Veins in skin constrict 
(colder hands and feet) to 
send more blood to major 
muscle groups (to fight or 
flee), causing the "chill" 
sometimes associated 

with fear

PHYSICAL EFFECTS
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or children on a regular basis) can turn on a chronic 
fight-​or-​flight state in the body, leading to mental 
stress and physical illness.

But by using the following techniques, you can 
learn to quiet your SNS and activate the PNS, which 
will lead you to feel calmer, happier, and less stressed.

Technique #1: Use hypnosis, guided imagery, and 
progressive muscle relaxation to enter a deep relaxed 
state.

Many people associate hypnosis with loss of control 
or stage tricks. But doctors know it to be a serious 
science, revealing the brain’s ability to heal medical 
and psychiatric conditions.

“Hypnosis is the oldest Western form of psycho-
therapy, but it’s been tarred with the brush of dangling 
watches and purple capes,” said psychiatrist David 
Spiegel, MD, the son of a famous hypnotist and asso-
ciate chair of psychiatry and behavioral sciences at 
Stanford University School of Medicine. “In fact, it’s 
a very powerful means of changing the way we use 
our minds to control perception and our bodies. . . . 
The power of hypnosis to immediately change your 
brain is real.”2

Using hypnosis, guided imagery, or progressive 
muscle relaxation (PMR) increases parasympathetic 
tone and can quickly decrease the fight-​or-​flight 
response in a wide variety of conditions, as it did 
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for Beth. These techniques have been found to have 
many benefits, including lowering anxiety, sadness, 
and tension in parents of children with cancer;3 pain 
and fatigue in those receiving chemotherapy;4 stress 
in those with multiple sclerosis;5 anxiety and depres-
sion;6 migraine frequency;7 tension headaches;8 
craving and withdrawal symptoms in people quit-
ting smoking;9 post-​stroke anxiety (a result of listen-
ing to a PMR CD five times a week);10 and phantom 
limb pain.11 They can also improve quality of life 
in the elderly12 and dialysis patients,13 fatigue in 
the elderly, and sexual function in postmenopausal 
women.14

Learning hypnosis, guided imagery, and pro-
gressive muscle relaxation is simple; there are many 
online audios that can guide you. We have several on 
our Brain Fit Life site (www.mybrainfitlife.com). You 
can certainly do it yourself. Below are the instructions 
I give my patients to help them go into a deep relaxed 
state. The skill builds over time, so it is important to 
practice this exercise to gain mastery. Set aside two 
15-​minute periods a day and go through the follow-
ing five steps:

	 1.	 Sit in a comfortable chair with your feet on the 
floor and your hands in your lap. Pick a spot on 
the opposite wall that is a little bit above your eye 
level. Stare at the spot. As you do, slowly count 
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to 20. Notice that your eyelids soon begin to feel 
heavy, as if they want to close. Let them. In fact, 
even if they don’t feel as if they want to close, 
slowly lower them as you get to 20.

	 2.	 Take a deep breath, as deep as you can, and very 
slowly exhale. Repeat the deep breath and slow 
exhale three times. With each in-​breath, imagine 
taking in peace and calmness, and with each out-​
breath, blow out all the tension—​all the things 
getting in the way of your relaxing. By this time, 
you’ll notice a calm come over you.

	 3.	 Squeeze the muscles in your eyelids, closing your 
eyes as tightly as you can. Then slowly let the 
muscles in your eyelids relax. Imagine that relax-
ation slowly spreading, like a warm, penetrating 
oil, from the muscles in your eyelids to the muscles 
in your face—​down your neck, into your shoul-
ders and arms, into your chest, and throughout 
the rest of your body. The muscles will take the 
cue from your eyelids and relax progressively all 
the way down to the bottoms of your feet.

	 4.	 When all the tension has left your body, imag-
ine yourself at the top of an escalator. Step on 
the escalator and ride down, counting backward 
from 10. By the time you reach the bottom, 
you’ll be very relaxed.
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	 5.	 Enjoy the tranquility for several moments. Then 
get back on the escalator riding up, counting to 
10 as you go. When you get to 10, open your 
eyes, feeling relaxed, refreshed, and wide-​awake.

To make these steps easy to remember, think 
of the following words:

•	 Focus (focus on the spot)
•	 Breathe (slow, deep breaths)
•	 Relax (progressive muscle relaxation)
•	 Down (ride down the escalator)
•	 Up (ride up the escalator and open your 

eyes)

If you have trouble remembering these steps, you 
may want to record them as you read them aloud and 
then do the exercise as you listen to the audio.

Allow yourself plenty of time to do this. Some 
people become so relaxed that they fall asleep for sev-
eral minutes. If that happens, don’t worry. It’s a good 
sign—​you’re really relaxed!

Once you’ve practiced this technique a few times, 
add the following steps:

	 1.	 Choose a haven—​a place where you feel comfort-
able and that you can imagine with all your senses. 
I usually “go” to the beach. I can see the ocean, 
feel the sand between my toes and the warm sun 

When Life Feels Out of Control   ||   17



and breeze on my skin, smell the salt air and taste 
it faintly on my tongue, and hear the seagulls, the 
waves, and children playing. Your haven can be 
any real or imaginary place where you’d like to 
spend time.

	 2.	 After you reach the bottom of the escalator, use 
all your senses to imagine yourself in your special 
haven. Stay for several minutes. This is where the 
fun starts and where your mind becomes ripe for 
change.

	 3.	 Begin to experience yourself—​not as you cur-
rently are, but as you want to be. Plan on spend-
ing at least 20 minutes a day on this refueling, 
life-​changing exercise. You’ll be amazed at the 
results.

Technique #2: Master diaphragmatic breathing.

In the chapter’s opening story, the first thing I did 
with Beth was help her to slow her breathing so she 
could get more oxygen to her brain. Diaphragmatic 
breathing is a core biofeedback technique to help you 
feel better fast. It is simple to teach and, once prac-
ticed, simple to implement and maintain.

Like brain activity, breathing is essential to life 
and involved in everything you do. Breathing delivers 
oxygen from the atmosphere into your lungs, where 
your bloodstream picks it up and takes it to all of the 
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cells in your body so that they can function properly. 
Breathing also allows you to eliminate waste prod-
ucts, such as carbon dioxide, which can cause feelings 
of disorientation and panic. Brain cells are particu-
larly sensitive to oxygen; within four minutes of being 
deprived of it, they start to die. Slight changes in oxy-
gen content in the brain can alter the way you feel 
and behave.

BREATHING ANATOMY

The diaphragm, a bell-​shaped muscle, separates the 
chest cavity from the abdomen. Many people never flatten 

the diaphragm when they inhale, and thus with each 
breath they have less access to their own lung capacity 
and have to work harder. By moving your belly out when 

you inhale, you flatten the diaphragm, significantly 
increase lung capacity, and calm all body systems.
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When someone gets angry or anxious, their breath-
ing becomes shallow and fast (see the “Breathing 
Anatomy” diagram on page 19). This causes the oxy-
gen in an angry person’s blood to decrease, while toxic 
carbon dioxide increases. Subsequently, the oxygen/
carbon dioxide balance is upset, causing irritability, 
impulsiveness, confusion, and bad decision-​making.

Learning how to direct and control your breathing 
has several immediate benefits. It calms the amygdala 
(part of the emotional brain), counteracts the fight-​
or-​flight response, relaxes muscles, warms hands, and 
regulates the heart’s rhythms. I often teach patients 
to become experts at breathing slowly, deeply, and 
from their bellies. If you watch babies or puppies, you 
will notice that they breathe almost solely with their 
bellies—​the most efficient way to breathe.

Expanding your belly when you inhale flattens 
the diaphragm, pulling the lungs downward and 
increasing the amount of air available to your lungs 
and body. Pulling your belly in when you exhale 
causes the diaphragm to push the air out of your 
lungs, allowing for a more fully exhaled breath, which 
once again encourages deep breathing. In biofeed-
back, patients are taught to breathe with their bellies 
by watching their breathing pattern on the computer 
screen. In 20 to 30 minutes, most people can learn 
how to change their breathing patterns, which relaxes 
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them and gives them better control over how they feel 
and behave.

BREATHING DURING ANGER

The large waveform is a measurement of abdominal or belly 
breathing, by a strain gauge attached around the belly; the 
smaller waveform is a measurement of chest breathing, 

by a strain gauge attached around the upper chest. At rest, 
this person breathes mostly with his belly (a good pattern), 
but when he thinks about an angry situation his breathing 

pattern deteriorates, markedly decreasing the oxygen 
to his brain (common to anger outbursts). No wonder 

people who have anger outbursts often seem irrational!

Controlled diaphragmatic breathing has been 
shown to improve focus and lower anxiety, stress, neg-
ative feelings, and cortisol;15 decrease depression16 and 
asthma;17 reduce obesity in children,18 pain,19 blood 
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pressure,20 motion sickness,21 and seizure frequency;22 
and boost the quality of life in heart failure patients.23

Breathing Techniques to  
Help You Calm Down Fast

Breathing Technique #1: While few people have access 
to sophisticated biofeedback equipment, these simple 
techniques can be effective for everyone. Try the following 
exercise right now: Lie on your back and place a small 
book on your belly. When you inhale, make the book 
rise by expanding your belly; when you exhale, pull your 
belly in, which will lower the book. Shifting the energy 
of breathing lower in your body—​from your upper chest 
into your abdomen—​will help you feel more relaxed and in 
better control of yourself almost instantaneously. Practice 
this for five minutes every day until it feels natural. You 
can use this breathing technique to gain greater focus and 
control over your temper. It is easy to learn, and it can also 
help with sleep and anxiety issues.

Breathing Technique #2: Whenever you feel anxious, 
mad, or tense, take a deep breath, hold it for one or two 
seconds, and then slowly exhale for about five seconds. 
Then take another deep breath, as deep as you can, hold 
it for one to two seconds, and again slowly exhale. Do this 
about 10 times, and odds are that you will start to feel very 
relaxed, if not a little sleepy. I have used this technique 
myself for 30 years whenever I feel anxious, angry, or 
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stressed, or when I have trouble falling asleep. It sounds 
so simple, but breathing is essential to life. When we slow 
down and become more efficient with our breathing, most 
things seem better.

Technique #3: Become expert at warming your 
hands with your mind.

Visualizing warmth, especially in your hands, is 
another tool to help you counteract the fight-​or-​flight 
response. I’ve found that teaching patients to warm 
their hands calms down their bodies and minds just as 
effectively as prescription drugs. Hand warming elic-
its an immediate relaxation response. We know this 
because biofeedback instruments allow us to mea-
sure hand temperature and then teach people how to 
warm their hands. Interestingly, children are better at 
this than adults because kids readily believe they have 
power over their bodies, whereas adults do not.

When my daughter Breanne was eight years old, 
she could increase her hand temperature by up to 20 
degrees. She was so good at it, I brought her along 
with me when I did a biofeedback lecture to physi-
cians at a Northern California hospital. In front of 30 
physicians, I had her demonstrate her amazing skill. 
However, for the first three minutes her hands did 
nothing but get ice-​cold because she felt such perfor-
mance anxiety. In those few minutes I was horrified, 
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feeling like a terrible father who was exploiting his 
daughter to be important in front of his colleagues. 
Then I whispered in her ear that she should close her 
eyes, take a deep breath, and imagine her hands in 
the warm sand at the beach (the image that worked 
best for her). Over the next seven minutes, her hands 
warmed 18 degrees. The doctors were amazed, she 
was so happy with herself, and I was relieved that I 
had not scarred her for life.

How can you warm your hands with your mind? 
You do it with diaphragmatic breathing and the visu-
alization that works for you. For some, like Breanne, 
it’s imagining putting your hands in warm sand at 
the beach. For others, it’s thinking about holding a 
loved one’s hand or touching their warm skin. For 
still others, it’s visualizing holding a warm, furry kit-
ten or puppy.

Let’s try it. Take a moment to focus on your 
hands, feeling their energy and temperature. Now 
close your eyes and hold out your hands, palms down, 
and visualize a campfire in front of you. Focus. Think 
heat. You can hear the fire crackle, smell the aroma of 
fresh-​cut wood burning, see the sparks float up into 
the sky. Now feel the soothing heat as it penetrates 
the surface of your skin and goes deep to warm your 
hands. Picture this as you breathe deeply and count 
slowly to 20.

Did you feel an increase in warmth? Relaxation? 
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Did you find you started to hold your hands closer as 
if there were actually a fire in front of you?

Practice this technique for a few minutes every 
day, and you’ll find you get to the relaxation response 
more easily and faster over time. Find the hand-​
warming images that work for you, and you will 
reset your nervous system to be more relaxed and 
counteract your stress response. You can buy tem-
perature sensors online (under brand names Biodots, 
Stress Cards, and Stress Sheets) to get feedback on 
your progress.

13 Hand-​Warming Images

	 1.	� Holding someone’s warm hand or touching their 
warm skin

	 2.	� Visualizing (in great detail) someone you appreciate

	 3.	� Putting your hands in warm sand at the beach

	 4.	� Taking a hot bath or shower

	 5.	� Sitting in a sauna

	 6.	� Cuddling a baby

	 7.	� Cuddling a warm, furry puppy or kitten

	 8.	� Holding a warm cup of tea or sugar-​free cocoa

	 9.	� Holding your hands in front of a fire

	10.	� Wearing warm gloves
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	11.	� Being wrapped in a warm towel

	12.	� Getting a massage with warm oil

	13.	� Holding a hot potato while wearing warm gloves

Technique #4: Pray and/or practice meditation 
(especially Loving-​Kindness Meditation).

Focusing on your breathing, a beautiful outdoor 
scene, or Scripture for just five to ten minutes a day 
is a simple yet powerful way not only to help quell 

anxious thoughts but also 
to improve your life overall. 
Prayer and meditation have 
been found to calm stress; 
improve focus, mood, and 
memory; and enhance pre-
frontal cortex function to 
help you make better deci-
sions. What’s more, medita-
tion benefits your heart and 
blood pressure, digestion, 
and immune system, as well 
as improves executive func-

tion and emotional control and reduces feelings of 
anxiety, depression, and irritability.24

There are many effective techniques, including 
reading, memorizing, or meditating on Scripture; 
writing out a personal prayer; reading classic spiritual 

Prayer and meditation 
have been found to 
calm stress; improve 
focus, mood, and 
memory; and enhance 
prefrontal cortex 
function to help you 
make better decisions.
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writings; or focusing on gratitude. One of my per-
sonal favorite forms of meditation is called Loving-​
Kindness Meditation (LKM), which is intended to 
develop feelings of goodwill and warmth toward 
others. It has been found to quickly increase posi-
tive emotions and decrease negative ones,25 decrease 
pain26 and migraine headaches,27 reduce symp-
toms of post-traumatic stress disorder28 and social 
prejudice,29  increase gray matter in the emotional 
processing areas of the brain,30 and boost social con-
nectedness.31 Here’s how it works.

Sit in a comfortable and relaxed position and 
close your eyes. Take two or three deep breaths, tak-
ing twice as long to exhale as inhale. Let any worries 
or concerns drift away, and feel your breath moving 
through the area around your heart. As you sit, qui-
etly or silently repeat the following or similar phrases:

May I be safe and secure.
May I be healthy and strong.
May I be happy and purposeful.
May I be at peace.

Let the intentions expressed in these phrases sink 
in as you repeat them. Allow the feelings to grow 
deeper.

After a few repetitions, direct the phrases to some-
one you feel grateful for or someone who has helped 
you:
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May you be safe and secure.
May you be healthy and strong.
May you be happy and purposeful.
May you be at peace.

Next visualize someone you feel neutral about. 
Choose among people you neither like nor dislike 
and repeat the phrases.

Now visualize someone you don’t like or with 
whom you are having a hard time and repeat the 
phrases with that person in mind. Kids who are being 
teased or bullied at school often feel quite empowered 
when they send love to the people who are making 
them miserable.

Finally, direct the phrases more broadly: May 
everyone be safe and secure.

You can do this for up to 30 minutes; it is up to 
you.

Technique #5: Create your emotional rescue playlist.

Music can soothe, inspire, improve your mood, and 
help you focus. It is important in every known cul-
ture on earth, with ancient roots extending back 
thousands of years.32  After evaluating more than 
800 people, researchers have found that people lis-
ten to music to regulate their energy and mood, to 
achieve self-​awareness, and to improve social bonds. 
Music provides social cement—​think of work and 
war songs, lullabies, and national anthems.33 In his 
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powerful book The Secret Language of the Heart, Barry 
Goldstein reviewed the neuroscientific properties of 
music. He suggested that music stimulates emo-
tional circuits in the brain34 and releases oxytocin, 
the “cuddle hormone,” which can enhance bonding, 
trust, and relationships.35 He wrote, “Listening to 
music can create peak emotions, which increase the 
amount of dopamine, a specific neurotransmitter that 
is produced in the brain and helps control the brain’s 
reward and pleasure centers. . . . Music was used to 
assist patients with severe brain injuries in recalling 
personal memories. The music helped the patients 
to reconnect to memories they previously could not 
access.”36 Be aware, however, that music you strongly 
like or dislike may impair your focus.37

Based on the concept of entrainment, which 
means your brain picks up the rhythm of your envi-
ronment, you can manipulate your mind with the 
music you choose. In a fascinating study, research 
subjects rated Mozart’s Sonata for Two Pianos (K. 
448) and Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata as happy 
and sad, respectively.38 Listening to happy music 
(Mozart’s piece) increased activity in the brain’s left 
hemisphere, associated with happiness and moti-
vation, and decreased activity in the right hemi-
sphere, often associated with anxiety and negativity. 
Beethoven’s piece did the opposite.

According to  research published in  the Journal 
of Positive Psychology, you can improve your mood 
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and boost your overall happiness in just two weeks, 
simply by having the intention of being happier and 
by listening to specific mood-​boosting music, such 
as Aaron Copland’s Rodeo, for 12 minutes a day.39 
Having only the intention to be happier was not as 
effective. Listening to happy instrumental music (ver-
sus music with lyrics) was more powerful in activating 
the limbic or emotional circuits of the brain.40

Create your own emotional rescue playlist to boost 
your mood quickly. Research shows it can be effective 
to start with musical pieces you love. If you’re not sure 
where to start, try some of these pieces, which have 
been shown through research to boost mood:

Without lyrics (words can be distracting41):
•	 Sonata for Two Pianos in D Major, third 

movement (K. 448) – Mozart (~ 6 min.)
•	 “Clair de Lune” – Debussy (~ 5 min.)
•	 “Adagio for Strings” – Samuel Barber (~ 8 min.)
•	 Piano Sonata no. 17 in D Minor (“The 

Tempest”) – Beethoven (~ 25 min.)
•	 “First Breath after Coma” – Explosions in 

the Sky (9:33 min.)
•	 “Adagio for Strings” – Tiësto (9:34 original; 

7:23 album version)
•	 “Fanfare for the Common Man” – Aaron 

Copland (~ 4 min.)
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•	 “Weightless” – Marconi Union (8:09 min.)
•	 “Flotus” – Flying Lotus (3:27 min.)
•	 “Lost in Thought” – Jon Hopkins (6:16 min.)
•	 “The Soundmaker” – Rodrigo y Gabriela 

(4:54 min.)
•	 “See” – Tycho (5:18 min.)
•	 “Spectre” – Tycho (3:47 min.)

Add nature sounds (your own recordings or down-
loads of favorites) to boost mood and focus.42

With lyrics:43

•	 “Good Vibrations” – The Beach Boys 
(3:16 min.)

•	 “Don’t Stop Me Now” – Queen (3:36 min.)
•	 “Uptown Girl” – Billy Joel (3:23 min.)
•	 “Dancing Queen” – ABBA (3:45 min.)
•	 “Eye of the Tiger” – Survivor (4:11 min.)
•	 “I’m a Believer” – The Monkees (2:46 min.)
•	 “Girls Just Want to Have Fun” – Cyndi Lauper 

(4:25 min.)
•	 “Livin’ on a Prayer” – Bon Jovi (4:09 min.)
•	 “I Will Survive” – Gloria Gaynor (3:11 min.)
•	 “Walking on Sunshine” – Katrina and the 

Waves (3:48 min.)
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Brain-​enhancing music specifically composed 
by Barry Goldstein to enhance creativity, mood, 
memory, gratitude, energy, focus, motivation, and 
inspiration can be found at www.mybrainfitlife.com. 
Treat your brain and listen often.

Technique #6: Flood your five senses with positivity.

The brain senses the world. If you can change the 
inputs, you can often quickly change how you feel.

Hearing: As we have just seen, music can help to 
optimize your state of being.

Touch: Positive touch is powerful. Getting a hug, 
a massage, acupuncture, or acupressure or spend-
ing time in a sauna can improve mood. Massage 

has been shown to improve 
pain, mood, and anxiety in 
fibromyalgia patients;44 mood 
and pain in cancer patients;45 
and mood after open-​heart 
surgery.46 It has also been 
shown to improve mood and 
behavior in students with 
ADHD.47 Likewise, acupunc-

ture and acupressure can help with premenstrual 
syndrome (PMS),48 depression,49 anxiety and 
anger,50 and pain.51 Saunas have been shown to 
enhance mood after just one session,52 increase 

The brain senses the 
world. If you can 
change the inputs, 
you can often quickly 
change how you feel.
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endorphins (feel-​good chemicals),53 and decrease 
the risk of Alzheimer’s disease.54

Smell: Certain scents are known to have positive 
effects on how we feel, especially lavender oil (for 
anxiety,55 mood,56 sleep,57 and migraine head-
aches58), rose oil,59 and chamomile.60

Sight: Soothing images can impact your mood. 
Images of nature61 and fractals (never-​ending 
patterns)62 can soothe stress. In one study, people 
who looked at real plants or posters of plants 
experienced less stress while waiting for medical 
procedures.63

Taste: Flavoring food with cinnamon, saffron, 
mint, sage, or nutmeg has been shown to enhance 
mood.64

A fun way to put this all together to change your 
state of mind might be to take a sauna while listen-
ing to “Good Vibrations” and watching scenes of the 
ocean, all with the scent of lavender or rose oil in the 
air and while sipping on a cinnamon almond-​milk 
cappuccino!

These six techniques are effective ways to help you 
feel better fast when you’re anxious or upset. Come 
back to them anytime you need to regain control over 
your mind and body.
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