uccess Skills

Managing your energy level

D o you feel tired most of the time? Do
you have trouble staying focused on
one task for very long? Have you lost the
excitement you once had for your career
and life?

Each of us is faced with the rising de-
mands of modern life. The tasks of today
require imagination, inventiveness, and
the capacity to understand systems of
ever-increasing complexity, whether in
therapeutics or when purchasing tooth-
paste. When faced with such demands,
we respond by working harder, which
inevitably takes a toll on us physically,
mentally, and emotionally. This drain on
our faculties is partly due to how we use
our energy. While time is a finite resource
that needs to be managed, energy can be
renewed and expanded.

Energy, according to
Schwartz,' is the capacity
to work and live life to
the fullest. Energy comes
from four main areas:
the body, emotions,
mind, and spirit. These
areas must be tuned as
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individual instruments
that must be in harmony
with each other to ensure that the result
is music, not noise. In each area, energy
can be systematically expanded and regu-
larly renewed by establishing specific rit-
uals for balanced self-renewal. You need
to be in the business of living fully and
maximizing your return on investment
in life, as it is the greatest asset you have,

The Success SKills column provides practi-
cal advice to help pharmacists become more
effective in their professional and personal
lives. Installments are contributed by and
reflect the views of Sara ]. White, M.S.,
FASHP, Pharmacy Leadership Coach, Moun-
tain View, CA.

by managing and renewing your energy
in all four areas.

Body. The body as physical energy is
not just a passive medium; it affects and
influences all other energy areas and in
turn is affected by them.* Getting even
a small amount of regular exercise can
boost your energy, but it must be done
regularly to gain the most benefit. Ex-
ercise should aim to build endurance,
flexibility, and strength. If you do not
use your body, it will lose its effective-
ness and your physical energy will suffer.
Throughout the day, periodically check
your breathing: the most beneficial
breathing is deep breathing, which comes
from the abdomen, not the chest.! In
stressful situations, you may find yourself
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shifting to shallow chest breathing. Like-
wise, if you do not allow your body to
rest and sleep enough, you will not func-
tion at your peak performance level.
Throughout the day, your body
operates in physiological rhythms of
90-120-minute cycles, moving from
a high-energy state to a physiological
trough toward the end of each cycle.! As
the day progresses, you need to renew
yourself. The signs of needing renewal
are physical restlessness, yawning, hun-
ger, and difficulty concentrating. It is
possible to recover your energy in as little
as several minutes if it involves a ritual
that allows you to disengage from work
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and think about something else. Merely
doing something different and chang-
ing your environment are helpful, such
as getting up and moving around if you
work at a computer or desk. Thinking
about something else can be as simple as
reading a few pages from an article or lis-
tening to your favorite music. Brief, regu-
lar breaks at specific intervals throughout
the workday are the rituals that you need
to establish. Taking a walk provides not
only a mental and emotional break but
some exercise, and you may get your best
creative ideas during this time. By walk-
ing you are not actively thinking, which
allows the dominant left part of the brain
to give way to the right part’s greater
capacity to see the big picture and make
imaginative leaps.’

Emotions. No matter how much you
involve yourself in physi-
cal and mental activities,
your primary driving
force is still emotional,
because you never do
anything unless you
“feel” like doing it. Your
emotions determine the
quality of your energy,
which is your drive and
ambition. All of us have
days when we feel like we can “conquer
the world” and others where even the
smallest challenge feels overwhelming.
When you are able to take control of your
emotions, you can improve the quality
of your energy, regardless of the external
pressures you are facing.

The key to taking control of your
emotions is to become more aware of
how you feel at various points during the
workday and how these emotions affect
your effectiveness. Most people perform
best when they feel positive emotions.
Unfortunately, without intermittent re-
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covery, we are not physiologically capable
of sustaining highly positive emotions
for long periods.

A powerful ritual that fuels positive
emotions is expressing appreciation to
others because it forces you to think
about the positive aspects of your life
and work. This practice seems to be as
beneficial to the giver as it is to the re-
ceiver. By expressing your appreciation
of someone, you are recognizing his or
her accomplishments and affirming his
or her strengths. You can never express
such appreciation too often as long as
you are sincere. Not only does this simple
act help to renew your energy, it also
enhances relationships. Another way to
enhance your positive emotions is to
periodically make a list of the things for
which you are thankful.

Cultivate your own positive emotions
by learning to change the stories you tell
about the events in your life. People in
conflict often cast themselves in the role
of victim, blaming others or external
circumstances for their problems. Be-
coming aware of the difference between
the facts in a given situation and the way
we interpret these facts can help recover
our emotional energy. Parikh? recom-
mends viewing your stories through
three lenses: reverse, long, and wide.
With each situation, ask yourself: What
would another person in this conflict
say and in what ways might that be true
(reverse lens)? How will I most likely
view this situation in six months (long
lens)? Regardless of the outcome, how
can I grow and learn from this situation
(wide lens)? Viewing difficult situations
through these lenses helps you inten-
tionally cultivate positive emotions.
Always try to view negative situations as
opportunities or challenges.

The practice of yoga and martial
arts is an excellent method for enhanc-
ing emotional control and physical and
mental development. Negative emotions
drain your energy and strain your rela-
tionships as you become irritable and
impatient or anxious and insecure. Like-
wise, the fight-or-flight reaction makes it

impossible to think clearly, logically, and
reflectively.

It is important to learn what triggers
your negative emotions by paying atten-
tion to your situations or circumstances
when you are feeling negatively and try
to minimize them as much as possible.
An approach to minimizing negative
feelings is to avoid an emotional, auto-
matic response and take time to think
about what the best response would
be. Another approach is to manage the
flight-or-fight reaction by taking several
deep abdominal breaths and exhaling
slowly for five to six seconds to induce
relaxation and recovery. Managing your
negative emotions is as important as
enhancing your positive ones to ensure
you maintain your energy level for peak
performance.

Mind. Your mind tends to be the
focus of your desire to maintain your
energy and your ability to concentrate as
a knowledge worker. In this information-
overloaded society, it is tempting to
multitask, but this actually undermines
your concentration and productivity.
A temporary shift in attention, such as
stopping a task to answer an e-mail or
taking a telephone call, increases the time
necessary to finish the primary task you
were trying to accomplish. Distractions
and interruptions are very costly not
only in time but in mental energy. It is far
more efficient to fully focus on a task for
90-120 minutes, take a true break, and
then fully focus on the next activity.'

Mental boredom saps your energy.
Boredom is akin to mental fatigue and
is caused by repetition and lack of inter-
est in fragmented tasks. Ways to prevent
boredom include learning new things,
having a variety of hobbies and interests,
teaching, mentoring, and participating
in professional organization committees.
Most pharmacists feel energized after at-
tending a professional meeting, so make
it a habit to attend local, state, and na-
tional meetings. Another way to increase
your mental energy is to engage in new
adventures and experiences because of
the novelty, excitement, and variety they
provide. Merely changing your routines
can also restore your energy.
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Another way to mobilize mental en-
ergy is to focus on activities that have the
most long-term leverage for you. Unless
you intentionally schedule time for your
most challenging work, you will tend not
to get to it at all or rush through it at the
last minute, and the work’s quality may
suffer. You always need your full mental
energy to concentrate fully. It helps to
identify the most important challenge
for the next day, either the night before
or before you go home, and make it your
very first priority.

To maintain your mental energy, at-
tention, and concentration, take regular
breaks throughout the day and eat more
regularly.! Answering e-mails and voice
mails in batches a couple of times a
day rather than every time one arrives
maintains your focus and energy. If you
experience interruptions or distractions,
try to work somewhere else to minimize
them.

Spirit. Most people do not even rec-
ognize meaning and purpose as potential
sources of energy.' You tap into the en-
ergy of your spirit when your everyday
work and activities are consistent with
what you value most.? To discover your
values, identify the qualities that you
find most off-putting in others. This al-
low you to unintentionally divulge your
values.

If the work you do really matters to
you, you typically feel more positive
energy, can focus better, and demon-
strate greater perseverance. To better
understand your current meaning and
purpose, which may have changed over
time, ask yourself about what really mat-
ters to you in the various aspects of your
life and list your answers. Such questions
might include: What is going on around
me in my life and career? What would I
really miss if I did not have it in my life?
What brings me satisfaction and a sense
of accomplishment? Am I personally get-
ting all that I am working for and seeking
in my life?

In the busyness of life, it is easy not
to stop and ask yourself what you stand
for and who you want to be. As a result,
external demands dictate your actions.
When attempting to discover what you



do best and enjoy most, it is important
to realize that these two things are not
necessarily mutually inclusive. You can
get a lot of positive feedback about some-
thing you are good at but do not truly
enjoy. Conversely, you can love doing
something that does not come easy for
you, so that achieving success requires
much more energy than it makes sense
to invest. To sort this out, recall at least
two work experiences in the past several
months during which you found yourself
feeling effective, effortlessly absorbed,
inspired, and fulfilled. Your enthusiasm
for activities is infectious and fosters ex-
citement and commitment in the people
with whom you work. Analyze those
experiences to understand precisely what
energized you so positively and what spe-
cific talents you were using.

To access the energy of the human
spirit, clarify your priorities; establish
rituals to help you do what you do best

and what brings you the greatest satis-
faction at work, consciously allocating
time and energy to the areas of your life,
work, family, health, and service to oth-
ers that you deem most important; and
exercise your core values in your daily
behaviors. In devoting time and energy
to what is important to you, there is of-
ten a disconnect between what you say
is important and what you actually do;
use rituals to close this gap. An example
of such a ritual is selecting a point in
your commute where you switch your
thinking from work to your family and
personal life. Another approach to renew
your spirit and energy is immersion in
great literature or great music, which can
also expand your cultural awareness and
paradigms.

To continue to be productive and
enjoy life, pharmacists must consciously
manage and renew the energy in their
body, emotions, mind, and spirit.
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