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Summary 

Why did I flip out at a coworker for something so small? 

Why do I chew my lip? 

Why is it that I think and act in such ways, and how can I change this 

to be the person I want to be? 

 

The most important skill one can have is understanding themselves. There are millions of buzzwords like 

“emotional intelligence” out there to commercialize this long-standing principle, but this book will give 

you the scientific insights behind this.   

 

My Takeaway 

This book was a great bridge between academia and application. They go into very detailed analysis of 

the biology of these processes which is great, but for most might be less relevant than the takeaways. 

My hope is that this book summary further bridges the science with the application.  

Let’s Begin! 

 

 

Let’s Connect! 
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Part 1 – Reaching Your Peak 

 

Chapter 1: Find Your Sweet Spot 

 

Lesson 1: The Infrastructure 

In order to control our brain, we must first understand the infrastructure and how this infrastructure 

works.  

There is about 1 trillion nerve cells in your brain. These nerve cells are called “neurons”, and look like a 

splattered blob. Different neurons have different functions, but each looks relatively the same. Although 

these neurons are tightly packed like a rush hour subway train, they don’t actually touch, or physically 

connect. Instead, they maintain a distance in between called synapses and chemical messengers called 

neurotransmitters to cross the remaining distance. Each neuron has sending/receiving capabilities. 

When a neuron sends a neurotransmitter, it is sending an axon. When it is receiving, it receives with a 

dendrite. You can think of these neuron’s with their axons and dendrites as a bunch of telephone wires. 

Except instead of just facilitating conversation, these telephone wires control every action, reaction, and 

emotion that you experience.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Why aren’t these nerve’s connected? It seems as if they were then we would all be born with set 

connections to make things like happiness and work ethic inherent. The beauty of these nerves not 
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connecting is efficiency and flexibility. Instead of being “tied down”, these nerves create pathways 

according to our actions. This ability to create pathways allows our action, reaction, and emotions to be 

flexible. Let’s think back to the lawn in your backyard. Before kids it was a beautiful bed of green. When 

kids come, this bed of green welcomes brown patches depending on the use your kids make of it. If they 

use it as a baseball field, what once was green turns into brown basepath’s, or neural pathways. These 

basepath’s, or neural pathways then become increasingly well-defined the more they are used”.  

Just as these basepaths become permanent dirt, these neural pathways then form habits, unconscious 

pathways we have no idea exist. Think tying your shoes, or brushing your teeth, these activities which 

have become habits, happen with relative to no thought.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lesson 2: The Big 3 

The neural pathway process is fueled by hundreds of neurotransmitters, but of these only three are 

influencers. These, what the authors call the “DNA of Peak Performance”, are Dopamine, Noradrenaline, 

and Acetylcholine. 

Dopamine: The “Fun Chemical”. It is what provides excitement usually resulting from doing something 

new. The authors point to this importance of novelty when they say: “This explains in part the 

enthusiasm you may feel when you start a new project and why the thrill isn’t usually as strong after 

you’ve been working on it for a while”.  

Noradrenaline: The “Survival Drug”. Regulates your alertness and attention, and is at an optimal level 

when you’re slightly over challenged. This is why it is imperative to get out of your comfort zone.  

Acetylcholine: Our “Focus”. The authors point to babies, and how they’re always alert of their 

surroundings. This is why this period is called the “critical period of neuroplasticity”, since they’re 

soaking up everything around them. As we get older we can’t keep up with this alertness, and instead 

this alertness is operated manually. We flip this switch by releasing dopamine, and the specific 

applications are exercising, making a conscious effort to focus, or when we’re exposed to something 

novel.    
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The example the authors point to is operating a camera. Noradrenaline points you in the right direction. 

Dopamine helps you zoom in, and acetylcholine lets you focus until it’s just right.  

 

 

Chapter 2: Regulate Your Emotions 

 

Lesson 1: Primitive Brain 

In the history of humanity, only recently have we lived in a time where survival isn’t on the forefront of 

the brain. Yet our brain hasn’t caught up and is still running off a primitive operating software. To make 

things worse, instead of taking a timeout to implement a new software, we have simply downloaded 

modern updates on top of our caveman thinking system. Since this primitive system is more entrenched 

and more powerful, it is often the first to react to whatever stimulus we encounter. As the authors put 

it, “What this means is that the suave, well-dressed, college-educated employee in your company 

meeting room is apt to react like an angry, bearskin-wearing, club-wielding savage if you happen to push 

the wrong buttons”.  

The authors say, “Emotional outbursts occur when the more civilized, conscious region of your brain is 

hijacked by a more powerful, primitive, and largely unconscious part”.  

 

Lesson 2: Threat or Reward 

Although we have an impressive array of emotions, our primitive brain relies on two networks for these 

emotions, threat and reward. All emotions derive from these two circuits, and applications range from 

someone cutting you off in traffic to someone mildly criticizing your work.  

“Modern conflicts may be more civilized and sophisticated, but we’ve retained the primitive wiring that 

makes us extra sensitive to small potential threats from the people around us”.  

 

Lesson 3: Tendency to Threat 

It’s a fairly understood truth that we outweigh the good with the bad. But where is the science? 

University of Washington psychologist John Gottman tested this at first with marriages. He would 

analyze a fifteen minute conversation and predict if that marriage would be a success or failure. He 

found himself able to predict success or failure with 83% accuracy due to a “magic ratio” of positive 

feelings to negative feelings. He found this ratio to be 5 to 1, or 5 positive interactions per every 

negative interaction. What this proved was that negative interactions indeed were more impactful than 

positive ones. As the authors put it, “rewards are intense but short lived. A threat never forgets”.    
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Lesson 4: Emotion Repression  

When emotions arise our brain can do two things. 1) It can experience them head on, or 2) it can bury 

them deep down into our subconscious.  

Burying emotions deep in our subconscious is generally the go-to. Unfortunately this holds detrimental 

long term consequences. According to the authors, it can “raise your blood pressure to dangerous 

levels, physically shrink crucial regions of the brain you depend on for reasoning and memory, 

jeopardize your immune system, or leave you with any number of maladies, everything from chronic 

teeth grinding to life-threatening heart disease”.  

Why do we do this? Because our primitive brain is programmed to do this as our neural pathways have 

programmed us to do this beneath our conscious cognitive control.  

 

Lesson 5: Change Starts and Ends with You    

Self-efficacy is the belief that you have control over your own life and the outcomes of it. Changing and 

controlling these neural pathways and primitive impulses is the result of self-efficacy, and just like a 

muscle you can strengthen or weaken this throughout your life.  

Strengthening happens by acquiring new skills and seeing success. Failure on the other hand weakens. 

But, the difference between those in control and those not, is the way the way they look at a difficult 

task. Those in control look at difficult tasks as challenges while those not in control look at them as 

threats.  

 

Chapter 3: Sharpen Your Focus 

 

Lesson 1: Mindfulness 

The common definition of mindfulness is “being present”. If we get deeper, the authors classify 

mindfulness as “alert without being alarmed”. I challenge a third definition, one that is the ability to be 

aware of your surroundings both internally and externally without extensive exertion of cognitive 

energy.  

There are millions of applications to achieve mindfulness. Yoga, meditation, the lists are endless.  

What really matters is how mindfulness can not only changes one’s thoughts, but physically changes 

your brain through neuroplasticity.  

Richard J. Davidson, a professor of psychology and psychiatry at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, 

told an audience at Google’s Mountain View campus, “the intentional deployment of specific mental 

training strategies can induce plastic changes in the brain, which endure and which can transform our 

cognitive and emotional styles”.  
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I’ll let you Google search all the different methods to achieve it, but the authors do give a great simple 

framework through the acronym STOP. 

 

 S: Stop 

 T: Take a breath 

 O: Observe  

 P: Proceed 

 

I recommend building in alarms or ways to remind yourself of this every 90 minutes.  

 

 

 

Part 2: Changing Your Brain 

Chapter 4: Manage Habits 

 

Lesson 1: Habit’s Are Macro’s 

In software like Microsoft Word and Excel, one can store procedures for functions one does regularly 

through what are known as “macro’s”, or in more diverse applications these are “hacks”. Our brain does 

the same, except instead of macro’s it stores these procedures as habits. This works phenomenal for 

things like tying your shoes, brushing your teeth. However, it can become disastrous when applied to 

more important decisions like what to eat or how to learn. 

For example, of the estimated 50% of Americans who make New Year’s resolutions, 92% fail. Why? 

Because they don’t understand the power of these habits.  

 

Lesson 2: Accept Your Unconscious; Cognitive Jujitsu 

It starts by understanding the power wielded by your unconscious. As the authors say, “attempting to go 

head-to-head against your powerful unconscious is destined to be a losing battle”. Instead the answer is 

working with your unconscious, a process called cognitive jujitsu.  

The strategy for this is as follows:  
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1:  Make it Personal: Goals need to come from your limbic system, the section of the brain that 

handles emotions and feelings. As the authors say, “A goal without emotion is a goal that is almost 

guaranteed to fail”.  

 

2:  Kaizen: The Japanese economy transformed into an economic powerhouse through the art of 

kaizen, or continuous improvement. This stresses the importance of modularity into small steps building 

up to one large goal. Why? The secret is that this formula operates below the radar of your brain’s 

threat response. As Robert Mauerer, author of One Small Step Can Change Your Life: The Kaizen Way 

explains, they “tiptoe right past your amygdala”.   

 

3: If/Then Intentions: In Charles Duhigg’s book Smarter, Better, Faster, he analyzes the use of a 

SMART goal. A great framework, what it misses is the actual implementation. This is where an if/then 

framework fits in. It works as such: If A, Then B. For example, if I want to check Facebook, then I must 

check the news instead.   

 

4: Mental Modeling: One must play out the process of how to change a habit using a “Can We” 

Mindset introduced by Daniel Pink in his book To Sell Is Human.  

 

Chapter 5: Unleash Your Unconscious 

 

Lesson 1: The Power of the Unconscious  

Let me ask you a question. Pretending you’re a big time executive (hopefully you are), what if when the 

board asked you “why did you make this serious decision” you simply said “I had a gut feeling”? The best 

outcome is you become the laughing stock of the town. The worst outcome is you’re fired. Either way, 

you probably won’t be congratulated.  

However, this “gut” feeling decision making process is exactly what saved a Cleveland fire lieutenant and 

his entire crew. It started as a routine call, fire in the kitchen of a single family house. When they arrived 

they broke down the front door, laid down their hose, and “charged the line”. Except the flames didn’t 

cooperate. The men retreated to the living room to keep blasting the flames, but the lieutenant noticed 

something un-ordinary. Fires are noisy, with the larger the fire the noiser the flames, but these flames 

were relatively quiet. Sensing something didn’t “feel” right, the lieutenant ordered immediate 

evacuation. Seconds after the last man left, the living room floor collapsed.  

When Gary Klein, a decision making expert, interviewed this lieutenant, the lieutenant chalked his 

decision up to ESP, extrasensory perception, also called the “sixth sense”. And he was right, had he 

stopped to “rationalize” the situation, they would’ve been a second behind and he and his crew would 

have perished.  

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/56b8be1227d4bda9ae42b4ca/t/57ab466837c581cbe1b38c86/1470842474082/Daniel+Pink%2C+To+Sell+Is+Human+Executive+Summary.pdf
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 However, what we see is that this “sixth sense” isn’t as irrational as society would typically see. One’s 

unconscious is a very underappreciated decision maker. As the authors say, “The most powerful and 

underappreciated part of your brain is the part that by definition you’re unaware of: your unconscious”.  

Why? Two major reasons. 1) The unconscious is designed to work faster. For example, when a Bear 

attacked we needed a way to react instantly. 2) The unconscious is relatively limitless compared to the 

conscious. The conscious suffers from analysis paresis, also called decision fatigue. Under analysis 

paralysis, one’s working memory reaches capacity. Instead of a bell ringing and alerting you of this, it 

instead uses different regions of the brain, regions that focus on short term rewards and block out long-

term thinking. In trying to be “rational”, instead we’re left with a short-term driven decision. Never is 

this more apparent than in the most seemingly rational activity- chess. According to Magnus Carlsen, the 

highest ranked chess player in history, “I normally do what my intuition tells me to do. Of course, 

analysis can sometimes give more accurate results than intuition, but usually it’s just a lot of work. Most 

of the time thinking is just to double-check”. Thus the answer, one which on the surface would seem 

counter-intuitive, is actually to think less and rely on one’s unconscious, or intuition.  

However, to say just “use your intuition” can be equally misleading if one what exactly intuition is. 

According to decision making expert Herbert Simon, “intuition and judgement are simply analyses 

frozen into habit”. So what exactly is it? Simply the auto-pilot processes we have set in place. That 

means if we are an alcoholic, our intuition tells us to drink. But, this is a giant but, if we are an expert, 

this is the expert intelligence loops we’ve built. For the lieutenant, it was the expert knowledge that told 

him a silent fire meant to evacuate.    

So the secret becomes establishing expert knowledge loops. How do we build these? By understanding 

what synthetic and creative knowledge is, how to acquire it, and how to release the creative knowledge. 

 

Lesson 2: What Is Creativity 

Thanks to an extra special bubble bath, society found the method for assessing the purity of metal. 

Archimedes, the Ancient Greek scholar and mathematician who arrived at this method in his bath tub, 

was so excited by this discovery that he ran naked through the streets shouting “Eureka”, which in 

Greek means “I found it”.      

Beyond a naked Greek or the specific discovery runs a much deeper celebration. For in this moment of 

nudity we understand what creativity and where creativity lies.  

Creativity comes from the anterior superior temporal gyrus, a region located above your ear. Unlike 

concentration which is all about precision, creativity is about making connections.  

What happens when you have a creative insight? About three hundred milliseconds before you arrive at 

an answer, your brain registers a spike in it’s gamma rhythm, a rhythm that comes from the binding of 

neurons. In literal terms, your brain is connecting the dots. The importance in understanding this 

process is that creative breakthrough occur in the unconscious. As Joydeep Bhattacharya of University of 

London explains, “If Archimedes had consciously monitored his own thoughts in the bath, never would 

have shouted ‘Eureka’ ”.   
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So creativity is connecting the dots of neurons, or already known sources of knowledge into unknown 

sources. But what exactly is creativity? 

According to the authors, “creativity is characterized by openness to options in all directions and the 

ability to tap into your unconscious to make innovative links, associations, and discoveries that might 

not otherwise have occurred to you”.  

Is there a specific gene marker to “creative” people? According to the authors it comes down to 

divergent thinking, or the ability to come up with a lot of responses to an open ended probe. I call it the 

ability to go from “why not” thinking “why yes” thinking.  

 

Lesson 3: Setting the Stage 

Creative insights don’t happen manually. As the authors say, focusing on creative thinking is a 

contradiction. Instead one must set the stage. The authors give the following advice. 

1: Make it fun. 

2: Throw away the box. Instead of “thinking outside the box”, just get rid of it.  

3: Take a break 

4: Feel – listen to your emotions/feelings 

5: Shutup – Instead of talking right away, take time to dissect each insight.  

 

Chapter 6: Foster Learning 

 

Lesson 1: Neuroplasticity 

Neuroplasticity is the brains ability change. A great example the author uses is London taxi drivers versus 

London bus drivers.  

Want a challenge? Be a taxi driver in London. Unlike New York City or Washington D.C, cities mapped in 

advance, London is a directional Godzilla. Humorist Dave Barry has said, “No street ever goes in the 

same direction or keeps the same name for more than thirty-five yards. At that point it veers off in a 

new direction under a new name, assuming a whole new identity”.  With over 25,000 of these 

nightmare streets, London is the ideal lab to demonstrate the brains capacity for change.  

Scientists started by scanning the brains of a London taxi driver and a London bus driver, then two years 

conducted the same scan. After two years the results were amazing. In one group, the posterior 

hippocampus, a region associated spatial learning, had increased greatly. Can you guess which group? 

Here is a hint…bus drivers followed the same route for those two years. On the contrary, taxi drivers 

were constantly having to learn new shortcuts and routes as rider routes were unpredictable. So who’s 

brain expanded to accommodate the new information? The taxi drivers. What this study demonstrated 

was that our brain has an incredible capacity to grow.  
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Lesson 2: Out With The Bad (Or Good) 

As great as neuroplasticity is, the same capacity to learn can also be detrimental as the brain follows the 

saying “use it or lose it”. The technical term is competitive neuroplasticity, and is the brain getting rid of 

of unused skills. As Nancy Kanwisher, professor and researcher at MIT says, “Neurons seem to ‘want’ 

input”.  

 

Lesson 3: Learning is Emotional  

It seems pretty simple, we learn when we’re emotionally enjoying it. For example, who here hears a 

song and remembers the first time you heard it? Chances are if you were with good friends you’ll 

associate that good time with the song, and unbeknownst were engaging in the secret to learning.  

Just like changing habits, the secret ingredient to learning is your heart. Learning is driven by the limbic 

system, which is driven by emotions.  Want to learn? Get emotional. 

Part 3: Building Dream Teams 

I’ll be honest here, Part 3 was insightful but not enough for me to continue the executive summary. It 

focused on creating the optimal teams, which for anyone forming teams could be of great benefit, but 

for this summary I’ve stuck to the impact of neuroscience on the individual.  

  

 

 

 

Like What You See? To learn more check 

this out! 
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