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Episode 81: Reclaim your freedom, 
energy and power. Dr Emma Seppälä, 
best-selling author, psychologist, and 
Yale lecturer, on how to be Sovereign
Mandy: Emma Seppälä teaches high level executives at the Yale School of Management. She’s also the 
science director of Stanford University Center for Compassion and Altruism Research and Education. 
She’s the bestselling author of the Happiness Track and her most recent book is Sovereign: Reclaim Your 
Freedom, Energy and Power in a time of Distraction, Uncertainty, and Chaos. 

Welcome to Enough, the podcast. I’m your host, Dr Mandy Lehto, ex-investment banker turned executive 
coach. This is a show for high achievers and fast paced careers whose lives look shiny and successful on 
the outside, but inside they’re tired, wired and never feel satisfied no matter what they’ve achieved.

Sound familiar? You wanna say enough to the burnout, the constant hustling, but you’re also scared to give 
up your usual success formula. So, on this show, you can expect a mashup of coaching psychology, a bit of 
nerdy research -that’s me with my PhD hat on - all woven together with compassion and a healthy dose of 
humour. Oh, and I always make it radically practical, 

Emma: So I like to think about deprogramming, but in a very concrete way that keeps it really real and 
where you’re really deprogramming yourself in a very concrete physical way which is being aware of like, 
what do I need right now? 

Mandy: I drop us right into the conversation where Emma describes two kinds of happiness and why 
gadgets, shiny things, and impressive achievements never really make you happy. Not for long, anyway.

Emma: And we know in psychology, there’s two forms of happiness that we talk about. One is hedonic 
happiness, which is sex, drugs, and rock and roll. Shiny cars, big checks, fame, popularity, power. And what 
research shows is they give you a brief high and followed by a dip that leaves you longing for more.

We needed to experience hunger again after having the meal or we want to have sex again, right? To 
reproduce but in terms of our modern lifestyle of you know, consumption, consumption, achievement, 
whatever else it keeps you on this hedonic treadmill. There’s another form of wellbeing called eudaemonic 
happiness, which is a form of happiness that lasts a long time. That’s comes from living a life that is beyond 
just hedonic pleasures and so forth. I Eudaemonic happiness is something you get out of helping your 
neighbour or connecting with something greater than yourself. Some kind of community service, something 
beyond you. It could be spirituality, you know but definitely that element of compassion, altruism, empathy 
are key components of it. 

Research shows that it doesn’t just give you a brief high that then is followed by a dip.  It actually is a 
lasting state of wellbeing. So, the combination is key, right? Having looked at the science of happiness for 
the last 20 years, I can summarise it in one sentence. The happiest people are people whose lives are 
characterised in some form by compassion balanced with self-compassion.

The self-compassion is making sure that you’re moving forward in your career and can sustain yourself and 
have what you need, but also care for yourself in the process. Not just I’m just going to go nuts at work and 
then do community service and I’m going to have nothing left for myself - for filling my own tank.

That balance is really key and I don’t think we hear much about the eudaemonic happiness. Nobody’s going 
to make money off you going and doing a random act of kindness. Nobody’s marketing that to you but 
when you ask people, how did you feel last time you helped a friend in need or something like that, people 
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feel great. Amazing. Actually, that’s one of the feelings we’re looking for, because in a sense you’re talking 
about love. I mean, in a sense you’re experiencing love. You know, sometimes the love that we’re seeking is 
also experienced when we are helping others at no benefit to ourselves.

It’s an experience that’s beyond words. So those are some of my thoughts on that. And, you know, I 
mean, I’m at Stanford and Yale and I see so many high achievers, so many people of excellence “elite”, so 
forth. But I see also a lot of empty shells, a lot of people who just feel like I am what I do, I need to keep 
performing. And there’s a lot of suffering in that. 

I don’t care if you’re a student or a faculty, see it at all levels. One of my colleagues ran a study looking at 
the happiness and emotion levels in Yale undergraduates. And you think, oh man, they’re like the 1% that 
got in, they must be so happy, but research shows that they feel mostly stressed and tired.

And when asked what they really want to feel, it’s not successful or powerful. This it’s loved. So, like you 
said, looking for love through achievement and finding only emptiness because no amount of achievement 
is going to make up for a lack of friendship from yourself.

Mandy: Many of us have probably used the hedonic happiness that Emma described as a way to motivate 
ourselves and to measure our success. But we end up feeling empty. It’s like eating in one of those fancy 
restaurants, you know, where you get a mouthful of something exquisite with foam and three dots of 
coloured sauce and an artfully placed chive. It’s nice, but before you know it, you’re hungry again. 

Then there’s the inner critic who wields the whip, chastising yourself for being hopeless or not enough or 
chronically inadequate or whatever your particular flavour is. That can be galvanising because as humans 
we respond to pain, which can make us take action.

But living in a constant state of self-loathing is exhausting. So maybe the hedonic treadmill and self-
recrimination have been a cornerstone of your winning strategy so far, but you’re weary and adrenalised, 
wondering if there’s another feasible alternative. Emma, what does it mean to be sovereign?

Emma: Well, the way that I talk about in the book is I talk about what is bondage and then what is 
sovereignty in of the chapters. So let’s go, for example, to the first topic I address which is a lot of what 
you’re talking about. You know, bondage is being in a self-destructive relationship with oneself.

And, you know, a lot of people might think, oh, I’m not. I don’t have self-loathing. Well, most of the audience 
I speak to, and I speak to a lot of different audiences, 95 % of people say they’re self-critical when I ask 
who is self-critical and we think, oh, that’s, you know, that’s a good thing, right? Like it’s going to make us 
go towards self-improvement, but research shows self-criticism is akin to having basically a terrorist within 
you who is constantly putting you down. The result is more anxiety, more depression and so forth and most 
people have this. 

And it’s really interesting because the 5% the people who don’t - it’s usually one person. Two people are so 
powerful. They’re so powerful. And this doesn’t mean being lenient with yourself or letting yourself get away 
with whatever. No, but it does mean having a life affirming relationship with ourselves because it doesn’t 
make sense to walk around with self-loathing.

It’s a kind of a programming that we’ve taken on from our parents, our society, our culture, especially 
women, but men too. And it’s not serving anyone but it’s the proverbial, you know, fish or the frog that’s in 
the pond. And they’re like what’s water? I don’t know what water is? They don’t see it because they’re in it, 
but we have been conditioned for self-loathing and therefore there’s this need to achieve because then I’m 
worthy.

I have to look this way because then I’m lovable. I have to, you know, accomplish this or buy this and then…. 
It’s a consequence of this kind of type of conditioning. And so, in many ways, you know, if you have a drive 
to do something creative, something wonderful for the world, whatever it is that you want to do, that’s great. 
If it’s coming from your heart, from your soul, like this is your passion, you want to do it and it’s a goal you 
have. That’s great. If your drive is coming from a need to prove your worthiness in this world or to prove 
your importance or whatever, that’s coming from a whole different space, right?
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I was in Silicon Valley for a long time and there are all these entrepreneurs and  they’re all serial 
entrepreneurs. And it’s like, okay, that’s great if you’re just doing this because you love it. But what if you’re 
doing it because ‘I just achieved this and I’m a millionaire, but now what?’ Like I need to keep going to 
prove myself. There’s an emptiness at the core of that. So that in a sense, that’s an example of bondage and 
sovereignty is having a life-affirming relationship with yourself where you do not have that highly self-critical, 
self-loathing aspect to your lifestyle, to the way that you speak to yourself.

As a consequence, you are so much more powerful. You show up so much more powerfully. Because, how 
do you want to show up on the battlefield of your life? Limping because you kicked your way there? Or 
in brand spanking new armour because you loved your way there? Research shows that people who are 
highly self-critical are more likely to have anxiety, depression, fear of failure and less likely to try again.

But those who have a more life affirming, you could call it self-compassion, self love, whatever you want to 
call it, those kinds of people end up with not just better mental health, but they have better relationships 
with other people. Because when you’re hard on yourself, you’re also hardest on the people you love 
the most and want to hurt the least or the most important colleagues you have – you’re ruining your 
relationships in a way.

So, they have better relationships. They have better mental health. They have better physical health. They 
have better sleep. They are more resilient. They are more successful because they’re more willing to and, 
and able to, feel strong in the face of challenges, in the face of failure. Because they’re on their own side.

And, you know, there’s two quotes that I absolutely love and always share when I talk about this. One is 
Maya Angelou’s quote I learned a long time ago that the wisest thing I can do is to be on my own side. And 
the other quote by Audrey Lorde, self-care is not self-indulgence. It’s an act of political warfare.

Very interesting, right? Both of these are African American writers and having been not just women, but also 
African American in the U S you know, lots of challenges have come out then. This realization that if I don’t 
show up for me, who’s going to? No one’s showing up for me. I’m going to show up for me.

And as I show up for me, I live in my fullest power and my fullest potential. And that’s sovereignty, despite 
whatever hurdles are coming my way. I am strong. I am on my own side. And that’s something that 
especially women need to integrate. You know, I think the conditioning is such that we have lived in an 
opposite way without even realizing it.

So sovereignty is becoming aware. Okay, what’s, what’s running me right now? And is it life affirming? And if 
it’s not, sovereignty is like regaining that. 

Mandy: Okay, I’ve put my practical hat on. If we’re gonna have a life affirming relationship with ourselves, 
how do we get started? 

Emma: The first step is awareness. And that can be hard for people and I think one of the best first steps 
for that is some form of contemplative practice, whether it’s meditation or breathing, which is something I’ve 
done a lot of research on in studies for trauma. Where you are with yourself, and it can be so uncomfortable 
at first because suddenly you’re there sitting with all your feelings. 

See, I know someone who is super super successful. He’s made all the money Super wealthy, has all the 
things and needs three bottles of wine to go to sleep at night. The three bottles of wine are kind of a sign 
that something’s off, quite off and sometimes sitting with yourself, it can feel like torture. In fact, research 
shows that people will rather give themselves electric shocks than sit in a room by themselves, doing 
nothing, without their phone.

So there’s awareness, and then there’s knowing that this could be really uncomfortable. I have to tell you, I 
have to remind women of one thing. We are wired to give birth. You are wired, therefore, to feel more pain 
than many of our masculine counterparts ever will or ever perhaps can.

Yeah, we can medicate when we give birth, but we don’t actually have to biologically, we can give birth, 
we can go through pain, and that’s a good reminder. And sometimes I mean, sometimes, I think when you 
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give birth and you’re experiencing that whole pain and at the end when you push the baby out and it is so 
powerful because you have to give so much of yourself to get it out - that is when you realize what you’re 
capable of.

Sometimes I think the medication I’ve given to women at birth stops them from realizing just how powerful 
they are. Anyway, sidebar, but bring it back to, we can go through pain and you can sit there in a room by 
yourself with your eyes closed. If you’re feeling anxiety, and if you’re feeling frustration, and if you’re feeling 
it’s unbearable, know that you still have the strength to feel.

One of the things that in our society we’ve learned is not to feel because you could scroll instead, you can 
drink instead, you can be too busy instead, you can overwork instead, you can over gym yourself instead, 
you can over consume. There are so many things at our fingertips right now and it’s cheap and expert 
marketers have designed it so it’s very addictive for you.

It’s very comfortable to keep from feeling uncomfortable. And yet it is in those moments when we do 
meditation or the breathing practices that we studied which are called sky breath meditation. It’s a way of 
doing different breathing patterns taught by a nonprofit called Art of Living, and it helps so much for me.

I know that the first time I had to sit in a room by myself and try to experience these feelings, it was so hard. 
But when I was doing breathing exercises, as my practice, that made it so much more enjoyable, actually. 
Anyway, the point is, we have to have the awareness and let ourselves feel.

What our society does is that it allows us not to feel. So we can go through a whole life masking and 
numbing. And then we are on our deathbeds and we’re thinking, I didn’t live my life at all. I didn’t live the 
life I wanted, which is what 70% of people say on their deathbed. And I don’t know, since the pandemic 
happened and everything, we don’t know when our deathbed’s coming. It could come tomorrow. Do we 
really want to lie there and be like, oh crap, like, I overworked, did a job I didn’t like, I didn’t spend enough 
time with my kids, and now, because I was too busy trying to be successful, and I didn’t love the people I 
wanted to love, here I am.

That’s it, curtains close, you know, so anyways, not to get dark on us or anything, but the point is awareness 
is key, first. Second is courage. You need the courage to feel and to allow yourself to feel. That’s when 
you become aware, even more aware. Oh, look, this is what’s running me. Hell, that’s not going to run me 
anymore. So I’ll share one story of an executive that came through our program. I teach executives at the Yale 
School of Management and her name was Star. She’s an African American executive who was working for the 
government and she told me that there’s a program that was running her that she had to always be safe.

As an African American woman living in the US, she had to always be safe. So she or she was in this 
government job, but she felt that she was capable of so much more. And she was a star in our classroom, 
like her name is Star. And she was, I mean, her leadership qualities just like oozed out from all of her.

She was just amazing, an inspiring, wonderful speaker. Wow. She had this wow factor and here she was 
keeping herself in this cozy, comfortable - but getting uncomfortable smaller - position than who she really 
was. She’s so much bigger than who she was. And then she saw it was a program running me like as an 
African American woman, I need to stay safe. And other people around me are telling me I need to stay 
safe. She was feeling the same. She needed out, she needed out of that and she decided to do that. She 
decided to go ahead and apply for jobs in the private sector, doing something that was different than she’d 
ever done.

She got a job at a major company. She got two offers. One was for something she was comfortable doing. 
She was a lawyer and it was a legal job. One for something she was uncomfortable doing. It was not a 
lawyer. It was a different thing. She would have to stretch herself. And she chose that. I mean, not just 
moving sectors, but going into a new zone and a new stretching zone.

And she is so happy. I talked to her recently and she’s actually doing so well. She wants to move. She’s 
going to grow. Wants to grow into something even more because she’s already outgrown that job. So 
that’s an example, right? You start with awareness. You feel the discomfort of where you are and what’s not 
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working for you and you have the courage to move and to do something about it so that you can live as you 
wish to in your own fullest potential.

Mandy: A contemplative practice can be helpful. Emma uses the Sattva app, that’s S A T T V A. I use Insight 
Timer at the moment. I’ve also used Calm and Headspace in the past. I like to change it up. I want to take 
you deeper right now into trying to figure out what those programs are that are running us that Emma talks 
about.

What should we be looking for as we grow our awareness in this way? 

Emma: I would say a daily contemplative practice is essential for anyone right now. And then that’s going 
to build the awareness over time. The other one is to think What am I afraid of? What am I afraid of? What’s 
keeping me feeling constricted?

If I’m in a relationship and all of a sudden I feel constricted or I don’t feel myself or I feel like I have to hide 
or I feel I have to mask, what’s going on there? It’s being curious with love, right? Loving curiosity is like, oh, 
look at that, look at that.

That person just said something nasty and I didn’t respond and I sucked it up or whatever. I mean, I don’t 
know what the situation is exactly, but whatever it is that’s keeping you afraid, that’s keeping you feeling 
boxed in, constricted as opposed to free and natural and open, that’s an indicator.

And then what’s, you know, interesting, and I write about this in the book, what are the messages we’re 
taking in? Around how to be, there’s so many messages, whether it’s from our culture, religion, whatever 
messages we’ve received. Some of them are good and some of them are not. So for example, I read about 
this example in the book, but the news, right?

When I lived in China  - after college I went to China for a couple of years and we used to laugh about The 
South China Morning Post because all the headlines were positive. And we were like, this is ridiculous. 
They actually believe this? This is all Pollyannish. Then I come back to the US and I’m like, oh, look, all the 
headlines are negative.

Is that the truth? I don’t think so. You see that? And then you see, okay, these headlines are conditioning the 
minds of their readers with a certain outcome in mind. Created by whoever is writing the newspaper, right? 
And in a sense, all of the messaging that’s coming at us, marketing, Hey! Like, get Botox because then 
you’ll look like this and everybody’s doing it. Nobody ever has frown lines anymore so therefore you must 
get Botox, which is a toxin that you’re going to shoot right into your head. So it’s like, okay, maybe I should 
question some of those things. Or maybe not, you know, it’s up to you, but if we don’t have that awareness, 
we go along with everything.

We’ve failed to realise, do I want this or do I not want this? Right. And so that’s something to just be curious 
about. It’s just curiosity you know, and I interviewed a colonel in the military for that one chapter that I wrote 
about becoming aware of what’s running our mind. I said, so how’d you go about it?

His job was intelligence. Creating programming for the enemy. Right? That’s what it was. Creating 
programming for the enemy to brainwash them. I said, oh, well, that’s interesting. How do you go about your 
day? He’s like, well, everything that I receive, all the messages I receive, I immediately look for the intent 
behind it. And I was like, oh my gosh. He was a dad so it’s like, how do you teach this to your kids? And he’s 
like, well, we go to the supermarket and they’re like, oh, I want that unhealthy cereal. And I’m like, okay, so 
why do you want that unhealthy cereal? Oh, because look at the box. It’s red and it’s cute and I love all the 
stuff on the back. Why do you think that that’s there? Because it makes you feel so happy when you look at 
it and you just like want to play with the box. And so why did you think they made that? Oh, because kids will 
love it.

You know what I mean? Messaging is part of marketing. Messaging is part of our world. And the question is, 
what messaging have I bought into that could be harming me? For example, have I bought into the fact that 
I need to, as a woman, not express myself in certain situation or not express frustration or anger and, you 
know, things like that, which is fine.
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You don’t have to rebel against it if it’s not working for you, but if it is working against you, for example, the 
self-loathing, that is something to question. Right? For Star, if she had kept herself boxed in for the rest of 
her life, that would have been a tragedy. Because she’s got this amazing potential.

Mandy: It can also be small things, right? I remember going into, we have this beautiful boutique chain 
of like skin creams and smelly candles and beautiful makeup. And I remember going into one because I 
needed to buy a mascara. So, I was between meetings and I popped in and this very beautiful looking, 
groomed man who turned out to be from Paris, he came up and he said, can I help you?

With his lovely French accent and I told him that I needed mascara, so he slid his designer glasses down 
his, his long nose, and then he zoomed in on my eyelashes, and he said, your eyelashes are very small.  
I didn’t know how to react to that, like, I felt good walking in there and all of a sudden, because I wasn’t 
expecting that messaging, again. Which is clearly marketing. He wants me to buy mascara and he wants me 
to buy a lash primer underneath it because my lashes are very small. So he wants me to buy a product and 
I’m aware of that, but I have to admit, it still kind of stung. And I was contemplating that. Emma, I bought the 
primer and I bought the mascara and I also bought the powder so that it wouldn’t leak under my eyes. And I 
thought, I knew I was going into this. I saw it happen right before my eyes. And I did it anyway. 

I just had to, as you said, it’s having that dose of self-compassion too. So, on the tube ride home, I was just 
like, wow, I completely fell for that. And I saw it coming. And it was okay. I enjoyed the mascara, but I didn’t 
have to go down the rabbit hole of thinking, oh my eyelashes now are inadequate and not enough. But it’s 
funny how hookable we can be in these with these with this conditioning. 

Emma: Wow. So interesting. Thanks for sharing that, Mandy. I feel like we’ve all been in a situation like that 
where you’re like, I am like totally being ensnared right now. And I’m like, literally walking into the trap.

Yeah but that awareness is there. Who knows if that’ll happen for you again? I don’t know if you’ve heard of 
Kasia Urbaniak. 

Mandy: Yes. I have her book just right here. I just put it back on the shelf. I love her too. 

Emma: And I love how she says that we can go into this freeze state when all of a sudden somebody says 
something really out of bounds. That was inappropriate what he said, right? But it can turn you into this 
freeze state where then you don’t even know how to respond because it’s, you know, it’s also as women 
like, you know, just by opening… 

Mandy: your wallet and giving the guy your credit card. I mean, that was the dumb thing. Like, I saw it 
happening and it didn’t stop me 

Emma: And a man might have punched the guy in the face. You know what I mean? It’s like not that. So, but 
it’s interesting because that Mandy is a perfect example of a programmed response that we have, but that 
awareness is such, I don’t think you’ll ever fall for that again.

I think that somebody does that to you, you’ll look at his eyelashes and be like, so do you. Right. And yeah, 
I want to circle back to it. And then one of the questions you had earlier, I don’t think I quite finished was, 
well, how do we do that self? The opposite of self-loathing. Like when you see it, how do know? I remember 
hearing about like the self-love stuff and I’m like, what the heck is that?

Like, how do you even do that? I like to think about deprogramming, but in a very concrete way that keeps it 
really real. And where you’re really deprogramming yourself in a very concrete physical way which is being 
aware of like, what do I need right now? So self criticism asks, are you good enough?

Self criticism is what has made us ask that. Am I good enough? Then self compassion or self love or a life 
affirming relationship with oneself ask what’s good for me right now. Right? And that’s a question. So, what 
that gentleman was doing, if we can call him a gentleman, he was making you feel like you were not good 
enough.

Emma: He’s pushing the red button because it works. It works. It works. When the program is no longer 
running us, it’s like, fuck off guy, I’m leaving. Right? Okay, so the opposite is what’s good for me right now. I 
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think most of us know what it’s like to care for another, whether it’s a pet or a child or an elderly person when 
they’re with us, in the back of our mind,have they had something to eat, have they had something to drink, 
have they rested, have they gone outside? Do they need anything? Their physical body, first of all and then, 
of course, also their emotional body. Have I petted the cat today? Have I, right? Have I hugged the child? 

It’s turning that lens inward. So being like, oh, wait it’s 1pm and I haven’t had anything to drink all morning 
because I’ve been at my computer or I haven’t taken myself outside for a look at the sunshine.  I had my 
dog with me right now, I would not be skipping lunch and not going outside all day. Right? So turning that 
lens inward and just asking, am I good enough and what’s good for me? What’s good for me right now, even 
if it’s a tag on your computer or an alarm on your phone that goes off every two, three hours. What’s good 
for me right now?

Oh, I really should eat something. I really should drink. I should get up and stretch my legs. I should go 
outside. I should stretch. I should actually take a break and do something fun or stop working right now, 
whatever. I think we’ve. forgotten how to, we’ve been so programmed, especially women to turn our 
attention outward and find out what it is that others need. Then we’ve not done for that for ourselves 
and when we do do that for ourselves, it’s life changing. It leads to sovereignty because you become so 
powerful once you’ve attended to your own needs. I always suggest, as a first step, to do those physical 
check ins, it’s reprogramming your brain to put yourself on that to do list as well, or on that monitoring list of 
what’s going on.

I know for me, when they used to talk about self-love, I was like, what the heck does that mean? Like sitting 
in the bathtub with roses and petals and I don’t know, you know?

Mandy: Not only that, but for some people who are real hardcore overachievers, the thought of self-love, it 
can almost want you to get a barf who needs that kind of thing?

Like I eat emails for breakfast. So the question that came up for me as you were talking is, whilst you start 
to put in some of these sovereignty practices, I wonder if there’s a period of competing commitments 
happening?  I’m wondering for somebody who has had a lifelong commitment to being an overachiever and 
being very identified with one’s job title and one’s output, where, there might be a competing commitment 
here of like, oh, well, this is bullshit. This is stupid. This is a waste of time. What’s the point of all of this? I’m 
sitting here breathing, staring at the wall but I could have gotten through my next project by now and my 
emails are piling up. What’s the point of this? So I know for myself, I went through a period in this – I didn’t 
know to call it a sovereignty process – but I was quite jaded and cynical about this stuff.

Like, here’s me doing my stupid meditation and taking my stupid mental health walk. Ther is this cynicism 
that can be almost riding sidecar as somebody is going through the sovereignty.

Emma: Yeah, it’s a program. It’s a self-destructive evil program. You know, when I’m hearing you even say 
that, the stupid walk, that’s not your voice. That’s not anyone’s voice. That’s the voice that’s keeping you 
down. Pinned down, girl. Chained up and it’s a commitment to burnout, for sure. 

Mandy: Can you say that again? It’s a commitment to burnout?

Emma: Yeah. 

Mandy: Oh, what do you mean by that? 

Emma: Well, if you’re committed to dragging yourself into the ground day after day, you’re committed to 
that. You’re committed to burnout. And maybe it’s not here today, but it’ll be there tomorrow. Don’t you 
worry. Or it’ll be there the next day. It’s going to show up in your physical health or your mental health. And 
the thing is, we need you in full resilience. We need you shining. We need you strong. We need you centred 
and grounded and calm and powerful. How powerful are you as an anxious mess? Not powerful at all. I 
don’t care what your leadership status is. Your employees definitely know you’re not powerful and you’re an 
anxious mess. Your family members know that it’s hell to live with you. 

Mandy: I think there’s a lot of delusion that can happen in this place of being committed to burnout.
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I love that phrase. And just continuing to go at pace. I call this being in the tunnel. You’re just going at pace 
and not actually being able to see the destructiveness. Whether it’s your family getting the least of your 
energy. Taking a kind of a warped pride in how hard one can push oneself.

Emma: I know. That’s why Mandy, I mean, I think it’s so hard to see your way out of the water, out of the 
tunnel, that it’s almost like you need something extreme. So, you can sure wait till you have the major 
health crisis, or the major wake up call. You know, things like divorces and cheating partners and illness and 
whatever, right? You can wait till then. Sure. Or you can decide I’m going to wake up now and I need help 
waking up. It’s like when you’re lying in bed and you’re like, I got to wake up, I got to wake up out of the 
dream, but you’re still stuck in it. Your eyes are still closed and you can’t get out, but you’re trying to get out. 
That’s like the matrix that you’re in. You ought to break that matrix, you got to get out of the matrix. 

Mandy: I’m bringing back a snippet of episode 60 where Stanford professor Anna Lembke, who’s also the 
author of New York Times bestseller, Dopamine Nation, adds some additional perspective on why it’s so 
darn hard to break out of the matrix and those programs that are running us like I must be perpetually doing 
to be enough. I have to be in constant motion. I can’t relax on holidays or weekends. Certain behaviours 
are internally reinforcing because of what’s going on inside of our brains. We think we’re doing what’s 
good for us right now, but like Emma says, a pattern interrupt is often required to get a fresh perspective on 
ourselves.

So remind us again about the dopamine angle. 

Anna: It’s very hard to see true cause and effect when we are chasing dopamine. We lose a sense of time. 
We lose a sense of why it is we initiated the substance or the behaviour, whether it’s opioids, cocaine, 
cannabis, alcohol, pornography, shopping, workaholism, gambling, gaming, you name it.

When we’re in that activity, it becomes so internally reinforcing because of what it does to our brains, that 
we no longer can see the true impact of our consumption on our lives, unless one of two things happens. 
We either take a break from that activity for long enough to get out of the vortex, so that we can have the 
distance to look back and say, oh, wow. I so overvalued that substance or behaviour that I was willing to 
sacrifice all of my life’s resources toward it. Now, with this distance, I can see that that’s not really what I 
want to do. So, in a very real way, when we are addicted, we lose autonomy. We don’t have the sensation of 
losing autonomy.

We have the sensation that we are choosing, uh, what we consume, but really we are not. And that’s really 
a key piece. The other thing beyond taking a break is that we can really honestly and genuinely receive 
feedback from those who care about us, who are very often telling us, you seem unhappy, you seem 
unfulfilled. Do you really want to keep doing this? You always seem angry, you always seem annoyed or 
depressed or can’t sleep or wanting a different life of some sort. But we’re not very good at that. 

Mandy: Okay, so we’re not great with receiving that feedback but if we’ve built up enough awareness 
through that contemplative practice to see that our programming and the patterns and behaviours around 
us are causing us some harm, or maybe it’s causing harm to those around us who we love, it’s a great 
opportunity to create a pattern interrupt.

So, let’s get back to Emma and see what that could look like. 

Emma: That’s where it’s really a good idea to take yourself out and do something radical like going for a 
meditation retreat for three days, four days, one week, month. I don’t care. Like just go out and do that. 
You’re completely shifting your physical, mental, everything. It’s kind of extreme. It’s extreme because you’re 
in an extreme state of delusion and just because everyone else is in the delusion with you doesn’t mean it’s 
not a delusion. It just means you’re all in the matrix together. Burning out together.

You’re rewiring your everything and you’re going to hate it for the first day. You’re going to hate it for 
the second day. You might even hate it on the third day, but at the end of that third day or fourth day or 
whatever, something is going to shift. And as you come back and you walk in and you read those emails, 
you have perspective and you have a choice.
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Because maybe you don’t have a choice when you’re in the matrix because you’re so stuck in it. But at that 
moment, there’s a little bit of space that has been created. Do I want to do things differently? And maybe 
you do those retreats regularly, but the first time will be hell. But then maybe you realize, oh, it’s good for me 
every, every time.

Every two months, every three months to go and do this, to pull myself out. To remember what is really 
important to me. Because in those moments of silence of meditation you recall, oh wait a second. Oh yes, 
it’s a good idea to have a life affirming relationship with myself and show up the way that I want to, for the 
people I love the most and so forth. So you get realizations, and research shows that we are most likely to 
get our aha moments of insight when our mind is in a place that is relaxed or meditative, the alpha wave 
mode. Most of the day, most people, especially when you’re deeply entrenched in that kind of productivity 
mindset all the time. You never go into alpha wave mode because from the moment you wake up, you’re on 
your phone, you’re staring at something, you’re taking in information, you’re listening to something, you’re 
doing something, you’re over caffeinating. You’re on high adrenal state anyway, in an altered state most of 
the day and then you’re exhausted and then you’re burnt out at the end of the day. Maybe you’re insomniac, 
maybe you have to drink to go to sleep or take meds and then you wake up at 2am because you have 
adrenal fatigue. This is a cycle most people are in. Most people running around with adrenal fatigue.

Anyway, that being said, it’s important to radically come out of it and not just a vacation once a year. Come 
out and look at the madness and be like, oh, I have a choice. I don’t have to approach my work that way.

Research shows that you are going to get your most innovative insights when you’re in relaxed, alpha 
wave mode. So, here we are, businesses all over the world, the number one thing that CEOs across 
industries and countries look for in incoming employees is creativity. If you can’t innovate, it doesn’t matter 
how hardworking you are, responsible, intelligent.  It doesn’t matter. You have to be able to innovate, to 
compete. Isn’t it interesting that we are most innovative when our mind is in alpha wave mode, which is 
when we are not in a high stressed mode. That’s why people be like, oh, I got my best ideas in the shower.

When you prioritize more of that in your life, you’re going to actually show up at work a hundred percent 
better, a hundred percent more creative, a hundred percent more focused, a hundred percent more 
emotionally intelligent, make better decisions. I mean, the list goes on in terms of the research on that.

Mandy: If you’re struggling with the idea of loosening your grip on what’s felt like a winning strategy in your 
life and career, if you think I won’t burn out, I just need the buzz and the adrenaline, I can hack it I always 
have. I just need to get through to the holidays and then, I promise, for absolutely sure, then I’ll slow down.  
It’s not for anyone to convert you, a aoach especially. That’s just not how I roll. If you purely want to consider 
Emma’s suggestions as a success hack, well, that’s an option too. 

Emma: You know, if you want to hack your success, you want to admit you want to be meditating. There’s 
no doubt about it. You want to be taking time off if you want to hack your success.

Now I taught this to Yale undergraduates. And one of the undergraduates who was one of the top students 
in the class, he said this -what worked to get me here is what I’m going to continue doing to get me there. 
Which was basically burning himself to the ground. And I said, okay, well, don’t believe me, here’s the 
science. Do the experiment for a week. This week, I want you to go to bed on time, I want you to meditate, 
I want you to take time off, you’re not working the whole time and just see how you do. And I said, don’t 
believe me but this is what the research shows. You’re going to be more creative. You’re going to be more 
productive. You’re going to be more focused, all the things. And he came back a week later and he said, 
I took time, went outside and listened to the birds. I meditated. I went to bed on time. He said, I got more 
done in less time and I got it done better.

I said, okay, there you go. That’s what I would say. If you want to hack a happier life that’s more successful, 
meditate, take care of yourself, get enough rest, eat well, hydrate, exercise, do some random acts of 
kindness, come back and let me know how it went because you’re going to hack things. You really are.

Mandy: So, it kind of doesn’t matter if you’re realizing that this is not the way forward. or if you want to use it 
to be more productive, at least to get the flywheel going. 
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Emma: I would say do the experiment. Tere’s a difference between a skeptical scientist and a cynical 
scientist. The cynical scientist will say, that will never work for me and therefore I’m not going to run the 
experiment. Fine. That person doesn’t learn anything. The skeptical scientist says, that’ll never work for me, 
we’ll do the experiment and prove it and then they can see. That’s how I was. So I was in New York during 
9/11 and I had massive anxiety every day after that. My body would shake and I was doing my masters and 
it was a really hard time for me. I tried a lot of things to try and hack my anxiety and nothing was working, 
including meditation. That wasn’t a good step for me at first. I’m a big proponent of meditation and I do 
every day, but at the time it was not a good first step for me because of the anxiety levels.

Then I walked into the sky breath meditation class, this was offered by the art of living at my Columbia 
university. And I did the practice. And I was like, this isn’t going to work for me. They were like, do this 
for 40 days. You know, to see the impact. I said, yeah, I don’t believe it’s going to work and therefore I’m 
going to do it. And I did it for 40 days.  20 years later, I’m still doing it every day. And I’ve done research 
on it for trauma with veterans and students and so forth. But the point is, don’t believe, but don’t avoid the 
experiment.

Mandy: So this may not be you, but often when I’m listening to an episode that is filled with really good stuff 
and I’m trying to keep all the points straight in my head and I get to the end and my brain has kind of turned 
to applesauce and I feel like I need to keep going back and listening or go to the transcript.

All good. Maybe that’s not you, but in case that’s you, there has been a lot in this conversation. So, Emma 
and I are going to leave you with some neon green verbal post it notes. So for a sovereignty beginner, let’s 
do a quick recap of what we’ve talked about here, things that you can start with, some kind of contemplative 
practice and just remind people what that could look like.

Emma: So this could look like a walk in nature without your phone and in silence.  Committing to doing 
that every day for 20 minutes or half an hour. And it’s nice to have a seated part of that. Even if at the end 
of your walk, you close your eyes and you sit with your eyes closed and you just listen to the birds or 
whatever, have something where you’re not in action, right?

It could look like the breathing practice, especially if anxiety is strong for you. Or sky breath meditations, 
great practice, 20 minute practice, right? You can do every day. You know, some people are like, oh, I don’t 
have 20 minutes. Like, well, really? How much time do you waste every day?

Most people waste more than 20 minutes scrolling online or doing something silly, right? Watching TV. And 
there’s also obviously meditation and there are apps for that. There are so many of them. My favorite is 
called Sattva. S A T T V A. You can use it every single day. Just turn it on, 15 minutes, whatever, 20 minutes, 
and it’s, you’re basically guided through it.

There’s nothing for you to do. Just relax. Make a commitment. And what I would say is commit to 40, 45 
days before making any judgements about what this practice is doing for your life. And honestly, you have 
20 minutes. I’m sorry. I work several jobs. I have two little kids that get up at 5.30am in the morning. You 
know, I got a busy lifestyle too. I do my breathing and my meditation in the morning and I do it again in the 
evening. That’s it. It’s my commitment and it makes everything better. It’s almost like I wouldn’t consider 
leaving the house without brushing my teeth. I feel the exact same way about these practices now because 
I leave grounded, centred, empowered, sovereign. 

Mandy: Now the other thing you mentioned was getting in touch with your feelings and feeling your 
feelings. So could you recap what that could look like in real life for somebody who’s like, yes, I’ll commit to 
doing that. What could that look like? 

Emma: Well, emotion is energy in motion. And if we think of it that way, it’s a completely different 
experience.

For example, your child, right? When they’re really angry, they let it all out. But then how long are they angry 
for? Two minutes, three minutes, right? They’re done. Best friends with the person they were just so angry 
at. And you’re just like, what? How in the world did this just happen?
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Okay. An adult, how long can they be angry for? Their whole life, right? Yeah, their whole life. They never let 
their energy move out of their system. The child is moving it out of their system. Not that you have to hoot 
and holler, you can if you want to but that may not always be something you want to do or something that’s 
appropriate. But moving the energy, move it, go exercise, be creative, draw something.

You know, my child the other day was really sad because his aunt left. And he was crying and all of a 
sudden he jumped up grabbed a pen, paper and drew a picture of himself and his aunt, and he drew all his 
feelings out and he was free. He was free. So you want to feel it.

You have to feel it to heal it. But you can help with understanding it as an energy. Either you just observe 
it, you sit and meditate and like, wow, I really feel this in the pit of my stomach. Super uncomfortable. What 
does it feel like? What does it look like? What is it? What’s the experience?

Give it attention. The more you resistant the more it persists. So you want to just be with it, but you can 
help yourself with breathing. You can help yourself with exercise. You can help yourself with dancing, you 
know, moving your body. There’s a real deep understanding of this back in the yogic philosophy of just how 
all this is energy.  It’s just energy. And if we can move our system, move our body, we can help it. If you’re 
angry about something, it doesn’t mean you don’t do something about it, but you may be more effective 
if you’re not acting out of anger, but letting yourself move the energy and then commit to having the hard 
conversation with the person or whatever you need to address.

Mandy: Love that.  I mean, this is just the tip of the iceberg, the rest people can find in the book, but I just 
wanted to put out a buffet of a couple of ideas that that people can experience and then take the step to 
read the book. The idea about understanding what’s running you. So can you recap what that could look 
like in real life?  

Emma: Yeah, become aware of the parts of your life in which you feel constricted, whether it’s situations 
with other people, whether it’s actual physical places like your workplaces. What is it that is constricting 
you? Is it the other person?

Is it the space or is it a program that’s running you that’s telling you that you can’t show up as you want to? 
As you wish to, or as you would like to. That you can’t open your mouth, that you can’t be 

Mandy: …who you are. You know what I started to pay attention to, after reading your book, was noticing 
places where I get defensive. There’s a key in that word, there’s a clue in that word, what am I defending? 
When I get defensive and just bringing curiosity to that. It’s trying to do it without judgment of like, I noticed 
that I’m protecting an identity or a belief that I have about myself and being in curiosity with that.

And then overall, this whole conversation today has been about like holding ourselves with a little bit more 
levity, lightness and self-compassion and treating ourselves the way that we would treat a loving pet or a 
child or somebody that we deeply care for. We sometimes forget those basic things like, have I actually had 
a pee?

So many people, they think, I’ll just do these few more emails and then I’ll go to the bathroom. What is that? 
Just your basic needs, that’s a great place to start. I ask every guest to leave a brick of wisdom, something 
that you would like to leave as a gift to someone who has listened to our conversation thus far. 

Emma: You know, I love the quote by my meditation teacher Gurudeva. The quote is, “the quality of your 
life depends on the state of your mind”. So you could be, you know, in a difficult situation, you know, maybe 
stuck in traffic and whatever, but your mind could be fine, or you could be on a tropical vacation and 
your mind could be upset. It doesn’t matter what the environment is. Your mind is running the show and 
sovereignty is cultivating a state of mind that is more resilient, that is more empowered. So, the quality of 
your life depends on the state of your mind. What will be the state of your mind and how will you take care 
of that?

Mandy: I hope you’re inspired to be sovereign by building a life affirming relationship with yourself. You will 
find more depth in Emma’s book. You’ll also find her on Instagram. Both are linked in the show notes. If there 
was an equation for sovereignty, Emma suggests that it would be awareness + courage + having a full tank.
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Oh, that says so much right there. Before you head back into your day, please go ahead and hit the follow 
button. I’ve got some amazing episodes in the hopper, including Megan Roxanne, David Hamilton, Natalie 
Costa, so many other wise, incredible humans coming up, so stay tuned.


