The most common complaint I hear from people in my practice is of “feeling overwhelmed”. Granted, forty percent of my clientele  is stressed out Stanford University students ( undergraduates, grad students and medical students) and most of us assume being “stressed out” and pulling all nighters  are part of the wonderful college going experience. Vast majority of the rest of the sixty percent are Bay Area professionals who have several electronic leashes attached to them.

However, it is also not uncommon for me to see a home maker who is taking care of a child with the help of a nanny just as overwhelmed, stressed and depleted. Rarely do I see someone who has found the right balance where they have both the zen and the zing in the right amount in their lives.

We have to a large extent accepted this chronic sense of urgency and unrest as a price we need to pay for our lives, our careers. We carry our blackberrys to vacations and have our work voicemails forwarded to our cell phones. Between work, kids and other relationship commitments we run to get out zen fix…pilates class after dropping the kids to ballet or a yoga class on Saturday before the kids wake up. The very act of running to relax becomes a cause of stress in itself. 

After working with several clients and trying to incorporate a sense of balance in my own life, I have created a color coded way to ration the stress in our lives.

This is how it works:
RED: Absolute deadlines, emergencies which are non-negotiable 

Examples: Tax Day, Final and Mid-term exams, Doctor’s appointments, buying gifts for Christmas etc. Christmas shopping

ORANGE: Important work but no hard deadlines

Examples: Doing  research for presentation, planning and doing retirement investment, filing away important papers, returning emails. Etc etc.,.

BLUE: Maintenance stuff in life …you get no kudos for doing it but if you don’t, things fall apart eventually

Examples: Going for an annual physical, teeth cleaning, exercising, doing an oil change for the car, dry cleaning etc.

GREEN: Just because…

Your time…anything you want to do just because you want to do it. The goal is the moment. It is not designed to make you smarter, healthier (even though it will)…but to make you happy, give you peace. I do not put exercise in here until and unless you absolutely love to exercise. It could be anything that puts you in “flow”.

I have seen that the people who are indeed able to have a productive , meaningful , sustainable life are the ones that do some of each every single day. Sure, there are going to be days when one will dominate over the other. However just like we talk about a balanced meal (one that has all the colors green , orange , white etc), we need a balanced day: a day when you tap into your rational frontal brain and then take a stroll down the limbic connections.

As I have continued to work on this strategy, I have encountered several road blocks. Some of the ones that came up are as follows.

1. A lot of my clients cannot think of what they would do during the “Green Time”. They report that they had never thought about it in this way. The solution to that would be to have “no plans”. During your scheduled “Green Time” do what you want to do in that moment. Just make sure it does not fall under any of the other three categories, i.e. do a shopping list,  return phone calls, gas the car etc, etc.

2. “I don’t have the time not to do anything”…When you come in because you are hard pressed for time it makes sense that the last thing you want to do is to “waste time”. However, you are overwhelmed because of a reason and your being overwhelmed is certainly affecting your efficiency and productivity. Taking some time off from the constant chatter of your head and life lets you recharge your batteries, thereby making you more productive and get help you to on top of things in the long run.

3. “If I am not stressed nothing will get done”. It is not uncommon to think that anxiety is the greatest motivator. In fact there might be some truth to it. Anxiety would help a lot if life was a sprint, unfortunately life is a marathon and chronic anxiety is a load attached to your body.

4. One of my clients decided that what he would love to do in his “Green Time” is to learn Korean. It sounded perfectly benign to me. However in a couple of weeks he started getting stressed out about his grades and was disappointed when he finished his class with a B+. This is exactly the antithesis of what the Green Time is aimed to be. It is a time when you give yourself permission just to be. It is OK to “fail”, it is Ok to make a “fool of yourself”. Do something that you always wanted to do but thought you are too old, too uncoordinated, too fat, too short, too whatever to do it.  

5. I have way more complaints about the Green Time than the Red/Orange time. However, it is not uncommon for retired folks or other adults who are not working for a living to feel that they do not have enough Red or Orange except doctors’ appointments maybe. If that is the case, it helps to create “pseudo deadlines” as a way to motivate your self to do the same old mundane tasks in a timely fashion. This gives a sense of achievement.

6. Last but not the least, always make sure you put a huge fat tick mark when you strike something off your “to-do”list. That feels great!!!

