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About the Author
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Britt Frank, MSW, LSCSW, SEP, is a clinician, educator, and trauma specialist. She received her B.A. from Duke University and her MSW from the University of Kansas, where she is an award-winning adjunct professor. Frank speaks and writes widely about emotional wellness and healing.




About the Book

A research-based toolkit for moving past what’s holding you back

We all experience stuckness in our lives. We feel stuck in our relationships, career paths, body struggles, addiction issues and more. Many of us know what we need to do to move forward, but find ourselves unable to take the leap to make it happen. The good news is you’re not lazy, crazy or unmotivated. In this empowering and action-oriented guide, you’ll discover why we can’t just think our way forward – and how to break through.

Using an eclectic and research-based approach, this book is a hands-on road map for moving forward with purpose, confidence and the freedom to become who you’re truly meant to be.




Praise for The Science of Stuck:

‘In this lively, well-written book, Britt Frank adds her compelling voice to the movement toward listening to rather than avoiding or fighting with what is making you stuck. To use one of her great metaphors, what if anxiety isn’t an annoying feeling to ignore or medicate and instead is a warning light on your mind’s dashboard, indicating that something inside you needs attention? Frank’s has been quite a journey and I’m so glad she’s courageous enough to share it, and the wisdom it brought her, with us.’ Richard C. Schwartz, PhD, creator of the evidence-based Internal Family Systems (IFS) therapeutic model and faculty member at Harvard Medical School

‘In The Science of Stuck Britt Frank provides insights that enable individuals to move from the rigidity and predictiveness of being stuck to flexibility, curiosity, and social accessibility. Through relatable examples, we can develop skills to feel safe enough to venture into relationships and novel experiences and learn that being stuck is not a lifelong destiny.’ Dr. Stephen W. Porges, PhD, originator of the Polyvagal Theory, professor of psychiatry at the University of North Carolina, and a cofounder of the Polyvagal Institute

‘This book is relevant for our modern, complicated lives and necessary for when we need to get our lives back on track. This book will give you the information you need to spark your curiosity with enough room to engage the necessary inward journey of self-reflection. You might just replace that stack of self-help books on your bedside table with this one essential guide.’ Arielle Schwartz, PhD, author of The Complex PTSD Workbook

‘With down-to-earth language, enlivening inner-exercises, vivid humanness and humor, Britt Frank invites you to explore the gap between your own inertia and momentum. The Science of Stuck provides the precise compass you need to navigate your way to freedom.’ Nancy Levin, author of Setting Boundaries Will Set You Free

‘The Science of Stuck will give readers a new perspective, a deep understanding of anxiety, and a way out of anxiety. A book that is much needed in our post-pandemic world.’ Milagros Phillips, author of Cracking the Healer’s Code

‘Britt Frank gives us an exceptionally wholehearted explanation for why it’s so important to reframe anxiety. With researched clarity, she invites us to reconsider the ‘anxiety disorder’ paradigm and invite anxiety to the table. Britt’s kind direction asks us to pull up a chair beside our fears and become friends.’ Kelly McDaniel, LPC, NCC, author of Ready to Heal and Mother Hunger

‘If you feel stuck in your life, you can’t afford not to read this book. In her powerfully engaging and relatable style, Britt takes you on a practical journey through understanding the practical neuroscience of stuck and what it’s going to take for you to get your life moving on your own terms. Highly recommended.’ Alex Howard, founder and chairman of The Optimum Health Clinic, creator of Therapeutic Coaching, and author of Decode Your Fatigue

‘Britt has done a tremendous job pulling together a book which forces one to reflect on their life, relationships, weaknesses, and strengths. She drives home the points that we all have the opportunity to take control, we all have the right to succeed, and that it is ok to not be perfect, but bottom line – we must take accountability for our results. Reading this book will make you uncomfortable, but it will give you the tools and the confidence to get unstuck.’ Dennis Huber, President of MJH Consulting and former Executive Vice President at CenturyLink

‘Britt Frank expertly, concisely, and humorously clarifies what ‘stuck’ really is, and how we can all wrench ourselves free – to step into who we are meant to be.’ Meredith Atwood, author of The Year of No Nonsense

‘Staying stuck is one of the greatest obstacles to growth. Britt Frank explodes through the barriers of confusion and resistance to help us use the power of anxiety to get unstuck. Once we do, we’ll see more clearly, think with an open mind, feel more positively, and act with clarity and conviction.’ Bob Rosen, PhD, founder of The Healthy Leader and author of eight books on leadership

‘There is nothing wrong with us. That’s just one of the many takeaways I have from The Science of Stuck. As someone who’s struggled with an anxiety disorder most of my life, Britt’s relatable writing coupled with science is exactly what all of us need when we’re feeling stuck, lost, and even broken.’ Andrea Owen, author of Make Some Noise and host of the Make Some Noise podcast

‘Using research, theory, and her own experience as a therapist, Britt Frank compassionately reminds us that our painful experiences have roots and meaning, and that even when we feel broken, there is always a way through. As a therapist I appreciated her research and examples of resilience, and as a human being I felt soothed by her reminders that I could trust and honor all parts of myself.’ Cathy Cassani Adams, author of Zen Parenting and host of Zen Parenting Radio

‘The Science of Stuck is a must-read for anyone looking to identify and overcome the barriers that keep them from moving forward in life, feeling happy and fulfilled, and enjoying meaningful relationships.’ Dr. Jennifer Sweeton, PsyD, forensic psychologist and author of The Trauma Treatment Toolbox
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This book is a guide containing evidence-based and anecdotal practices, academic research, professional stories, and personal experiences. I see the world through the lens of a privileged white cisgender woman living in a Western culture. There are as many reasons for getting stuck as there are humans. The information in this book refers to those for whom choice, relative safety, and access to resources is readily available. The information in this book does not apply to situations of abuse, oppression, enslavement, severe and persistent mental illness, power differentials, or systemic racism. Any practices that encourage you to examine your self-talk or to “change your mind to change your mood” have the potential to be toxic and victim-blaming. As a general rule, “managing your thoughts” works only if you are in a safe environment where choices are available.

This information is not intended to be therapy or a replacement for mental health treatment. The tools and exercises do not have universal application to every person in every culture in every situation. The chapter on family dynamics assumes that your parents/caregivers have the capacity to manage themselves and refers specifically to modern Western cultural norms. There are cultural traditions, socioeconomic circumstances, and many other reasons why children may sometimes need to take on adult roles. This book does not focus on or apply to situations of “stuckness” related to gender, sexuality, or social inequality.

Take what is useful and leave the rest. While psychological factors can often create physical symptoms, always go to a medical professional to rule out medical causes before you do anything else. Do not stop taking your medication without the supervision of a qualified medical professional. If you are currently addicted to a chemical, seek medical attention. It can be dangerous and even life-threatening to try to detox off certain drugs and alcohol without medical supervision. This information refers to changing patterns of behaviors, not to tapering off of substances. If you or someone you know is a danger to themselves or to others, put this book down and immediately go to the emergency room. Client identifying details have been changed.

The Science of Stuck includes information about mental illness, abuse, intimate partner violence, sexual trauma, grief, drug addiction, eating disorders, and other content that some readers may find triggering. If you need immediate support, call the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline at 1-800-273-8255.
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Making friends in adulthood is a weird and awkward (read: barf emoji) phenomenon that nobody appropriately prepares you for. Who, pray tell, wants to vulnerably ask another adult, explicitly or not, “Would you like to be my friend?” The answer is nobody. It feels as gawky as being the new kid in school.

Well, a few years ago, I stumbled across a podcast interview of Britt on Meredith Atwood’s show, The Same 24 Hours, that made me laugh out loud, nod every other minute, and even shout out an “Amen!” or two. Who is this hilarious, thoughtful, shame-slaying, truth-telling psychotherapist? “I wanna be her friend!”

If only I’d had this gem of a book to give me some solace (see chapter 6), but alas I did not and sent a dorky fan-girl DM to @brittfrank on Instagram.

Lucky for me, Britt has the ability to neutralize the discomfort of a clumsy social media “middle school cafeteria” moment in less than three seconds flat, because she’s one of those rare people who truly delight in the wackiness of what the great psychologist Albert Ellis called “f*cked up, fallible humans.”

Fast-forward two years, and Britt is not only my esteemed colleague, but also, more important, my dear friend.

Human behavior, you might have noticed, is a real son of a mother. We all struggle at one time or other with that maddening problem of knowing what to do and yet continuing not to do it. This is the great paradox of the human condition and, as such, is nothing new.

Saul of Tarsus, then known as Paul, wrote two thousand years ago in his letter to the Romans: “I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate.” He then finishes the sentiment with this relatable statement: “For I have the desire to do what is right, but not the ability to carry it out.” I think Saint Paul roundly hits the nail right on the head.

This internal internecine war, I believe, is the defining feature of stuckness. But, like the experience of happiness, the state of stuck is easier to define in metaphor (yes, Britt will teach you it’s okay for behavioral scientists to venture into the language arts and use metaphor to great effect). Developmental psychologist and Harvard professor Robert Kegan, PhD, describes stuck as trying to drive a car with your feet on both the gas and the brakes. You have one foot pressed down on the gas (your good intentions) and the other foot slammed down on the brake (acting in opposition to those good intentions).

We’re revving our engines while getting nowhere. It’s exhausting.

Judging by the very fact you’re holding this book in your hand, I imagine you’re well acquainted with the merry-go-round of your mystifying behavior. And— I’m going to go out on a limb here— I might also surmise you’re ready to get off that merry-go-round and maybe even leave the amusement park entirely.

Let me assure you that you’ve found the right guide to direct you toward the exit.

With her candor, humanity, and humor, Britt Frank will help you understand from a trauma-informed perspective why you’re stuck (hint: it’s not what you think!), what predictable events will knock you right back into stuck (pro tip: take this book home for the holidays), and how you can oil the stuck joints of your life and begin unsticking (note: there are actionable exercises in each chapter).

However, since you’re evidently brave enough to admit there’s an area of your life in which you find yourself circling the drain, I’m going to respect your courage and tell you the truth about this book. So here goes. It makes no promise of easy transformations. It pulls no punches. And it will undoubtedly pull down the kabuki screen of your life to reveal some stagnant gunk. Sound fun? No, probably not. But neither is being stuck!

If you are, as they say, truly sick and tired of being sick and tired, then stick with Britt. She’s not offering you a sweet swill of snake oil; she’s offering you effective and lifesaving psychological medicine. Her medicine, I might add, is well researched and engineered over years in the life lab of her own thriving therapy practice. A big bonus in this insta-expert world we live in.

Developmental growth through every stage from cradle to grave (yes, there are developmental stages even for us grown-ups) is fundamentally about the continual yet evolving tension between our drive to self-protect and our drive to self-transform. This tension between defense and enhancement, limit and possibility, is in essence the very act of hope itself. If we’re all defense and limit and stuckness, there is no hope. Yet if we’re all enhancement, possibility, and limitless growth, no hope is required.

Not only does this book offer hope to those of us who have become stuck, but it also teaches us that as we engage in this tension between our protection and our evolution, we in fact become a living act of hope.

Turn to the next page and commit to follow Britt Frank’s wise and compassionate guidance, because you, dear reader, no matter how deeply embedded you are in your own manure, are hope itself. After all, that manure makes excellent fertilizer.

— Sasha Heinz, PhD, MAPP,

Developmental Psychologist and Coach
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If the human brain were so simple that we could understand it, we would be so simple that we couldn’t.

— Emerson M. Pugh



It’s the end of a weekday. Your work is done. Your kids, if you have any, are in bed. Your obligations are all fulfilled. You’ve been meaning to start working out in the evenings, and you finally have a free night. You feel like you should go for a run— but what you actually do is sit on the couch* binge-watching your favorite series.

Or maybe you’ve been craving fulfillment in the form of a new job. You’ve learned all you can at your current position and it’s time to move on. Life has finally settled down, and you feel like you should start applying for new jobs— but what you actually do is keep reporting to the job you’ve outgrown, no longer feeling rewarded or a sense of energy and purpose from it.

Maybe you’re stuck in a toxic relationship. Stuck in food or body image issues. Stuck in the “I should” spiral of self-judgment. Stuck in family pressure. Stuck in shutdown mode, unable to make the leap between what you know to do and what you actually do. And the cherry on top of the shame sundae? You likely assume the problem is you.

You’re not lazy. You’re not crazy.† You’re not weak, dumb, broken, defective, or lacking in willpower. And despite what your nagging inner critic tells you, you don’t have a motivation problem. There’s something else behind your discarded self-care plans, abandoned to-do lists, and neglected goals. And the way forward is simpler than you’d think.

Why Should You Believe Me?

Despite a life that looks squeaky clean on paper (with a mahogany framed degree from a fancy school on the wall), I was queen of the hot mess express. On Wikipedia under stuck, you might find an old picture of me, Marlboro Menthol smoke billowing out of my mouth, stubbornly ignoring the mold (and mice) in my downtown L.A. apartment, reeling from yet another disastrous relationship, panic attack, or depressive episode.

I know what it’s like to be stuck.

After graduating from Duke University, I abandoned intellectual pursuits and used my considerable manipulation skills to waste away at an advertising job that I loathed. My life was more Smoke, Cry, Binge than Eat, Pray, Love. When I could no longer numb out with anorexia, Vicodin, sugar, Us Weekly, love addiction, or denial, I joined a fundamentalist cult. Yes, a cult.

The bizarre religious practices effectively distracted me from painful feelings— kind of like a chew toy for my brain. Obeying nonnegotiable rules and following strict, regimented disciplines created the illusion of family and belonging. My highly sensitive, highly volatile system felt temporarily comforted by someone else telling me what to do and how to think. When cult life didn’t pan out, I tried psychics, exorcisms, meditation, yoga, intermittent fasting, medication, being a good girl, being a bad girl, being real, being fake, and everything in between.

Nevertheless, stuck persisted.

The first time I caught a glimmer of possibility that things could change was during a support group. One evening a compassionate counselor put a hand on my shoulder and whispered in my ear as I lay bawling on the floor, snot pouring out of my nose, “Britt, you are not crazy.” This simple statement unlocked a path that led me on a decade-long journey to discover why we do the things we do.

The bottom line? There is a reason that you’re stuck— and it’s not laziness.

Mental health is not a mental process— mental health is a physical process. For many of us, even our scariest symptoms are not mental illnesses— they’re body responses. The trajectory of my entire life changed when I learned about body responses. Symptoms of borderline personality disorder, bipolar 2, clinical depression, and eating disorders all but vanished. Long-standing patterns of stuck were gone— and remain ancient history. Eventually I returned to graduate school and became a licensed psychotherapist. This book won’t magically fix your finances, change your body, or cure disease, but it will show you how I got unstuck— and how you can too.

Why Read This Book?

You likely have a stack of books sitting on your nightstand. Wading through oceans of research can add more overwhelm to your already overwhelmed system. I’ve pulled together information from my own stack of books so you can have everything in one place— kind of like a CliffsNotes guide to self-help. We’ll take a speedboat tour around relationships, habits, motivation, procrastination, and overwhelm. While it can be fun to drop anchor and plunge into the abyss, this book is intended to give you just enough information to get moving.

Each chapter also provides tasks you can complete in five minutes. One important caveat: All of the tools and techniques assume you have enough to eat, a safe enough place to live, and relative access to resources. There are as many reasons to get stuck as there are humans— and sometimes people are stuck because they have no choices. The causes of and solutions to severe and persistent mental illness, systemic racism, social inequality, patriarchal oppression, generational poverty, and extreme trauma go beyond the scope of this book.

How to Use This Book

Remember the Choose Your Own Adventure series? Rather than starting with the first page and ending with the last page, you decided how the story unfolded. Each time you sat down to read, you’d experience the material in a new way. Reading from start to finish has never worked for me, so I structured this book to be consumed in any order you want. You can choose one of three paths— each one provides a different strategy to work through the information.

Path 1. “I have no time.”

You don’t have to read the whole book. Pick whatever topics catch your eye and jump straight to the end of each chapter. You’ll find a bullet list summary, a brief section on dos and don’ts, and five-minute challenges that can be implemented today. You’ll notice footnotes as you move through the material— feel free to skip over them.

Path 2. “I’m curious to know more, but I don’t have a lot of time.”

Read any chapters that feel applicable. If your family is awesome but you can’t stop procrastinating, skip the family section and head to chapter 3, “The Myth of Motivation.” If your friendships are healthy but you can’t stop shopping or eating, head to chapter 8 to learn about habits and addictions. Read what’s relevant, skim through the other stuff, and check out the summaries and exercises at the end of each chapter. Ignore the footnotes and return to them when you have time.

Path 3. “I have time. Tell me all the things.”

Read through each chapter (in whatever order you want) and do all of the five-minute challenges. Keep a highlighter, pen, and journal nearby. For bonus content, you’ll find fun facts and random thoughts in the footnotes. If you find footnotes distracting, you can read each chapter in its entirety first and then go back to the footnotes later. These “brain snacks” are sprinkled throughout the book.

Science . . . or Pseudoscience?

It is a truth universally acknowledged* that the more things we know, the more we come to know that we don’t know anything.† For example:


[image: image]Lightning can strike twice.

[image: image]Ostriches don’t bury their heads in the sand to avoid predators.

[image: image]The North Star is not the brightest star in the sky.

[image: image]Bats aren’t blind.

[image: image]Pluto is not a planet.



Hmm.

Nineteenth-century physicians “canceled” a colleague because he suggested that handwashing reduced mortality in hospitals.* If you googled “biggest living thing on Earth” in early 2021 you’d be told it’s the blue whale— but that’s inaccurate. The biggest living thing on Earth (as of the time of this writing) is a mushroom in Oregon known as Armillaria ostoyae, fondly known as “humongous fungus.”

What Does This Mean for You?

When it comes to understanding emotions, behaviors, and consciousness, no one can tell you with absolute certainty, “This is how the brain works.” The brain is a complex system that is likely unknowable in its entirety. Famed scientist Carl Sagan once wrote: “It has been said that astronomy is a humbling and character-building experience.”† The same could be said for neuroscience, considering the cells in your head are no less puzzling and beautiful than a cluster of galaxies. With enough time and research, science fact often becomes science fiction.

As much as we’d all love to have a stone tablet of unalterable scientific truth, it doesn’t exist. This book is a carefully curated compilation of the most helpful information and tools that I’ve used myself and with clients. It isn’t intended to be a “theory of everything” that can be applied to every person for every issue in every circumstance.

Disclaimer

Science is always subject to change without notice, and researchers on both sides of an issue can cite studies to “prove” just about anything. Because of this, it can be tough to tell the difference between good and bad science. Clashes between science accepters and science deniers often have catastrophic consequences. Examples of this include the debate about whether global warming* is real (it is) and the debate about whether vaccines save lives (they do†). A useful way to approach your process is to ask yourself, Is believing this idea or trying this exercise going to cause harm to myself or to others? Much of my work as a psychotherapist is inspired by neat, clean academic theories— but practice is a messier game.

The working assumptions of this book are:


[image: image]When you’re in logical mode, it feels like you’re in the driver’s seat of your brain.

[image: image]When you’re in emotional mode, it feels like you’re locked in the trunk of a speeding car with no brakes.

[image: image]Your personality is not a singular thing, but a collection of parts and subparts.

[image: image]You have power to change how you think (to the degree that you have choices, the willingness to do so, and access to resources).

[image: image]You have power to change how you act (to the degree that you have choices, the willingness to do so, and access to resources).



Emotional healing is as much an artistic/creative process as it is a factual/scientific process. Orson Scott Card once wrote: “Metaphors have a way of holding the most truth in the least space.” Examples of metaphors used throughout this book, which are not intended to be taken literally, include:


[image: image]Survival Brain: This is not a literal description of your anatomy.

[image: image]Limbic System: Recent discoveries in neuroscience have debunked the idea that there is an exact physiological area where emotions reside.

[image: image]Hard-Wired Brains: The brain is a network that constantly changes and evolves. We are not “hard-wired” in the literal sense.

[image: image]On and Off Brain Switches: If there were clearly labeled circuits and switches inside our heads, all we’d need to feel better would be brain electricians— not therapists, coaches, or books.



One of the most ubiquitous metaphors you’ll see in pop culture (despite its scientific inaccuracy) is the idea you have a “lizard brain.” This comes from the (outdated) theory that your brain is a three-layer cake with a bottom layer referred to as the lizard brain, a middle layer termed the emotional brain,* and a top layer called the executive brain. Neuroscientists now tell us the brain is a single network, not a three-layer cake. Research indicates emotions are constructed from your experiences; they’re neither preprogrammed nor confined to a specific location of the brain.†

Fair enough. But which of these two statements is more useful to you?


1.“These advances gave birth to the concepts of the ventral striatopallidal system and extended amygdala, which have changed the way we look at the functional-anatomical organization of the basal forebrain. These discoveries are not easily reconciled with any of the current models of the limbic system.”*



OR


2.When you’re mad, sometimes it feels like a switch flips in your head causing you to say goodbye to logic brain and hello to angry brain.



You don’t literally have a demon lizard sitting at the base of your skull who makes you text your ex or yell at your kids.† If you’re unfamiliar with the lizard brain theory, watch comedian Iliza Shlesinger’s bit about the “party goblin.” As she puts it, “your party goblin sleeps in the back of your brain . . . and she will awaken when she hears you say, ‘I guess I’ll just come out for one drink.’ ” Is the “party goblin” immutable scientific truth— and does it matter? I’ve directed more than a few clients to Shlesinger’s videos because they’re funny, relatable, and helpful.

When I was neck-deep in sexual dysfunction and drug addiction, digestible doses of information and easy-to-use techniques kept me afloat. What I needed then was what you’re holding in your hands now: an assortment of the most potent practices I’ve collected along my journey. Take what’s useful and leave the rest. These remedies can help you feel more empowered with intimacy, friendships, habits, and procrastination. You don’t have to stay stuck. My own therapist reminded me, “When William James wrote about radical empiricism, he said what’s real is what works. When you’re talking about your emotional health, that’s all that really matters.”

I’m so glad you’re here. Welcome to what will hopefully be a mind-shifting and shame-blasting trip through these pages. I encourage you to speak kindly to yourself and to call a cease-fire on the war in your head. If you feel guilty because “other people have it worse,” remember— perspective is helpful, but comparison is not. You have a right to exist. You have a right to take up space on this planet. You have a right to feel angry, scared, and hurt. And you also have the right to experience happiness in your life and to feel at home in your body.

Let’s get unstuck.
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