Brain in the Red Zone

Whats happening to your brain in the Red Zone
Today, what I want to talk about is the psychological Red Zone.
In my last ar cle, I introduced this concept of the psychological Red Zone. Considering that distress or
nega ve emo ons, go from zero, none at all, to ten out of ten.
The psychological Red Zone happens when we're at a seven out of ten, or higher. A seven and eight
and nine or ten, that is when we are in the Red Zone. And in the Red Zone, you don't always think or act
ra onally. In the Red Zone, I don't always think or act ra onally. And let's talk about why that is. What is
going on within us?
We'll start by focusing on the Green Zone. A zero, one, two, three, low levels of distress. When you are
experiencing low levels of distress, you're using more of your frontal lobe. The beau ful structure that
di eren ates you from other animals. It allows you to engage in execu ve func oning, right? Problem
solving, perspec ve taking. When you're in the Green Zone, you can see di erent perspec ves. This is
where resiliency happens. "Yes, mes are tough, and I know I can handle it." This is where con dence
happens. "I'm not perfect, but I believe in myself." This is when someone, say a child or a partner, does
something that's kind of annoying, like, "Not a big deal." You can see all perspec ves, you can see the
good and the not so good.
As you go up on this distress scale, your focus narrows. So that when you get into a seven and eight
and nine or ten, you're focusing almost exclusively on the nega ves.
When I'm in the Red Zone, I'm focusing almost exclusively on the nega ves. And there's a biological
reason for this. Because in the Red Zone, your limbic system, that ght or ight part of your brain, tends
to hijack ra onal thinking. And this makes sense evolu onarily.
Think about your cave ancestors, if they heard a rustling in the bush, and thought, "It's probably
nothing," they may not live another day, right? Instead, they took care of the animal. They either got rid
of the animal or got away from the animal. Source of stress was gone, they came out of the Red Zone,
and they moved on with their life pleasantly.
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Brain in the Red Zone

What happens currently is our brain s ll func ons like that. But our sources of stress aren't as short
term like an animal present or not present, right? Our sources of stress tend to be more chronic. Maybe
it has to do with applying for colleges, what's going on socially, health issues, nancial issues, work,
whatever it is. And so a lot of people are spending a lot of me in the psychological Red Zone. But
they're not thinking ra onally a 100% of the me.
In the Red Zone is when we engage with that nega ve ltering, focusing on what's wrong. So we focus
on what's wrong, and we can't see the whole picture. This is when we might be more irritable with
others. This is where we might procras nate and avoid something because it's just so challenging. This is
where it may be di cult to focus or even sleep, because you're so stressed out.
That's the psychological Red Zone. Remember that thing that your kid or your partner did in the Green
Zone, you're like, "Not a big deal," they can do the same thing when you're in the Red Zone, and you'll
have a very di erent reac on.
What I want you to do is start to be aware of where you are on this scale. No cing when you get into
the Red Zone. And in our next ar cle, we'll talk about speci c signs to know that you are in the Red
Zone. And to also let you know that other people may be in the Red Zone. But for now, just be aware of
where you are on this con nuum, when you're in the Red Zone. And be aware that your thinking is very
di erent when you're in the Red Zone, as opposed to the Green Zone. And it has nothing to do with
intellect. It's the way that your brain is wired. Start no cing what you're saying to yourself and others
in the Red Zone versus in the Green Zone.
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