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Find Your Sweet Spot 

 
How do you gain the right mix of neurochemicals to  

perform at your very best when you need to? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In this chapter: 

v The Kim Kardashian of neurotransmitters 

v Why the world’s best peak performers can’t 

tell you their secret. 

v What Machu Picchu and an Arizona mesa can 

tell you about peak performance 

v How taking inventory can improve your 

control over your performance 
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On May 15, shortly before dawn, Leroy Gordon Cooper, Jr., wearing a new suit and 

carrying a metal box about the size of a large briefcase, took an elevator up 10 stories, got 

off, and was promptly strapped into a padded chair by waiting attendants who were 

dressed in white coats. The area around him was extremely cramped, similar to what 

you’d find in a typical commercial airline rest room. But Cooper, known as Gordo by his 

friends, wasn’t sitting in an airline bathroom. He was sealed inside a cone-shaped 

aluminum space capsule that was perched atop 200,000 pounds of extremely flammable 

liquid oxygen and was about to embark on a journey of 546,167 miles. 

The year was 1963, and astronaut Gordo Cooper was scheduled to be just the sixth 

American to venture into outer space. In fact, if all went well he would be the first from 

his country to spend an entire day orbiting the Earth, logging more miles than all of his 

five predecessors combined. This was no joy ride. Several of the previous flights had had 

problems. Serious problems. A little more than a year before, Cooper’s colleague John 

Glenn narrowly missed being incinerated in the Earth’s atmosphere after his spacecraft’s 

heat shield had come loose. Despite the fact that the astronauts were all experienced 

pilots who had been chosen for their mental toughness, Cooper’s mission was bound to 

place even the hardiest fighter pilot under a significant stress.  

A series of holds in the mission’s countdown were agonizing even for the control 

room’s seasoned technicians. As Cooper was forced to endure yet another delay, doctors 

on the ground were closely monitoring his biomedical telemetry. What they saw from 

their readouts shocked them to the point of disbelief. Although it seemed almost 

inconceivable, astronaut Gordo Cooper was actually taking a nap!1 

 

* * * 

Outside his modest laboratory in Lille, France, hours after the workday had officially 

ended and more than a century before Gordo Cooper traveled into space, a solitary 

bearded man, dressed in a dark vest and jacket could be seen pacing up and down a long 

corridor, deep in thought, betraying a noticeable limp, and occasionally jingling the keys 

in his pocket to provide a kind of rhythm to his ruminations. From time to time, his face 

would light up and he would exclaim just under his breath, “How beautiful it is! How 
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beautiful it is!” before focusing back on the task at hand, reminding himself “I must 

work.”2 

The man was Louis Pasteur, and his painstaking dedication to science and study 

revolutionized the medical profession with his life-saving breakthroughs in the causes 

and prevention of numerous diseases as well as his fervent advocacy of germ theory, 

which convinced surgeons to sanitize their hands before performing operations, a ritual 

that was rarely adhered to before Pasteur’s time.  For Pasteur, hitting his performance 

sweet spot required incredible patience and sustained concentration. A thoughtful, 

reflective man, he was well aware of the secret of his success: “My strength,” he 

explained, “lies solely in my tenacity.” 3 

The	  Pursuit	  of	  Peak	  Performance	  
No one would have confused cocky, clean-shaven Gordo Cooper with bearded, 

contemplative Louis Pasteur; nor could they have ever swapped jobs. The two came from 

different times, different places, and had dramatically different temperaments. And yet 

both were masters at reaching a level of excellence that we commonly refer to as peak 

performance. Pasteur’s peak performance led to vaccines for rabies and anthrax as well as 

to pasteurization, a process still in wide use today for arresting bacterial contamination. 

Cooper’s peak performance didn’t come while he was sleeping. The fact that he could 

sleep through the preparations for dangerous journey underscored the wide range of 

differences in the conditions for when people perform at their best. Whereas Gordo had 

the temperament of a sprinter, Pasteur had the mindset of a marathoner.  Although 

Cooper slept peacefully inside the cramped confines of the capsule he’d named Faith 7 

before his Atlas 9 rocket left the launch pad, his challenge and his crucial moment of 

peak performance was still to come. … 

Perfecting	  your	  mental	  game	  

Without knowledge about the brain and the ability to use this knowledge, opportunities 

are squandered and the potential for great achievements remains unfulfilled. The good 

news: The skills it takes to improve one’s mental game in business and in life can be 
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learned, trained and improved.  

The	  U	  That	  Motivates	  You	  

All of us strive to find our sweet spot of performance, that zone where we’re at our most 

productive and our most effective. What’s more, most of us know it when we get there. 

But how do we get there? What does it take? 

In 1908, two psychologists, Robert Yerkes and John Dillingham Dodson, used the 

obligatory laboratory rats to gain an insight into performance that is every bit as valid 

today as it was back then.  They found that subjecting rats to mild electric shocks actually 

improved the animals’ performance in navigating a maze. But if the shocks were 

increased beyond a certain point, the rats’ ability to travel through the maze degraded 

rapidly. Instead of being focused and alert, the rodents would grow increasingly panicked 

and attempt to escape. Yerkes and Dodson referred to the electric shocks as “arousal.” 

We commonly call this  “stress.” 

The two psychologists were able to illustrate the relationship between arousal and 

performance on a remarkably simple graph that has come to be known as the Inverted U. 

(See Fig. 1-1) Peak performance comes at the top of the graph, the spot where the level of 

arousal is sufficient enough to provide optimal focus and attention. Without sufficient 

arousal, we’re likely to feel bored or apathetic. And when arousal’s too high? Those are 

the situations where our focus deteriorates into a situation of stress – or even worse – 

panic. Our pursuit of peak performance is little like Goldilocks’ tasting of the Three 

Bears’ porridge. Our goal is to find a level that is neither too cold nor too hot but just 

right.  
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Figure 1-1. A peak performance curve 

Although it’s useful to be able to have a way of visualizing peak performance, that’s 

obviously not the same as achieving it. To gain a better grasp of just what it takes to 

actually find and reach your sweet spot, it helps to understand what the brain is up to 

when you’re performing at your best -- and at your worst. 

The	  Anatomy	  of	  Arousal	  
A trio of what are known as neurotransmitters is responsible for the condition that Yerkes 

and Dodson called arousal. A skillfully mixed cocktail of dopamine, noradrenaline, and 

acetylcholine will provide the pleasant buzz of optimal performance. To gain a better 

grasp of how these chemicals put you at the top of your game, it helps to understand what 

neurotransmitters are, how they work, and each contributes to helping you reach your 

personal sweet spot. 

Neurotransmitters	  

There are approximately one thousand billion nerve cells in your brain, each of which 

measures about one-hundredth of a millimeter.4  Physically, each nerve cell, known as a 

neuron, looks a bit like a splatter on your kitchen counter.  There’s a blob in the middle 
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with tiny tentacles of neuronal stuff radiating out from the center. Different neurons may 

have slightly different shapes and functions but the basic kitchen splatter design is the 

same from one neuron to the next. Although these billions of neurons are tightly crowded 

inside your brain, their tiny tentacles don't physically connect. They maintain 

microscopic gaps called synapses and employ chemical messengers called 

neurotransmitters to cross the remaining divide. Like a brain filled with tiny cell phones, 

each neuron is capable of both sending and receiving signals. 

Where	  the	  axon	  is	  

The senders are known as axons and each neuron comes with only one. Yet it has plenty 

of dendrites, which, although they sound like members of an obscure religious sect, are 

actually neuronal receivers. The fact that the nerves don't physically connect is a plus. 

This gives them a remarkable ability to create brand new circuitry known as neuronal 

pathways without the need to get out a soldering iron or call in an electrician. And like 

the path you make when you leave the sidewalk and cut the corner by crossing through a 

neighbor's lawn, these neuronal pathways although they don't kill any grass, become 

increasingly well defined the more they are used. This aspect of nerves isn't limited to 

performance. It also explains how we learn and also how habits, good ones and, sadly, 

bad ones as well, ultimately become actions we perform without even thinking. The path 

becomes so well defined over time that the neurotransmitters can almost make the 

journey with their eyes closed. Or, as the saying goes among cognitive scientists: neurons 

that fire together, wire together. And, once again, this wiring isn't permanent, just as a 

path isn't permanent. But if you keep using it, it becomes as passable as a paved road. By 

the same token, if you stop going that way, the route gradually becomes fainter over time. 

That explains in part why you can recall your phone number with relative ease but can't 

remember any of your high school French. 

Although more than 100 neurotransmitters have been identified, from the standpoint 

of peak performance, only three are truly important: noradrenaline, dopamine, and 

acetylcholine. 
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What’s	  all	  the	  rush?	  Noradrenaline!	  

The first neurotransmitter that plays a role in reaching the optimal zone of performance is 

noradrenaline, also known by the name norepinephrine. Almost everyone knows 

noradrenaline, or at least thinks they do. It's the rush we get both when we bungee jump 

and when we react in surprise to the sudden lunge of a neighbor's "friendly" dog. 

Noradrenaline's primary purpose is to ensure your survival.  It was evolutionarily 

designed to help you respond quickly to any threat, real or perceived. It does so by 

regulating your attention and alertness. Studies indicate that higher levels of 

noradrenaline lead to greater accuracy when detecting errors in a visual error-detecting 

task when we are awake, alert and up to the task. Noradrenaline is at an optimal level 

when we feel slightly challenged  - it leads to a “this is tricky but I think I can handle it”-

feeling. It is also released when you push yourself to perform a difficult task better, faster 

or with fewer resources.  

Dopamine	  

Although noradrenaline may still be better known, lately it’s been dopamine that seems to 

have captured the public’s interest and imagination, probably because of its association 

with excitement, novelty, and risk. Dopamine, as one journalist suggests, has become 

"the Kim Kardashian of neurotransmitters" for the way in which it has spiced up the 

science pages with tales of pleasure, addiction, and reward5.  

Why	  do	  you	  think	  they	  call	  it	  dopamine?	  

Dopamine is involved in your ability to update information in memory and also affects 

your ability to focus on the task at hand.6 Dopamine provides a drug-like reward that 

makes you want more. And as with many drugs, the high wears off and you often need 

more the next time to get the same effect. That's why it's known as a novelty 

neurotransmitter. Its effects are strongest when the stimulus that generates it is new. 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.  

Incidentally, although they share some interesting characteristics, dopamine and the 

slang word “dope” meaning illicit drugs are unrelated. Dope comes from the Dutch word 
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doop, meaning sauce and probably came to refer to narcotics because in the late 19th 

century, people who smoked opium used a thick liquid that they put in a pipe. Dopamine, 

on the other hand, means an amino acid of dopa. And what’s dopa? It’s actually a 

contraction for dioxyphenylanine. No wonder they call it dopamine! 

Are	  we	  having	  fun	  yet?	  

Dopamine plays a number of roles in the body, including aiding motor control. But in the 

context of the brain and peak performance, dopamine is the novelty neurotransmitter. It's 

the fun chemical. To truly be performing at peak level, you should be having fun. The 

experience should feel rewarding. If you aren't feeling this way, you may still be 

performing higher than usual, but you probably haven't reached your peak. 

Acetylcholine	  

There’s a very special group of human beings that can probably teach you a great deal 

about peak performance. Look around and you’ll find that they seem to be practically 

everywhere. Are they dedicated research chemists? World-class professional athletes? 

Risk-taking entrepreneurs? Chess grandmasters? Award-winning sales reps? Politicians? 

Not even close. And yet, you might even have one of them living under your very roof.  

And no, it isn’t your mother-in-law. Or that sullen 20 something who still lives at home 

and has mistaken your house for a combination all-you-can-eat restaurant and 

Laundromat. It’s an infant. That’s right: babies!   

If you’ve ever spent any amount of time with babies, then you probably recognize 

that they’re some of the most alert and observant little people on the planet. Although 

they may be excreting a lot of unpleasant stuff that you have to clean up, they’re 

simultaneously soaking up sights, sounds, tastes, and smells like some high-powered, 

turbo-charged, diaper-wearing cognitive vacuum cleaners. The same mechanism you use 

to achieve peak performance every now and then, a baby is operating practically non-stop 

for the first few years of its life. Which brings us to the third and arguably the most 

important ingredient in your peak performance cocktail: acetylcholine. 

Acetylcholine comes from a part of the brain called the nucleus basalis and is the 

secret ingredient for extraordinary focus. Babies release acetylcholine without even 
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trying.  Neuroscientists refer to this as the “critical period of neuroplasticity,” a time 

when brand new brains are extremely receptive to new information and are constantly 

establishing neural connections. As legendary neuroscientist Michael Merzenich explains 

it, during critical plasticity "the learning machinery is continuously on."7 As adults we’re 

not so lucky. The automatic mechanism for extraordinary focus shuts down when we’re 

still quite young and must be operated manually from then on.  

So how do we as adults flip the switch that turns on acetylcholine? Once this critical 

period is over, there are only a handful of ways we can do it: when we make a conscious 

effort to pay attention, when we get physical exercise, or when we are exposed to 

something important, surprising, or novel – in other words, when our brain releases 

dopamine. 

Although the idea of perfectly mixed cocktail has a lot of resonance with many in the 

business world, another way to look at peak performance is to think of it as a prize-

winning photograph. Noradrenaline prompts you to point your camera in just the right 

direction, dopamine helps you to zoom in until you have a pleasing composition, and 

finally there’s acetylcholine, which enables you to sharpen your focus until it’s picture 

perfect. Get only one or two of these elements just right and what you have is a snapshot. 

Add the third and suddenly it’s a work of art. 

One	  Size	  Doesn’t	  Fit	  All	  
The depiction of the performance curve as a simple inverted U provides a clear and 

simple explanation for how performance works. But as you may have already noticed, the 

graph doesn’t have any units. How do you measure arousal? In inches? In ergs? In 

Scoville units? In other words, exactly how much arousal is required to reach peak 

performance? The short answer is: We can’t really say. The longer answer is that it can 

vary dramatically from person to person and from one task or situation to another. 

There’s no universal standard for optimum arousal. In that respect, arousal has a lot in 

common with spicy food. 
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Spicy,	  but	  not	  as	  spicy	  as	  hers	  

Put yourself for a moment in role of a server at a Thai restaurant in California. A well-

dressed couple strolls in and sits down in a booth just below the framed pictures of the 

king and queen. When you come over to take their order, it's clear that they'll be getting 

separate entrees instead of sharing. She orders "Thai basil with pork, very spicy" while he 

asks for the same dish, but with chicken, adding, almost as an afterthought  "but not as 

spicy as hers." What are you going to tell the chef? You have a hunch that if the chef 

makes the dishes "very spicy" according to the standards of the small village outside 

Bangkok where he grew up that your customers may singlehandedly worsen one of the 

state's periodic droughts by constantly asking to have their water glasses refilled. Who 

knows? They may even sue. 

The definition of spicy in a Thai restaurant is a bit like the definition of arousal in a 

Yerkes-Dodson graph. One person's standards for what constitutes arousal can vary 

widely from another's. Some of us are like Gordo Cooper. Others are like Louis Pasteur.  

Still others lie somewhere in between. What remains consistent is the fact that we all 

perform at our very best when we have just the right level of arousal -- neither too little or 

too much. 

Luckily, we have a kind of spiciness test that we administer to our seminar attendees, 

to gauge each one's optimum level of arousal. 

The	  last-‐minute	  assignment	  

Imagine yourself in the following predicament. You and your colleagues have been 

attending one of our peak performance seminars. So far you've been having a great time. 

You've found the sessions to be intriguing, informative, entertaining, and useful. But not 

long after we've divided you into groups, the announcement comes. Your boss will be 

making a surprise appearance at the seminar, and each group will have a little more than 

an hour to prepare a presentation to deliver in the evening while he's here. 

How would you feel? Well, when we delivered this news, some of the groups were 

positively terrified by the prospect, while others seemed completely energized and 

appeared to be genuinely looking forward to the evening's events. 
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We could've predicted those reactions. 

That's because, unbeknownst to the participants, we had divided up the seminar 

attendees according to how they scored on the State Trait Anxiety Index, a test that 

assessed their requirements for arousal to achieve peak performance.  We put the right-

side performers in one group, the left side performers in another, and grouped others who 

landed in a similar spot on the performance curve. 

Not surprisingly, the group on the left side felt under considerable pressure and didn't 

believe they had enough time to have the presentation ready. The group on the right 

seemed to relish the challenge. They weren't bothered at all by the short turnaround. 

Then we let the other shoe drop. 

Our announcement of their boss's impending appearance had been a hoax. The boss 

wasn't coming, and there was no need to prepare a presentation. 

You could hear a huge sigh of relief emanating from one part of the room and sense 

some actual disappointment coming from the other. And yes, there was some grumbling. 

But no group grabbed torches and pitchforks and attempted to run us out of town. 

We all survived the exercise, and an important point was made: Peak performance 

isn't the same for everyone. There are great individual differences in the degree of 

emotional arousal leading to peak performance.  

People	  on	  the	  right	  

The further to the right on the curve you are, the easier it is for you to access a state of 

peak performance under pressure. You may be bored on a normal day at the office but 

whenever there is a crisis, you are the person to call. (Gordo Cooper provides a classic 

example.) Your little secret: To remain fully engaged at work, you sometimes create 

those emergencies. You only start working on a presentation three hours before you have 

to step on stage, and you leave for your international flight at the last possible minute. 

The amount of stress that would induce heart palpitations in others makes you more 

focused and creative. You find routine tasks and long, unproductive meetings much more 

stressful and you frequently check your smart phone for incoming emails and text 

messages to distract yourself from boredom.  
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Not surprisingly, people who fall in the right of the performance curve tend to take a 

dim view of those who lean more toward the left. When the group of right-side 

performance executives were asked what kind of people they thought would perform best 

on the far left side of the curve, they had some quick answers. “Primary school teachers,” 

someone ventured. “Bureaucrats,” someone else chimed in.  Overall, there did not seem 

to be a whole lot of respect for individuals who needed predictability, certainty, loved 

rules and systems and abhorred tight deadlines, emergencies and all kinds of stress.  They 

were quick to see those who performed on the far left of the curve as slow and as low 

performers.  

People	  on	  the	  left	  

The knee-jerk tendency to ridicule or dismiss left-side peak performers began to diminish 

once our group of right-side executives had a little more time to think things through. 

“What about Nobel Prize winners?” someone asked. “Aren’t they extremely meticulous 

and detail driven and sometimes work for decades on the same molecule?” “And authors 

who rewrite their novels 17 times?” wondered another. Clearly, there are high-

performing individuals who don’t need a lot of external stimulation but are fond of 

stability and predictability. Although no one mentioned Louis Pasteur, he would’ve 

provided an excellent example. It ultimately became clear that the people on the left are 

just as important for organizations and society at large as the dopamine-dominant thrill-

seekers to the right.  

Different	  slopes	  for	  different	  tasks	  

As our mischievous trick proved, all performance curves are not the same. They can vary 

not only from person to person but depending on the activity as well. The curve for 

building a house out of playing cards, for example, can be as steep and unforgiving as the 

peak of Peru's Machu Picchu, while the slope on the curve for stacking sand bags is as 

flat and extended as an Arizona mesa. You can't really build a playing card house without 

paying attention. It requires a certain base level of arousal to be focused enough to keep 

everything balanced. Yet if you're too aroused, your hands are liable to shake and the 

whole structure will quickly come tumbling down. On the other hand, you can efficiently 
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and successfully stack sand bags with a minimum of focus and still continue to succeed 

in the task even when you're feeling a little too stressed or wound up.  

If building card houses and stacking sand bags both seem a little too removed from 

your day-to-day routine, take a moment to consider the performance curve for answering 

your e-mails vs. the one for deleting them. The practical lesson from these differing 

performance slopes is this: save steep curved activities for times when you're at your best 

and leave flat curved ones for times when you're not. 

Going	  Up.	  Going	  Down	  
When it comes to peak performance, self-awareness is essential. Pinpointing your 

position on the curve from time to time and from task to task can be critical to your 

success. “When looking at all the individual differences regarding stress resistance and 

reactions to different environments,” say eminent neuroscientist Wolf Singer, “it is 

perhaps the most important task in life to find out early what the individual strengths and 

weaknesses are and to work with the strengths.”  

It takes some practice to notice whether you are on the performance curve during the 

course of a typical workday. To get a better understanding of how your performance rises 

and falls during the day, try the following exercise: 

Start by setting an alert on your smart phone at 90-minute intervals throughout the 

day. Each time the alert goes off, do a quick inventory of your current performance level. 

Are you feeling bored, uninspired, or apathetic? If so, add an “L” for “left” (the left side 

of the performance curve) to your calendar for that time period. If, on the other hand, 

you’re feeling over-stressed or under the gun, add an “R” in your calendar for “right.” 

And, of course, if you were performing at your peak when the alert went off, we 

apologize in advance for taking you out of the zone. Put a “P” for “peak performance” in 

your calendar. Do this for one week and a pattern will emerge. Maybe you will find that 

certain tasks stress you or that interacting with certain people leaves you feeling 

motivated and energized. The more you learn about the rises and falls in your typical 

week, the greater control you will gain in hitting your performance sweet spot precisely 
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when you need it most. 

Determine which brain state you need and what will personally help you to reach 

that state. While these strategies will get you through a stressful day, it is equally 

important to be more aware of the conditions you need to express your full potential. 

Raising	  arousal	  

If you do a mental diagnosis and find that your arousal level is lower than you need it in 

order to be effective, there are a number of tricks you can use to artificially raise your 

level. 

Feel the fear. You can sometimes increase your level of adrenaline and move yourself 

further to the right on the performance curve by imagining a mild fear, such as your in-

laws coming to visit for the weekend. If that’s too much, just make it dinner. 

Keep things fresh. Use novelty, including changing perspective, humor, or positive 

thinking, to boost your levels of dopamine. 

Run around. Aerobic exercise not only sweeps away the midafternoon blahs, but it can 

also add a welcome burst of dopamine to a humdrum day. If you don’t have the time or 

the running shoes for a quick race around the block, try doing a few jumping jacks or 

some other vigorous exercise that you can still manage without leaving the office. 

Lowering	  arousal	  

You can employ a few effective strategies to dampen the threat response to move further 

to the left and up on the performance curve. To manage the stress level, it is important to 

remember that high-stress experiences often result from the killer combination of high 

demands and low control.  

Take a break. Making plans, making decisions, setting goals, resisting temptations, 

contemplating the future and thinking about the past all rely on the same relatively small 

region of the brain.   If it feels as though that region is overheating, you can cool things 

down and reduce your levels of dopamine and noradrenaline by engaging in some of the 
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daily activities that you can do on “automatic pilot.” Try straightening your desk or 

deleting some e-mails, for example. 

Take a breath. Deep belly breaths stimulate the parasympathetic nervous system and 

trigger what is known as the “relaxation response.” 

Take the stairs.  Exercise has the remarkable ability to both increase your energy and 

reduce your stress. Taking a few steps or – even better – running up and down the stairs 

can help lower the amounts of cortisol in the bloodstream, so you can reach your peak 

without going over the edge. 

Take control. The greatest single source of stress is a perceived lack of control. One way 

to deal with the stressful situation is to focus on the aspects of the process one can 

control, such as the general strategic direction of the solutions for the client rather than 

the accuracy of the numbers.  

Too	  much	  of	  a	  good	  thing	  

Although achieving peak performance should be your goal, staying up at the top of the 

curve for an extended period is neither desirable nor beneficial. Achieving peak 

performance should be done strategically. You should rise to the occasion when it's 

needed more. Maintaining the optimum mix of dopamine, noradrenaline, and 

acetylcholine for a prolonged period would likely overtax the system and deplete the 

neurotransmitters, resulting in burnout and exhaustion. Think of cello virtuoso Yo-Yo Ma 

or top-ranked snowboarder Shaun White. It would seem absurd to ask them to perform at 

world-class level 24/7. Rather, they practice, rest, perform and recover according to 

specific plans to be in an optimal state exactly when it counts. The interaction of training, 

recovery and energy management is well established in competitive sports to enable 

optimal performance at performances or races. Finding a daily, weekly and monthly 

rhythm that leads to optimal energy management is equally important in the corporate 

world where the demands on executives often rival the challenges faced by professional 

athletes in difficulty and intensity. “Being in a high performance state all the time is 

detrimental, being in a high performance state when it counts, is a winning strategy,” says 
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Axel Kowalski, a psychologist and neurofeedback expert who uses computer technology 

to help business leaders to access a state of flow. “The key is flexibility,” he says. Only 

leaders who can switch to the optimal states of arousal for the task at hand are really 

managing their neurological resources well. 

* * * 

Trouble started for astronaut Gordo Cooper during the 19th of 22 unprecedented orbits 

when the capsule’s electrical system started shorting out. An orbit later, it lost all altitude 

readings. Then, with just one trip around the Earth left to go, the automatic control 

system promptly went AWOL. Suddenly, Cooper inadvertently got what he and his 

colleagues had been demanding since the Mercury program began: complete control over 

the capsule.  In a case of “Careful what you wish for,” he was abruptly transformed from 

passenger to pilot.  

The checklist that confronted him in his new role was intimidating. Not only did he 

have to establish the capsule’s crucial angle of re-entry, but he would also need to hold it 

steady on three separate axes (pitch, roll, and yaw), while simultaneously firing the retro 

rockets, which were designed to slow the spacecraft down. And if that weren’t enough, 

the electrical problems were now creating oxygen problems. Although carbon dioxide is 

a natural by-product of breathing, it was starting to build up ominously, not only inside 

the capsule, but inside Cooper’s helmet as well. At its worst, an excess of carbon dioxide, 

known as hypercapnia, can cause dizziness, convulsions, and even death. Less severe 

symptoms include panic and disorientation. Not exactly an ideal scenario for someone 

who suddenly finds himself forced to manually steer a hurtling projectile back to Earth.  

It was white-knuckle time for the chain-smoking engineers down on the ground, but 

Leroy Gordon Cooper, Jr., a right-side peak performer if ever there was one, was calm, 

alert, and completely in his element. In fact, he actually seemed to be enjoying himself. 

Technicians at Mission Control listened to Cooper’s transmission with amazement, 

amusement, and relief: “Well, ladies and gentleman,” he drawled, “We’ll be busy here in 

the cockpit making our final approach into Pittsburgh, and so we want to take this 

opportunity to thank you for flying American and we hope we’ll see you again real 

soon.”8   
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Of course, Cooper’s destination wasn’t Pittsburgh; it was the middle of the Pacific 

Ocean.  Nonetheless, although you certainly couldn’t call it uneventful, his completely 

manual landing proved to be almost picture perfect: one of the most precise that the space 

program had ever seen -- and a triumph of optimal performance. 

* * * 

When you think of it exclusively in terms of three neurotransmitters – noradrenaline, 

dopamine, and acetylcholine – finding your sweet spot where and when you need it 

seems remarkably straightforward and even simple. But experience tells us otherwise. To 

reliably achieve peak performance, two key obstacles must be overcome: 1) the highs and 

lows in our moods that can sometimes wreak havoc on our ability to think clearly and 2) 

our strong and instinctive tendency to have our attention diverted by distractions, both in 

our minds and in our environment. Now that you know where and why your sweet spot 

lies, you need to perfect the skills to get there. Both the emotional and the executive areas 

of the brain need to function at an optimal level in any given situation, otherwise many 

important leadership tasks such as deciding on priorities, inspiring colleagues, taking 

decisive action and handling the appropriate level of risk are all but impossible. 

Ultimately, achieving peak performance requires learning how to regulate your 

emotions and to focus your attention. Coincidentally, those are precisely the skills that 

the next two chapters will address. 
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