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PAT'S COMMENTARY: ADRENALINE ADDICTION
The Painful Reality of Adrenaline Addiction

Einstein once said that the definition of stupidity is doing the same thing over and over and
expecting different results. Sometimes, however, it isn’'t stupidity that causes this behavior,
but something far more insidious and painful: addiction.

Many of the leaders I've worked with struggle with a deceptive addiction that hurts their
organizations, their families, and their job satisfaction. I'm not talking about the need for drugs
or alcohol, but rather another chemical, of sorts: adrenaline.

The Profile

Executives with adrenaline addiction are the ones always pecking away at their Blackberries
during meetings, talking on their cell phones during every five minute break of those
meetings, and checking e-mail late at night. They go from meeting to meeting to meeting with
no time in between for reflection or thought.

Always overwhelmed, adrenaline junkies seem to have a constant need for urgency, even
panic, to get them through the day. They cannot grasp the race-driver's motto: you have to
slow down to go fast. Instead, they keep their foot on the pedal at full throttle, convinced that
any deceleration is a lost opportunity.

Like an alcoholic after a night of binge drinking, an adrenaline addict will often sit home at
night wondering how life became so chaotic, and vowing to take back control the next day.
And then that day begins and their addiction kicks in, giving them a sense of comfort even as
it hurts them.

There is something particularly insidious about adrenaline addiction that makes it hard for
many leaders to kick the habit. Unlike other addicts whose behaviors are socially frowned-
upon, adrenaline addicts are often praised for their frantic activity, even promoted for it during
their careers. And so they often wear their problem like a badge of honor, failing to see it as
an addiction at all in spite of the pain it causes.

When confronted about their problem, adrenaline addicts (I'm a recovering one myself) will
tell you about their endless list of responsibilities and all the people who need their attention.
And while they’ll often complain about their situation, they’ll quickly brush off any constructive
advice from spouses, friends or co-workers who ‘just don’t understand.’

The Cost

Of course, the first casualties of the adrenaline addiction are the addicts themselves. As they
get busier and busier, with no relief in sight, the rush from their addiction subsides and their
job satisfaction starts to plummet. Activities that they once enjoyed, that they aspired to do for
years, suddenly become drudgery, causing the quality of their work to drop, too. When they
come to the conclusion that they’re working harder than ever, with less results and personal
satisfaction, frustration only increases.

But the addict is not the only victim of this problem. The rest of the organization finds itself
whipped in different directions, seemingly at random, based on whatever issue is causing the
leader’s adrenaline to spike. Strategic planning goes out the window, replaced by reactivity
and self-inflicted crisis management.

No one within the organization is spared from the effects of the addiction. The people who
work directly for an addict must respond to — even enable — the addiction, and inevitably pass
the panic down throughout the organization. The effect of this chain reaction is impressive to
behold as employees three levels below can be seen scurrying aimlessly, all because of the



adrenaline induced reaction of a leader at the top. Needless to say, morale in an adrenaline
addicted organization suffers as employees wonder why they’re doing what they’re doing, and
waiting for the next random command to come down the pike.

Of course, the personal life of an adrenaline addict is not immune from the problem, either.
Decreased job satisfaction, increased stress and more time at the office affects families in
profound and painful ways.

Recovery

So what can addicts do to combat this problem? First, they need to understand what kind of
addict they are so that they can get to the root of their problem — because not all adrenaline
addicts are the same. Here are the four types:

1. The Accomplisher — this is the classic type of adrenaline addict, the one who has an
almost innate need to stay busy and cross things off a list in order to feel productive.
They like to be able to measure daily progress in terms of what they have completed,
even at the expense of the bigger, longer term view. Accomplishers are most
susceptible to developing an adrenaline addiction because they are prone to take on
more and more work.

2. The Personal Deflector — this is the type that uses their addiction to keep from
assessing themselves and reflecting on their situation. They often have problems in
their personal lives — or no personal life at all — and the last thing they want to do is
face up to that. So they convince themselves that they have no time for their personal
lives, which, sadly, only exacerbates the problem and prolongs the pain of dealing
with it.

3. The Organizational Deflector — this type is like the previous one, except that the issue
being avoided is trouble within the organization. Often times a CEO or senior
executive of a struggling company convinces themselves and others that they are too
busy to stop and take an honest look at the company’s situation. As the company
spirals, the adrenaline addict only works harder, trying to be convinced that the
problem can be solved by working more hours at breakneck speed. They will do
anything to avoid confronting the real problems, which are often more fundamental
and require real change.

4. The Dramatist — some adrenaline addicts get a degree of satisfaction from their
addiction, because it gives them an opportunity to draw attention to themselves and
their plight. They repeatedly complain about their overwhelming situation, seemingly
in search of admiration or pity from anyone who will listen.

These types of adrenaline addiction, though different, have some elements in common.
Certainly, many addicts will see more than one type in their own behavior.

The Treatment
But how do they overcome their addiction?

Like any other addiction, the first step is to acknowledge the problem, and to declare a desire
to eliminate it. Until that happens, there is little or no hope of improvement.

The second step is for them to let their peers and subordinates know that they are trying to
kick the habit, because many of these people have become enablers over the years and have
learned to play to the person’s addiction. Those people must be given explicit permission to
stop enabling the behavior.

Finally, an adrenaline addict needs to confront whatever issue underlies their problem. For
the Accomplisher, it may be a false need to prove that they are worthy of their job. For the
Personal Deflectors, it will involve having the courage to look at their lives holistically and
honestly, maybe with the help of a counselor of some kind. The Organizational Deflector
needs to embrace what Jim Collins calls “the brutal facts” about the business. And the



Dramatist probably needs to address a deeper issue in their lives, one that involves their self-
esteem. They need to disconnect their personal needs from those of the organization.

What are the benefits of kicking an adrenaline habit? Executives who are not adrenaline
addicts make purposeful decisions about how they spend their time and where they give their
attention. They may be wildly busy at times, but they choose to be that way for limited periods
of time because the situation truly warrants it.

Recovering addicts enjoy and understand the need to take a breath from time to time, to step
back from their daily grind to assess and reflect where they are professionally, as well as
personally. And just as importantly, they prevent their peers, their subordinates and their
families from having to deal with the secondary affects of their addiction.
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RANDOM THOUGHTS AND OBSERVATIONS

1.TEAMS — People frequently ask us what constitutes an ideal team size. Through our
consulting observations and on-line assessment data, we have found that many organizations
default to adding too many people to a team. They often do this to reward executives, to
demonstrate an air of inclusiveness and to avoid difficult conversations with executives who
want a “seat at the table.” Whatever the rationale, however, the result is usually a less
effective, unwieldy team.

Teams should ideally be 5-7 members and certainly no more than twelve. Fewer members
allows for effective conversations and decision-making.

Evidently, Jeff Bezos agrees. Pat heard about his “Two Pizza Rule” while giving a speech at
Amazon.com that was later described in November’s Fast Company article “101 Ideas for
2005.” According to Bezos, “if you can’t feed a team with two pizzas, it's too big and will get
clogged up with bureaucracy.” We tend to agree.

2.MEETINGS/TEAMS - In his book, Death By Meeting, Pat urges executives to be more
purposeful and strategic about their meeting time and structure. The Harvard Business
Review article, “Stop Wasting Valuable Time,” provides data on just how pervasive the
problem has become. Some of the key research findings include:

0 Less than 5% of the survey respondents said their company had a rigorous and
disciplined process for focusing top management time on important issues

0 80% of top management’s time was spent devoted to issues that account for less
than 20% of a company’s long-term value

0 More than 65% of the team meetings were not designed for decision-making, they
were called for information-sharing

This research reinforces the notion that effective meetings are critical at the executive level
and that more often than not, well-intended executives are not being strategic with their time.
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