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- How to Stay

- CalmUnder

Pressure

's tough to make the right decisions when ule heat is
un Hlu cardiac surgeon Kathy Vagliato, author of
Heart Maiters: A Mermoir of a Female Heart Surgeon,
has learned to [(eup her cool in any situation. Steal her

strategies and you'll never choke again.
AS TOLD TO KORIN MILLER

& > Like most doctors, I spent my first year of training
|~ asanintern. Itwas very Grey's Anatomyy. My job was
to stay out of everyone’s way and not kill anybody—that’s
all you care about. One day, I was minding my own business
when a nurse ran out of an operating room and said, “Oh
my god. The doctor needs you in there, stat,” and she

abbed me and threw me in an OR. I didn’t know anything

about surgery, and all of a sudden, I was in an operating

room where a heart surgeon was saving a patient’s life. He

alled over to me, “Get some gloves on and get up here.”
All hell was breaking loose—the patient’s chest was cut
open, and blood was shooting up into the air—and the
doctor told me to reach into the chest to hold the heart

140 COSMOPOLITAN / FEBRUARY 2011

Don't let stress
throw you off
your game.

steady so he could stitch a hole shut. I was
freaking outinside while I held the heart, but
the surgeon was so relaxed. He calmly said
to people, “I need this” and “Ineed that.” It
taught me how important it is to keep your
cool under pressure.

That was 20 years ago. After that, I spent
many years performing heart transplants
before segueing into my current position
as the director of women’s cardiac services
at Saint John’s Health Center, in Santa
Monica, where I conduct heart-bypass and
valve-replacement surgeries. I've learned
how to be at my best no matter how intense
the circumstances may get, and it involves
strategies anyone can use when they’re
under the gun.

Checling Fmotions at the Do
Therewasa male surgeon wholiked to test me undel pres-
sure when I was still in training. He would scream at me
and hit my hands while I was in the middle of an operation.
I hated him at the time, but he made me a better surgeon.
1 leamned that no matter what kind of distraction came up,
I had to refocus immediately on what I was doing.
Thriving under pressure is allabout locking into an incred-
ible, intense focus. You have to be in control all the time,
even when everything around you is chaotic. How do I do
it? I've mentally built this place inside me that I call my
isolation room. Before I go into the OR, I think of stepping
inside this place, which is very sterile and emotionless, and
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it helps me zero in on what I need to
do to. It’s very simple: Just imagine a
plain, white room with no one and
nothing init. Then mentally check your

'clw.t(;ﬁ(.:I(‘e]moﬁonts ‘Ilt tl;etf]oorl;md step moment iS to

inside. The mental isolation allows you

to think in a way that’s crystal clear. concentrate
Staying calm undler pressure is only (0) 1} What

half the battle—you also have to be y()u need to

able to make smart, split-second deci- dO next 9

sions. In order to become a heart sur-
geon, I had to teach myself to trust my
instincts. Ileamed the skill by repeatedly throwing myself
into crazy situations so that dealing with them would
become second nature. As a resident, I'd run to get there
first when the hospital called a code blue, when someone
goes into cardiacarrest. Itsan intense process to try to help
a patient in that situation, but I deliberately put myself in
those crazy moments to learn how to think on my fect and
be sure I knew what I was doing.

Its the same as vohnteering to do more projects at work—
you're not exactly sure how to handle them so you figure
things out on the spot—or frequently agreeing to do some-
thing last-minute with a friend so you have to determine
the details on the go. Eventually, making quick decisions
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“The best way
to pull through

a tough

1 A new series of studies from the University

It's all about
staying focused.

under pressure becomes woven into the fabric of who you
are, sowhen you're in asimilar situation you say, “Okay, I've
done this before, and I'm comfortable with this.”
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Justlike with any job, things go wrong in the OR: A patient
can have bleeding complications, or their blood pressure
can plummet. When things take a tum for the worse, it can
be hard to fight off the wave of frustration that washes over
you, threatening to take your head out of the game. When
this happens, I take a deep breath and push myself to go
deeper into my isolation room so that I'm hyperfocused.
I've leamed the best way to pull through a tough moment
is to concentrate on what you need to
do next and nothing else. Imagine that
there’s a chalkboard in your isolation
room on which only a single task can
' appear. It's not until you've completed
' it that the next one will show up.
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of Chicago has identified the reasons people
drop the ball in clutch moments. Researcher
Sian Beilock, PhD, author of Choke, breaks

it all down for us.
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| ] WeOver: - 2y WeForget | 2) OurEmotions

=5 Cthink It s Things o) Take Over

| Obsessing aboutthe - Beingunderthe gun | Worrying that you'll

| speechyouhaveto | steersour mental | startto cry can make

give atyoursister's | energy away from - you do just that. When

| Wweddingcanactually | the partofourbrain | we stress about fulfill-
“paralyze” your brain, ; that processes info. i ing a stereotype, it
making itimpossible || As aresult,weblank || ties up the rational
for you to get the ' on the details we | part of our brain, giv-
words out, no matter | needinthe moment, | ing the emotional part
how much you've | like where you put ' freereinto wreak
practiced. Youcan | yourkeyswhenyou || havoc. If you know you
reverse the effects || havetodrive afriend || have a big-deal situa-
by humming to your- ?f to the hospital. Force l tion coming up, try to
selfforafewsec- | yourselftoclose | slip into the bathroom
onds to break the ; your eyes and | and let your emotions
counterproductive | breathe inand outto | outbefore you face
thought pattern. |' rebootyourmind. || the music.
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When you'readoctor; apatient candie
at your hands. While that’s difficult
enough todeal with, the next day, there’s
going tobe other patients who don't care
what happened the day before—they
care about what’s happening to them.
The sameis true for most high-pressure
situations: No matter how bad the day
before was, you need to leam to accept
failure and regroup.
I you fall apart at
everyone, youcan't
get things done.
Just remind your-
selfthat the people
around you care
more about what
happens today than

what happened  Toorder Kathy
yesterday. Andthen ﬂ: agga’ﬁ);&g‘lrzmoln
getthe job done. M visit amazon.com.
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