
HOW TO MAKE DEBT DECISIONS 
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A Nervous-System Framework for Physicians
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DEBT DOESN’T CAUSE ANXIETY

Debt doesn’t cause anxiety.

The fear of not being able to repay it does.

Debt is a financial structure.

Anxiety is a nervous-system response.

When physicians feel overwhelmed by debt, they often assume

 the numbers are the problem. Sometimes they are.

 Often, they aren’t.

What creates distress is uncertainty:

What if I’m wrong?

What if income drops?

What if I lose everything?

What if I hurt my family or investors?

Money is the ultimate survival resource. It makes perfect biological sense that

your nervous system reacts strongly to perceived financial threat.

The goal isn’t to eliminate fear.

The goal is to lead yourself through it.

This guide offers a structured pathway for doing exactly that.
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THE DEBT DECISION PATHWAY

FROM ALARM TO LEADERSHIP

When a debt decision appears, most people either:

Avoid it

Rush into it

Or obsess about it

Instead, follow this pathway:

This pathway moves you from reflex to leadership.
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STEP 1: A DEBT DECISION APPEARS

A loan.
An investment opportunity.
A mortgage.
A business expansion.
A car upgrade.
The first step is neutral.
Debt itself has no moral meaning.
It is a structural tool — nothing more.

Resist the urge to label the decision as “good” or “bad” before you’ve analyzed it.

When debt enters the picture, the safety brain often
activates.
It may sound like:

“You could lose everything.”
“This is dangerous.”
“What if this ruins your life?”
“What if you let everyone down?”

The safety brain is designed to be overly sensitive.
Its job is not accuracy.
Its job is survival.
Sometimes it’s right — just like a broken clock is right
twice a day.
But it does not know when it’s right.
The safety brain earns a seat at the table.
It does not get the final vote.

STEP 2: SAFETY BRAIN ALERT

© Vicki Rackner, MD · The TrueWealth Way



STEP 3: VERIFY THE THREAT
Before you act, pause.
Verification is leadership.
Ask:

What is the actual downside?
What would have to happen for this to fail?
What is my margin of safety?
What assumptions am I making?
Am I reacting to current facts — or past experiences?

Fear is information.
It is not a decision-making framework.
Often, once examined carefully, the imagined catastrophe becomes a manageable risk.

Now engage your planning brain.
Run the numbers.

What does cash flow look like?
How much liquidity do I have?
How concentrated is this risk?
What is the exit strategy?
What timeline am I working with?

If the math does not work, course-correct.
If it does work, you now have evidence.
This brain gets the final vote.

STEP 4: PLANNING BRAIN ANALYSIS
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STEP 5: STRUCTURE THE DEBT
Not all debt behaves the same.
Evaluate along two dimensions:
Purpose

Strategic (asset-building, capacity-building)
Consumptive (lifestyle-driven)

Risk Structure
Safer (diversified, supported, margin for error)
Riskier (concentrated, leveraged, time-sensitive)

The most anxiety-producing debt typically combines:
High concentration
High leverage
Limited flexibility

Diversification isn’t about maximizing returns.
It’s about survivability.

Even when the numbers work, anxiety may persist.
That’s normal.
Instead of arguing with it, acknowledge it.
Try:
“Thank you for protecting me.”
“We’ve verified the risk.”
“I’m making this decision intentionally.”
Anxiety does not mean you’re weak.
It means your nervous system is doing its job.
Leadership is guiding it — not silencing it.

STEP 6: LEAD THE ANXIOUS PART
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WHEN DEBT ANXIETY WAKES YOU UP AT 2 AM

If you find yourself spiraling:

1. Get out of bed.

2. Change your physiology — walk, stretch, breathe slowly.

3. Write down the feared scenario.

4. Ask: What would I actually do?

5. Revisit the numbers during the day — not at 2 AM.

You cannot think clearly in fight-or-flight mode.

Regulate first. Analyze second.
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QUICK REFERENCE CHECKLIST

When debt anxiety appears:

☐ Notice it in your body.

☐ Pause. Do not act immediately.

☐ Verify the threat.

☐ Run the numbers.

☐ Evaluate purpose and risk structure.

☐ Decide intentionally.

☐ Reassure your nervous system.

Losses are part of wealth-building.

The goal is not to avoid all risk.

The goal is to stay in the game.

If you’d like support applying this framework to your specific situation, learn more at:

www.thetruewealthway.com
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