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			To Bubby, for (inadvertently) guiding me to “ask why,” 
Mom, for always being there, 
and Lara, Maya, and Dani…for everything else.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Why Is a Crooked Letter

			As the farmhouse door flew open and the soldiers stormed in, Dora realized her first warm meal in months was actually a trap.

			It was winter 1943. Dora Kremin and her boyfriend, Izzy, had been living in the snowy woods outside Eishyshok, in what was then Poland. They were a young couple in their twenties. Before the war their lives had been all about family, community, Friday night meals with music and games: a normal life in a little town. Then the Nazis came, on motorcycles. They told the Jewish townspeople that everything would be normal—that they would all work together, live together. But soon enough, it started: Yellow stars. Forced labor. Houses looted. People rounded up like animals.

			One day, in the market square where she used to buy eggs and cheese as a child, Dora was lined up to be shot along with her family, friends, and neighbors she’d known her whole life. Somehow, Izzy convinced one of the Polish guards he recognized from the days before the occupation to let her run away.

			And she ran.

			Her sister and brother-in-law also made it out of Eishyshok, and the four of them, along with a small group of other Jews, found refuge in a bunker in the forest with a band of partisan resistance fighters, after brief stops at multiple ghettos. The snow was so deep nobody could go out; they knew the Nazis would see their footprints, find them, and shoot them. They cooked potatoes in the bunker. They survived. Then the word came: The Nazis are hunting for partisans. They are coming.

			The group abandoned the bunker. They lived in the woods and slept in barns among the horses and cows, slipping in after dark and leaving before dawn so they would not be seen. Some Jews, they’d heard, would pay the local farmers to let them stay for a night or two, to be hidden and fed and have a bed. But the farmers took only gold. Dora and Izzy didn’t have any gold.

			There was a Polish farmer who had known Dora’s family before the war. The ragged band went to him and begged. It’s wintertime, they said, we have no place to go. He agreed to keep them through the winter and dug a ziemlanka, a shallow shelter sunk in the ground, usually used to house animals. Most days, he would bring out food. And then one night he came empty-handed and called them out of their hiding hole.

			“Let’s go to my house,” he said. “I have prepared a dinner for you, for all of you.”

			Freezing, emaciated, and exhausted, they were overjoyed to leave their hiding place and enter the warmth of a real home for the first time in months. The group sat around the table and began to eat together. The warmth, food, and feelings of closeness brought back memories of the large Friday dinners they enjoyed before the war, which had already vanished into some distant past. Although none of their families were wealthy, their lives had been rich with love, kindness, and communal joy. For a few minutes, they felt those lives of abundant connection that had been torn away from them resume.

			Then it all happened so fast.

			The door opened, men with guns started firing, and before Dora knew it, the room was plunged into darkness. More shots rang out as she scrambled around on the floor, desperate to get away. Later she would learn that the armed men were from an anti-Jewish Polish militia and that one of the Jews in their group had extinguished the light on purpose, grabbed his gun, and shot the militia’s leader. In the rush of adrenaline, the men in Dora’s group clambered out the windows while she and her sister crawled under a large oven where the chickens roosted in the winter. They held hands. They held their breath.

			Later that night, in the darkness, they slipped out the window. When they finally found their men, they discovered that Izzy’s head had been split open by a blow from a rifle butt. His face was covered in blood, but he was alive. The blood, Dora saw, had frozen on his skin.

			They crept through the winter fields to another farm, another barn, another potential enemy they’d have to beg for shelter—another desperate risk, to trust someone again. But all they could do was pray that they would not be betrayed—and survive.

			

			 

			

			The story of Dora and her family’s ambush may sound like a scene out of the latest Hollywood World War II blockbuster, but it’s not. It’s the story of ordinary people dealing with extraordinary circumstances that I knew intimately well.

			Dora and Izzy were my grandparents. After the war, they immigrated penniless to Lithuania, where they married and where Dora gave birth to my mother. Then they moved to Israel and finally to Canarsie, in Brooklyn, where I grew up.

			My grandmother and I shared a special bond. She lived a few dozen blocks from my childhood home and cared for me after school. I remember how she would sit on her porch and watch me ride my bicycle up and down the sidewalk, warning me not to stray too far. She was tiny—four feet nine on a good day. But she was a force of nature. She wore bright red lipstick every day and came after you with what I called “get away from me” kisses, landing them on both cheeks no matter how hard you tried to dodge them. She did not suffer fools; one of her favorite sayings, if someone crossed her, was That bastard! She had no formal education but was wise in her ability to navigate the world. I suppose, given her past, she had to be.

			And there was always food at her house—more than you could ever finish. Perhaps because she had experienced scarcity, she wanted me to experience abundance. When I came through the door after school, she’d have elaborate meals laid out, which she’d press and press me to eat (no surprise I was a portly child). To this day, I haven’t eaten a Michelin-starred meal that could compare with the burst of sweetness from the caramelized onions hidden inside her matzo balls, which perfectly countered the saltiness of her homemade chicken broth, or her sweet and tangy pineapple-studded noodle pudding.

			She was like a second mom. And she showed, every day, that she loved me. But she was no-nonsense—tough as nails. And she never ever talked about the war. Except for one day a year.

			

			 

			

			Every year, on a crisp Sunday in the fall, my mom would drag me from my soccer game, still dressed in my cleats and typically muddy uniform, to attend the Holocaust remembrance day gatherings my grandparents held with other survivors. That was where I first heard my grandmother speak of the time she spent living in the woods, going days without food, surviving the winter in a thin dress and coat. It’s where I heard her talk about learning that her mother, grandmother, and younger sister had been massacred in a ditch off the town square, and the moment she realized that her father’s rushed farewell from the home where they were hiding would be the last words she ever heard from him.

			Sitting in the hot synagogue where the gatherings took place, on stiff wooden benches I was convinced were designed by Jewish law to produce discomfort, I’d imagine how I would feel if it were me: the terror of my unknown fate, the anxiety of being hunted, the boiling anger over being betrayed, the unimaginable grief over lost loved ones.

			Not exactly how a child hopes to wrap up the weekend after playing soccer with his friends.

			But the thing that truly astonished me were my grandmother’s tears. Aside from that day, I never saw her cry or express sadness. But one day each year, all the emotion came spilling out. And as the story came out, so did the tears. My grandparents sobbed, even wailed. These were people I normally knew to be pillars of stability, which made this display of raw emotion even more jarring.

			Hearing my grandparents’ stories filled me with questions: How were they able to endure atrocities and survive to have a normal, happy life, when so many others hadn’t? How did they cope with the trauma of what had happened to them? And why did they keep all these emotions bottled up, all year long, except on this one day?

			One night over dinner when I was in middle school, I finally blurted out my pent-up curiosity.

			“Bubby,” I said, using the tender Yiddish name for grandmother. “Why don’t you ever talk to me about what happened during the war?”

			My grandmother met my question with a long silence. An unusual stillness descended on the kitchen while I stared at her over the table awaiting a response. Finally, she answered. “E-tan,” she said, unable to pronounce my name properly with her heavy Eastern European accent. “Darling, don’t ask ‘why.’ ”

			It was a variation on what she said anytime I pestered her with questions about the war. “Why is a crooked letter” was one of her favorite rejoinders.

			My grandmother barely spoke English, and yet she’d somehow learned this peculiar bit of idiom and made it her personal mantra. I understood what she meant: Sometimes there are no answers, and searching for them only creates suffering. “Why” is just a source of pain. Leave it alone, finish your homework, ride your bike with your friends. Cherish the life you have.

			But my questions only multiplied. As I grew up, I became an observer of emotion. I began to question not just my grandparents’ experiences struggling with their emotions but other people’s more common experiences grappling with the emotional obstacles they faced, including my own.

			Why did my dad, normally so patient and empathic, become a raging lunatic on the roads of New York City (to the enormous fear and embarrassment of his son riding in the back seat)? Was his obsession with transcendental meditation a tool he happened on to provide an antidote to the uncontrollability of his temper while driving?

			Why did my friend Amy keep focusing—over and over and over—on whether she’d get into her top college choice if it only made her more upset? And why did she think having the same conversation with me about her anxiety every time we talked would help?

			Why was I unflappable on the soccer field but overcome with stomach pains before asking girls out on dates in high school, dependent on my dad and friends for pep talks to help me muster the nerve to dial their numbers?

			In college, I watched charismatic close friends who were star students in high school resort to alcohol and drugs to manage feeling like impostors during their freshman year. I witnessed my atheist relative surrender to religion to cope with his overwhelming grief at the loss of his wife.

			It seemed as if we were all just stumbling along, occasionally finding an accidental or Band-Aid solution to help us manage our emotional lives. Sometimes our improvised tools helped. Sometimes they made things worse. It seemed so haphazard, isolating, and inefficient.

			What does a person do when faced with questions like these? My grandmother’s advice all those years ago was simple: Stay away. Don’t ask why.

			Fast-forward thirty-five years. I’m now a professor at the University of Michigan, where I founded and direct the Emotion and Self-Control Laboratory, a lab that specializes in asking “why” questions about emotions.

			I can only imagine my grandmother shaking her head with amused exasperation.

			Until relatively recently, the scientific establishment took the same attitude toward emotion that my grandmother once had: Mainstream researchers have long considered feelings, moods, and other emotional processes a confounding black box that was impossible to measure, and generally not worthy of “serious” study. But during the years since I first became interested in understanding people’s struggles with emotion, the field of psychology underwent tectonic shifts. The territory of emotion, once marginalized and under-studied, has evolved into a vibrant area of research that draws scientists from multiple disciplines to shed light on many of the same questions about emotions that I found myself asking as a kid. We now possess a vastly improved understanding of the science of emotions—a science that teaches us about what emotions are, why we have them, and, most important from my perspective, how we can manage them effectively.

			Speaking to these vast, universal, and timeless issues is the purpose of this book. Because as long as humans have walked this planet, we’ve struggled—mightily—with our emotions. Early human writing samples attest to this: three-thousand-year-old clay tablets discovered in present-day Syria and Iraq describe the pain associated with emotional states such as anxiety, depression, and heartbreak. Many of the tools we’ve discovered to deal with our emotional struggles haven’t exactly stood the test of time. In fact, some of them are downright chilling to contemplate.

			

			 

			

			In the mid 1860s, an American diplomat traveling in Peru came across a remarkable artifact. Ephraim George Squier—also an archaeologist—paid a visit to a socialite who collected ancient artifacts. She welcomed Squier into her home and allowed him to inspect her Incan treasures. After admiring the myriad stone figures, sculptures, and other items she had accumulated, he noticed a peculiar specimen: a skull fragment that had been unearthed from an Incan cemetery.

			Ancient skulls are common archaeological finds, but this was no ordinary relic. A nearly symmetrical half-inch square with clean edges had been carved out of the frontal bone, the area of the skull that sits above the eyes and encases the prefrontal cortex—the part of the brain that enables us to plan, manage our lives, and reason logically. Plenty of ancient skulls had, of course, been unearthed with damage, but usually that breakage was irregularly shaped and most likely the consequence of a traumatic event or prolonged exposure to the elements. The four surgically precise incisions on this Incan skull told a different story.

			Squier sent the skull across the Atlantic to be examined by the famous French surgeon Dr. Paul Broca, one of the world’s foremost experts on ancient human skulls. After inspecting the cranium, Broca concluded that the square-shaped hole represented clear evidence of a surgical intervention that predated the European conquest of the region in the sixteenth century and was performed on the deceased person while they were still alive.

			The hole carved into the Incan skull resulted from a procedure that is now widely considered one of the first surgical techniques developed in human history: trepanation, or the creation of holes in people’s skulls. That our distant ancestors were capable of carefully trepanning people’s skulls is remarkable. But even more incredible is one of the reasons why they are believed to have used this intervention: to help people manage their emotions.

			Consider that for a moment: One of the earliest forms of surgery in the history of medicine was used to help people regulate their feelings.

			It is impossible to know exactly which emotional maladies warranted receiving a hole in the head thousands of years ago. Historians suspect the technique was likely used to help people manage extreme cases of depression, mania, and other conditions characterized by emotion dysregulation. Regardless, what we can say for certain is that carving a hole in a person’s head to provide them with emotional relief was not a great idea. But when you look at the history of how our species has dealt with emotions since those early days of head carving, you see that the struggle has always been real. And for as long as we’ve been grappling with our emotions, we’ve been trying to find tools to regulate them.

			Leeches.

			Exorcisms.

			Witch burnings.

			We’ve come up with remarkably creative (and cruel) measures to control our emotions. In the seventeenth century, pressing a burning iron rod to the skull was a recommended solution for managing heartbreak, while centuries later mineral water was pedaled as a stress tonic. And as shocking as the treatment may seem to us today, the spirit of trepanation lived on until only a few decades ago in the form of the lobotomy, in which a surgeon would flip open the eyelid, slip an ice-pick-shaped instrument through a person’s eye socket, and poke around in their frontal cortex to sever key neural connections. In fact, António Egas Moniz, a Portuguese neurologist, shared the Nobel Prize in 1949 for developing the procedure to treat extreme emotional states. The structure of DNA, the discovery of insulin, the development of MRI technology—Moniz’s procedure reached the same level of distinction as these extraordinary discoveries. We human beings have considered emotions so perplexing—so destructive—that we have resorted to carving holes in our heads, ingesting heavy metals, and disabling parts of our brains just to get some relief.

			And—like our ancient forebears—we remain in trouble in the emotion department.

			College campuses are overrun with students who require extra support to help with their emotions. Britain and Japan have ministers of loneliness, while the U.S. surgeon general has made combating social isolation a national crusade. Corporations invest millions in programs to address burnout. Even “the Boss” Bruce Springsteen himself has talked about his struggles with depression. We install apps on our phones to keep our stress levels in check. We spend money we don’t have in a wellness industry that promises to make us just a little bit happier. A 2020 report found that approximately one in eight adults in America took an antidepressant every day to manage their emotions. A medication that, although genuinely helpful for many people, is far from a panacea.

			Interventions have undoubtedly improved since the days of leeches and lobotomies. Our methods have become much subtler—and less damaging. Advances in talk therapy, innovations in psychopharmacology, and the blending of ancient and modern contemplative traditions have expanded our access to relief from emotional distress. And yet despite all these efforts, the statistics on mental health and well-being are going in the wrong direction and keep getting worse. More than half a billion people worldwide suffer from some form of depression and anxiety, afflictions that cost the global economy a staggering one trillion dollars a year.

			One trillion dollars.

			Patchwork solutions reside in myriad places, from the bowels of the internet to the dusty shelves of the library. As a result, many of us resort to cobbling together coping tactics that range from kind of effective to actually harmful without really understanding how they all fit together to help us (or not). A little meditation here, a cold plunge there, some cognitive restructuring, maybe a cocktail or five to smooth things out.

			Meanwhile, people who are good at managing their emotions are less lonely, maintain more fulfilling social relationships, and are more satisfied with their lives. They experience fewer financial hardships, commit less crimes, and perform better at school and work. And they’re physically healthier as well: they move faster, look more youthful in photographs, biologically age less quickly, and live longer. Simply put, the ability to control your emotions isn’t just about avoiding the dark side of life; it’s about enriching the positive, generative, and rewarding dimensions of existence as well.

			The question we now face is the same one that likely inspired our ancestors to drill holes in their heads when they were struggling: What do we do about all these feelings?

			

			 

			

			In 2021, I published my first book, Chatter: The Voice in Our Head, Why It Matters, and How to Harness It. Its central question: Why do our attempts to work through our negative feelings often backfire, leading us to feel worse, and what does science teach us about how to harness our capacity for self-reflection?

			Immediately after publishing the book, I set off on an extended book tour that lasted about two years. After events, people would come up to me wanting to talk. They were grateful for the book and had feedback about how it helped them, which was wonderful to hear. But they had questions—lots of them—about the broader terrain of emotions and how to manage them:

			
				Should I always be in the moment?

				Can you really control emotions?

				Why do I struggle to do the things I know I should do in the heat of the moment?

			

			It was as though I had just taught them about heart disease, which was great, but they also needed help dealing with inflammation, diabetes, and cancer.

			People talked about having parents and bosses who brushed their feelings aside. They struggled to define what an emotion was and asked me why they never learned how to manage them growing up. I am not exaggerating when I say that some people would come up to me with these questions in tears. And it was everybody: elite athletes, CEOs, parents of teenagers, special forces operators, you name it.

			What became clear to me during those moments was how curious people were about their emotional lives and how motivated they were to manage them. Which is why I decided to write this book. To provide you with a blueprint for understanding your emotions—what they are, why they matter, and how to harness them.

			Our emotions, both the positive and the negative ones, are tools we use to navigate the world. They influence who we fall in love with and who we hate. They motivate us to stay longer hours at work to realize our dreams and rein in our aspirations when they no longer serve us. They can fill our lives with health and vitality or sap our energy when we lose sight of what matters. And they are often the difference maker when it comes to sustaining close bonds with others or becoming mired in relationships fraught with conflict. And yet, for all their profound impact on our lives, few of us receive a science-based guide for how to turn the volume on our emotions up or down, or how to transition gracefully from one emotional state into another.

			Over the past twenty years, we have witnessed a scientific renaissance in our understanding of these mechanics of emotions—the psychological and neural “nuts and bolts” that explain how emotions work—and an explosion of new methods to measure and test those mechanics. Neuroscience techniques allow us to visualize where and how quickly different brain networks become activated when people experience and control their emotions. Smartphones and wearables enable us to observe people’s emotional responses unfold organically in real time as they navigate the world. Internet technologies permit us to run experiments on vast numbers of people scattered across the globe and gather unprecedented amounts of data.

			These innovations, combined with our more traditional methods of experimentation, have transformed our way of thinking about emotions. We’ve learned, for example, that the key to emotional salvation doesn’t always involve living in the present, and that far from being toxic, negative emotions can sometimes help us in surprising ways.

			And perhaps most important, we’ve discovered that there are no one-size-fits-all solutions to our emotional problems. Would you ever take your vehicle to the mechanic and expect them to fix it with one tool? Of course not! Cars are complex, dynamic machines that require different tools to manage different problems. The same concept applies to us. Our emotional needs change from situation to situation, person to person, and certainly day to day—even moment to moment. We need a wide range of tools to meet those needs. The great news: You already have them.

			It starts with understanding what I call the major emotional “shifters” that we all have inside us. We can harness our senses to automatically shift our emotions. We can deploy our attention strategically in ways that help us conquer our greatest fears and savor our most joyous experiences. And we can alter our perspective on difficult circumstances to help us manage our most painful emotional states. These shifters help us move from one emotional state to another, allowing us to dampen or amplify feelings.

			Each of these “internal shifters” can also be activated by forces outside us—the spaces we inhabit, the people we interact with, and the families, organizations, and cultural institutions we belong to. Understanding how these different “external shifters” affect us puts us in the position to make smart choices about how we interact with them to boost the power of the tools we have inside ourselves.

			How and when to use these shifters, and which ones fit the job—that’s what the science behind this book will help you figure out. Think of it as an instruction manual for the operating system you already have but might not be using to its fullest potential.

			In the following pages, I’ll share discoveries from my lab and others that have made these insights possible. You’ll also read about powerful, surprising stories of emotion regulation from a cast of characters ranging from a happiness guru to a nuclear-code-carrying Navy SEAL with a soft side, to ordinary people like you and me stumbling into solutions that work (or don’t). These stories highlight the ways that different shifters we all possess can be wielded to help you cope with what I genuinely believe is one of the greatest challenges we face as a species: how to manage our emotional lives.

			

			 

			

			The unconscious mind has a curious way of expressing itself.

			Roughly twenty years after I posed that first “why” question to my grandmother and received her evasive yet caring response, I published my first scientific paper, a major milestone in an academic’s career. Its title?

			“When Asking ‘Why’ Does Not Hurt.”

			Taking a close look at our emotions doesn’t have to be painful. It can be illuminating. Not only for improving our understanding of our own emotional lives, but also for helping others do the same. Our first step? Addressing the most basic questions of all: What are emotions anyway—and why are they often so painfully difficult to manage?

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Part One

			Welcome to Your Emotional Life

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Why We Feel

			Matt Maasdam sat cross-legged, hunched in a concrete box the size of a small sewer drain. He’d been there for almost two straight days.

			Matt and his cohort had made it to the last forty-eight hours of the U.S. Navy’s Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape (SERE) School, and no one had eaten for five days. At first, Matt had been plagued by fantasies of the food and drinks he desperately craved—carne asada burritos from his favorite hole-in-the-wall in Coronado, cranberry orange muffins, and Mountain Dew. But those cravings had subsided. His body was now in survival mode, breaking down its own cells. This left Matt ruminating about what losing fifteen pounds of muscle mass would cost him next week, in the next phase of his punishing training, when he would be swimming in Alaska’s icy waters. As a “new guy” in the SEAL teams, Matt was still proving himself, and knew he had to still somehow perform at his peak. He imagined pulling on his dry suit and feeling it loose against his skin from the weight loss, staring out at the two-mile swim ahead of him. He was a strong swimmer, but even in a dry suit hypothermia creeps up fast in thirty-degree water if you don’t have enough muscle mass to insulate you. Every ounce helps. Not to mention that when sharing waters with sharks, killer whales, and squids the size of small cars, you definitely don’t want to be any slower than usual.

			As he sat crunched in his cell like a human accordion, his frustration began escalating. He could feel his heart racing and his jaw clenching. At times there was an angry buzz of electricity along his skin that made him want to start kicking at his cage, screw the consequences. The “guards” weren’t allowed to beat the prisoners too badly, but they could use open-handed slaps, and if you made noise or called attention to yourself in any way, they could drag you out of your cell and bounce you off the concrete. Matt and his cohort had heard that a previous group of SEALs had broken out of their cells and taken over the camp, making a joke of the whole thing. They’d been warned—severely—not to attempt it.

			SERE School wears you down; it’s designed to. Plenty of people don’t make it through the training. They either drop out or want to quit and get talked back in. There are the freezing desert nights; starvation; the physical torture of the claustrophobic cells; waterboarding; periodic beatings; and the loudspeaker playing a constant soundtrack of babies crying, tank treads grinding, boots marching, and Russians chattering.

			It was a simulation, sure, but the scenario it was intended to prepare them for was very real. As SEALs in the field, they would face an enormous amount of risk and uncertainty. It was quite possible that one day they’d find themselves in this very same situation, except that everything would be real—the cell, the guards, and the physical violence they faced. They were being pushed to their physical and psychological limits, because if they broke, maybe they didn’t belong.

			It takes an unusual kind of person to survive SERE School. But Matt was determined to make it. No breaks. No tapping out. And frankly, he’d gone into the “prison cell” portion of the exercise hoping to learn something and thinking it would be relatively easy after going through SEAL training. Chill in a cell for a few days? No problem. I got this.

			Now, the thing about being alone in a cell for two days is that you get closely acquainted with your own inner experience. Matt was acutely aware of seemingly every feeling and thought that arose as he sat, muscles burning, doing his damnedest to practice staying still, calm, and focused. There were blips of fear: What if I pass out during the cold test? There was frustration: Get me the hell out of this microscopic box! And mixed in with all that were warm feelings of happiness and excitement when he thought about the person in the cell across the prison courtyard from his.

			Laura.

			He’d noticed Laura during their first week of SERE School, when they were learning tactical sign language in a dank Vietnam-era classroom. When he glanced over at her, she glanced back, then held the gaze longer than was strictly friendly.

			During the survival portion of the training, they’d been dumped in the high desert with a squad and instructed to survive for five days while being hunted down by the SERE School trainers. Hacking through the manzanita scrub, sucking on yucca for hydration, and crunching on ants for nutrients, Matt found himself scanning the horizon for her group; he had to keep reeling his thoughts in, reminding himself that he was out there to evade capture, not court Laura. But no matter how hard he tried to focus, she filled his thoughts. He picked handfuls of wildflowers and left them where he thought she might find them. One night, scanning for her, hopeful as always, he finally caught sight of her up on a ridgeline, silhouetted against the sunset. She must have spotted him too, because she gave a little mock curtsy before she disappeared.

			Back in his cell, when the physical and mental discomfort was really getting to him, he’d lean over and look across at her cell, hoping to see her looking back. She had a unique capacity to make him laugh—even using sign language, not the most nuanced or poetic of mediums. The first day in their cells, she’d gestured around at her own concrete box and signed, Four-star accommodations? And he’d laughed out loud, risking the wrath of the guards.

			Let’s pause here for a moment and take a snapshot of Matt. He’s in the middle of a career-defining training. He’s starving. He’s worrying about the next phase, even though there’s nothing more he can do to prepare. He’s got a bad crush. He’s trying to stay focused and balanced—not tip too far into fear and frustration and, in the other direction, not totally lose himself in puppy love. In a sense, the most logical thing for Matt to do to get through SERE School successfully would have been to simply turn it all off; if his emotions had a valve he could have just cranked shut, wouldn’t everything have been so much easier?

			Most of us will never find ourselves in a concrete cell, battling through extreme survival training, but we share the urge to look for an off switch for emotions that sweep in at the most inconvenient times. On the one hand, we have to assume that we evolved to have emotions because they’re helpful. On the other hand, they so often seem to be doing the opposite: sabotaging our health, undermining our ability to perform, and causing problems in our relationships.

			When our emotions take hold, it can feel as if there were some kind of puppet master lurking inside us, yanking the strings. The way fear can paralyze us when we need to act, speak, perform; how anger incinerates our rationality when we so badly need to think clearly; how sadness can surge through the body like a crushingly heavy wave and spill over our edges when we desperately want to not show our private upset to the world. In these moments, it’s hard to see how emotions are helpful. From that point of view, there’s a logic to wanting to “turn off” our emotions at times. And if there’s anybody who knows where that off switch might be, it would be a Navy SEAL, right?

			Matt Maasdam does, in fact, have an emotional superpower. But it’s not access to an off switch. And it has nothing to do with his elite level of training, his physical fitness, or his background as a Navy SEAL. It’s simply this: He knows that success, in this moment or any, is not about turning his emotions off; it’s about understanding how to use emotions skillfully without letting them completely take over. And that’s a critically important insight because experiencing emotions for humans is like breathing air: Our emotions are both unavoidable and crucial to our survival.

			Your (Very) Emotional Life

			Emotions are not an infrequent experience; we are in a near-constant state of emotionality. Consider the results of a 2015 study that examined the anatomy of more than eleven thousand people’s emotional lives for a little more than a month. Participants in the study strikingly reported experiencing one or more emotions more than 90 percent of the time.

			Sometimes our emotions are so subtle we don’t even notice them; they feel more like background music in the waiting room at the dentist’s office. Other times, they become so sharp and deep that we truly believe we will never feel differently. And our emotions are not just contained inside our bodies. They tentacle out from us (regardless of whether we intend it) as we project, lash out, and exude curiosity or hatred or love. Sometimes we even “catch” other people’s feelings, a phenomenon called emotional contagion, which happens online and offline and is exactly what it sounds like—emotions spreading quickly, person to person, like a virus.

			Emotions are also an important fulcrum of action, and for better or worse they set us on our path, moment to moment. Every day, we are making decisions based on the flickering or flaring of emotions, and over time they influence the trajectory of our lives. How we feel about the people we love, the people we fear, or the causes we champion provides the fuel for nothing less than the greatest feats of human achievement. In 1631, for instance, Shah Jahan of India commissioned the Taj Mahal as a shrine to his beloved, who died giving birth to their child; Qin Shi Huang built the Great Wall of China for fear of nomads; and Harriet Tubman undertook risky missions to lead people desperately seeking freedom to safety via the Underground Railroad. There is a well-circulated quotation by Carl W. Buehner that illustrates why, when it comes time for a loved one to give your eulogy, emotions will be your legacy too: “They may forget what you said—but they will never forget how you made them feel [emphasis added].”

			We don’t typically experience emotions in a linear or compartmentalized way. They are varied, overlapping, and sometimes maddeningly confusing. In that 2015 study examining the anatomy of people’s emotional lives, participants reported experiencing a mixture of positive and negative emotions at the same time around 33 percent of the time. One common example that will surprise no one was feeling love and anxiety simultaneously.

			And our emotions don’t only blend; they also interact. Sadness fuels anger. Joy makes grief more tender. If you’ve ever laughed at a funeral or cried at a wedding, you’ve experienced this complexity firsthand. In his cell at SERE School, Matt was pissed off and excited, full of joy and in pain. He was fearful about the future, and hopeful about it too. He was desperate to get out of that cell but also grateful to be sitting across from Laura. He was pissed off and stressed, but he was also falling in love.

			So, welcome to your emotional life. It’s a big, beautiful mess.

			“What Is an Emotion?”

			That’s the first question I ask my students on day one of the course I teach on managing emotions. Usually only a handful of brave souls raise their hands. While some get close to a good working definition, almost no one is confident in their answer.

			On the one hand, this is shocking: Emotions are central to our existence, yet no one is sure what they are? On the other hand, my students are not alone. For all the profound impact emotions have on our lives, and for as long as we’ve been studying them, there is no shortage of scientific theories about how emotions operate. The last time I counted, there were well over half a dozen.

			Some scientists say emotions come in discrete categories, six or fifteen or twenty-seven emotions such as love, anger, disgust, and sadness. Others contend that our emotions come in a nearly infinite variety of colors, textures, and blends. Consider, for example, Schadenfreude, the German word for feeling good about someone else’s misfortune. Some scientists argue fervently that emotions are universal responses that are deeply ingrained in specialized circuits housed in the biology of our brains. Others adopt a more contextual view, suggesting that emotions are an emergent property of how the brain responds to different circumstances. They believe universal emotion circuits simply don’t exist, that every emotion we experience is utterly unique.

			The bottom line is that my students are wise to be humble about their knowledge of emotions; there are many details concerning how they work that are still under investigation. But there are plenty of things in the world that we don’t have neat and tidy explanations for—intelligence, cancer, quantum physics, to name just a few—that we nonetheless have learned a great deal about. And this is also true of emotion.

			So, let’s start with what practically everyone agrees on: Emotions are responses to experiences you have in the world, or that you imagine happening, that are meaningful to you; they’re instruments to help you respond to the situation. For instance, if you see or imagine someone you care about fall off their bike, you can expect an emotional response. Emotions are triggered by things that are important to us—in this example, keeping people you love safe. This understanding of emotion is fundamental and generally tracks with our commonsense understanding of our own lived emotional experiences.

			However, emotions are a lot more complex than that.

			“Emotion” is an umbrella term that describes a loosely coordinated response that includes what we feel, think, and experience in our bodies in response to events we judge to be meaningful. You can think of it like an immune response. Some actions happen behind the scenes (T cells, B lymphocytes, and antibodies) while you are aware of the other consequences of that response (fever, chills, and sweat). The same is true of an emotional response; it has both conscious and unconscious elements. Here is how it unfolds. Once you encounter a meaningful situation, a cascade of responses is unleashed within you:

			
					
					physiological reactions involving your nervous system and other bodily processes

				

					
					cognitive appraisals, which reflect how you make sense of what is happening

				

					
					outward-facing motor behaviors that communicate how you’re feeling to others, such as your facial expressions and vocal tone

				

			

			This emotional response is flexible, which means sometimes one of the above processes goes before another and sometimes they work in parallel. They are also loosely coordinated, which means they tend to complement one another to bring about a certain function, although there are instances in which they can become decoupled, like when you can’t judge what someone else is feeling from the look on their face.

			What does this emotional response look like in real life?

			Let’s say you trip climbing the stairs to accept an award and experience embarrassment (no comment on whether this is an autobiographical example). In this situation you’d almost instantaneously—and unconsciously—experience a combination of physiological reactions that lead your heart rate to elevate, and appraisals designed to determine whether something like this has happened to you before and how you fared. Consciously, you might feel your face get warm, or the audience might see you grimace when you finally rise to your feet. Each of these reactions is part of your emotional response. Which component happens first and which ones operate simultaneously are matters of debate, as different theories emphasize different components. But it’s certain that the emotions we experience are influenced by multiple distinct processes happening inside us for a purpose: to help us manage the many different situations we find ourselves in.

			When it comes to emotions, there are two common sources of confusion. First, despite the cultural trope depicting emotions as the antithesis of rational thought, cognition—what we colloquially refer to as thinking—is actually a key building block of emotion. How we think about our circumstances shapes the emotions we experience; then those emotions reverberate back to influence how we think. For instance, if you walk into the SATs thinking you are bad at taking tests, your anxiety will be ramped up. Then you don’t feel good about your performance on the test, and that becomes evidence for continuing to think that you’re bad at test taking. In this way there’s simply no pulling emotion and cognition apart. This bi-directionality of cognition and emotion allows us to modulate difficult emotions by changing the way we think. By thinking differently—I get nervous sometimes, but I’m still a good test taker, or that jittery feeling is just excitement and anticipation, it means I’m ready—you can work those pathways to your advantage.

			A second source of confusion: the relationship between feelings and emotions. While thinking often gets pitted against emotions as if they were perpetually at war, feelings and emotions tend to be thought of as one and the same and used interchangeably. The truth is that feelings are simply the part of an emotional experience that we are aware of. And we are conscious of feelings in ways that we are not always conscious of in other aspects of our emotional experience (for example, an instinctive frown or shifting hormone levels). Feelings are like the “fever” of an emotional response, the conscious readout of what’s going on behind the scenes.

			Feelings are also a unique expression of our emotional experience, which is why no two people “feel” an emotion the same way. For some people anger feels like being under pressure, your insides ready to burst through your skin. For others, anger feels like hollowness—a dark hole in the middle of your chest. There are seemingly infinite ways that the different elements that make up our emotional reactions operate within us, which are influenced not only by the situations we encounter but also by our genes, environment, and personal history.

			No matter how painful and overwhelming our emotions can sometimes be, it is essential to remember that we evolved our capacity to experience them for a reason: They help us navigate the world, which is why all emotions are functional, even the ones we don’t like.

			Bad Vibes: They’re Not a Bug; They’re a Feature

			Good vibes only. Look on the bright side. Just change your perspective. Everything happens for a reason. It could be worse! Stay positive.

			Part overcorrection to a mental health epidemic, part understandable impulse to distance ourselves from what feels bad, positivity is everywhere. But positivity taken to its extreme—and at the expense of hearing what our negative emotions have to say—can quickly have the opposite of its intended effect. Whether it’s a solutions-focused work culture that makes employees hesitate to give constructive criticism or a well-meaning friend who urges you to forget about your failing grade and focus on your next vacation, the pursuit of positive emotions isn’t always adaptive. Case in point: A 2013 study scrutinized the common practice of positive reframing. What the scientists leading the study discovered was that desperately seeking the silver lining could hurt or help, depending on the circumstances. When the problems bothering you aren’t something you have a lot of control over (let’s say you break a leg), it helps to reframe the situation positively. But when the sources of your stress are within your control (let’s say your partner cheats on you again or you work in a toxic environment), looking for the silver lining is harmful and predicts greater levels of depression. When you can fix what’s wrong—break up with the unfaithful partner or leave the demoralizing job—recasting the negative emotions into positive ones can prolong suffering.

			While most of us have no problem reveling in emotions such as joy or excitement, we’d generally do almost anything to avoid negative emotions such as fear or shame. From that vantage point, negative emotions are the bad guy, so it’s easy to believe avoiding them altogether is the key to happiness and success. But the fact is that our emotions—all of them—are a central adaptive feature of our lives.

			Emotions aren’t good or bad; they are just information.

			There is an essential place in our lives for anger, sadness, guilt, grief, and a host of other “negative” emotions when they’re experienced in the right proportions. The absolutist view that to live your best life, you need to rid yourself of negativity is a dangerous myth. Each of our emotions, however unpleasant in the moment, contains a powerful wisdom, shaped by evolution and experience.

			You can think of negative emotions as remarkably sophisticated sets of software programs stored by evolution in the hardware of our physiology that help us achieve our goals.

			Let’s take a look at one of everyone’s favorite bad-vibes scapegoats: anxiety.

			In modern culture anxiety has become virtually synonymous with pathology. And while it’s true that experiencing chronic anxiety is harmful, you wouldn’t want to live life without this emotion. It is an elegantly adaptive solution for helping us deal with countless challenges. From the suspicious bear smell in the cave where our ancestors were about to bed down, to the email from our boss about impending layoffs, life is full of threats. Anxiety, like any emotion, can be maladaptive when it goes unchecked for too long (more about this later). But it has a fundamental adaptive function in that it helps us marshal a helpful response to either approach or avoid the threat we’re dealing with so we can handle it.

			Another culturally suspect feeling that few people welcome is sadness. It’s what we experience in response to a loss we feel we can’t replace—a missed opportunity for success at work, a friendship that can’t be resuscitated, or the death of someone we hold dear. When sadness descends, we are bombarded with advice from friends, family, and coworkers about how to feel less sad—even if we’re sad for a very good reason. As if any kind of momentary sorrow or wistfulness could lead to intractable depression. Yet experiencing and expressing sadness is useful. It slows us down physiologically in moments when we need to reflect, helping us take time to mourn a loss and shore up any remaining connections associated with that loss. And it also communicates to others that we need support. In fact, research shows that when people display facial expressions that convey sadness, others are more likely to help them than if they display an angry or neutral facial expression.

			Beyond anxiety and sadness, there is a world of dark emotions that have a light side:

			
				Envy can motivate us to work harder to obtain what we want.

				Regret helps us avoid making the same mistakes twice.

				Guilt guides us to recognize harm we caused and prompts us to make amends.

				Anger can help us respond to a threat and correct an injustice.

				Fear is a response to a specific danger that sharpens our awareness and compels us to act.

				And lust can—well, let’s not get into that, though it does help perpetuate the species.

			

			In an experiment my colleague Aaron Weidman and I ran, we told participants to think about which emotions would be useful to feel in certain situations as they went about their day. For instance, feeling guilt for forgetting a friend’s birthday might motivate making amends for the oversight, or feeling anxiety about making an error during a work presentation could contribute to more diligence in preparation. Likewise, feeling compassion when someone comes to you with a problem would help you support them more effectively.

			Once our participants identified the helpful emotions—either negative or positive—we asked them to activate those emotions within themselves. This is easier to do than it might sound: Our logic was that all our participants had a lifetime of experience with emotions such as anxiety and excitement; we were simply asking them to recall those feelings and apply them to the current moment. What we discovered: People had no problem doing this with positive emotions, but they were highly resistant to intentionally feeling negative emotions. But when they allowed themselves to experience negative emotions in a useful context (for example, anger to correct an injustice, anxiety to deal with a looming threat), their outcomes were measurably better; they were more satisfied with how their circumstances resolved.

			The point is, understanding that both good and bad vibes are part of a healthy emotional life gives us the capacity to accept and embrace our bad vibes with respect instead of trying to shove them away in panic. But there is, of course, a problem with emotions that we all know from a lifetime of experience: They are unwieldy.

			Negative emotions are functional and adaptive, but also tricky to handle. The problem that toxic positivity overcorrects for is legitimate: In the same way that experiencing no sadness or anxiety would be detrimental to living a healthy life, experiencing too much of these emotions can have a profoundly negative effect. For far too many people this means mood disorders such as major depression and generalized anxiety disorder. But even for those who don’t suffer from those conditions, when our emotions are not well calibrated, they can mislead us, undermine us, make us miserable, and cut us off from the very things we long for. When we become emotionally dysregulated for too long, the consequence isn’t just a bad day.

			Our emotional lives extend into our very cells. When we endure the physiological changes instigated by negative emotions for extended periods of time, they exert wear and tear on the body that contributes to a host of ailments—from an increased susceptibility to the flu and the common cold, to a heightened risk of serious illnesses such as cardiovascular disease and certain forms of cancer. And, it turns out, the negative implications of not being able to manage our emotions go far beyond these serious biological outcomes.

			Insights from Down Under

			In 1972, in the coastal city of Dunedin, New Zealand, a group of scientists began what should have been a small, short-lived study. Their mission: to explore the connection between birth circumstances and problems in child health and development. Little did they know they were embarking on a research odyssey that would last more than fifty years. Ultimately, their work provided a treasure trove of data that illuminated how our earliest years impact practically every consequential outcome that an intrepid set of scientists could imagine, from brain markers of cognitive decline to the quality of interpersonal relationships, to work success and beyond. The scope of the inquiry was both stunning and historic.

			It began with the modest goal to check on childrens’ development at age three, but evolved into a long-standing study tracking a cohort of 1,037 participants over time. Every few years the team carefully evaluated them on a wide array of physical, emotional, and psychological measures. The participants didn’t just fill out the standard sets of surveys that are part and parcel of psychological research. They were put through a battery of tests that ranged from collecting sophisticated biometrics derived from their blood work to having 3-D scans of the interior of their mouths. They took cognitive tests, completed intelligence assessments, and participated in interviews in which they disclosed some of the most intimate details of their lives. To say the testing on these subjects was rigorous is putting it mildly. An article published in Science, one of the most prestigious scientific journals in the world, reported that “the intimacy of the data-gathering process make the group one of the most closely examined populations on Earth.”

			While the scope and length of the study alone make it stand out, what makes it truly unique was the way that the investigators meticulously measured the participants’ ability to manage their emotions throughout childhood. Unlike most studies that rely on a single laboratory task or self-report survey to profile children’s self-control, the project investigators ran the kids through multiple tests and asked their parents and teachers to rate them too. In so doing, they triangulated across several measures to get a precise and unprecedented window into how skilled these children were at regulating themselves. They performed these self-control assessments at multiple points over their childhood (at three, five, seven, nine, and eleven years old), which provided an excellent sense of how their abilities were changing as they grew. And then the researchers waited patiently, for years, to see what this childhood capacity predicted.

			What they discovered was that participants’ ability to manage their emotions predicted a lot about their lives.

			Some findings were expected, like the positive link between early lack of emotion regulation and later substance abuse. But the vast range of connections went far beyond that. The kids who struggled the most with emotion regulation ended up becoming more likely to drop out of school and commit crimes. In contrast, kids who were adept at regulating their emotions advanced further in their careers, saved more money, planned more conscientiously for retirement, and were physically healthier. Remarkably, brain imaging scans and physiological assessments indicated that their brains and organs aged more slowly! Early childhood emotion regulation was so potent a factor in a person’s development that it proved more influential than the socioeconomic circumstances of a child’s family or even the child’s intelligence levels in predicting several of these outcomes.

			The Dunedin study findings suggest that our ability to regulate emotions exerts a powerful influence over the trajectory of our lives. However, there was another result hidden in the Dunedin study data that revealed an equally important truth: that no matter where we begin life in terms of our ability to manage our emotions, we all possess the capacity to improve.

			Some of the children in the Dunedin study shifted how well they could manage their emotions from one assessment to the next. Some participants got better, and some got worse. And as kids’ emotion regulation ability changed over time, so did how well they fared in life.

			The results from this study highlight a critically important point: Our ability to regulate our emotions isn’t fixed. It is malleable.

			While there’s no blood test that tells us how good we are at regulating our emotions, there are signs we can watch for to alert us when things have gone awry. For instance, when it takes months to get a colleague’s backhanded compliment out of our minds, or when we find ourselves exploding at our spouse over a dirty dish left in the sink. The problem is not that we feel hurt or anger; it’s that we feel them too intensely and sometimes can’t stop feeling those emotions long after we’ve gotten the message. Emotions that begin as functional can easily spiral into dysfunctional. These emotional misfires happen more often than we’d like and can usually be traced back to two key indicators; think of them as check-engine lights on your dashboard.

			The first indicator: intensity.

			Emotions guide our responses to situations by focusing our attention on the issue driving our reactions. But as anyone who has experienced an outsized emotional reaction knows, our emotions can overwhelm us, with our alarm bells ringing too loudly. When we explode with rage at our child’s soccer coach for benching them or sink into a pit of despair when we can’t fit into last year’s jeans, we witness how our emotions can be out of proportion with our circumstances. Outbursts like these can damage our relationships, sully our reputations, and ultimately discredit our emotions themselves, causing us to mistrust or even fear them. Indeed, responding more intensely to day-to-day life experiences that trigger negative emotions predicts a higher risk of mental health disorders ten years in the future, as well as impoverished well-being over time.

			The second indicator: duration.

			Sometimes our negative responses don’t subside, but instead linger. One of the key features used by mental health professionals to diagnose mental disorders is how long symptoms last, which makes duration a helpful marker for all of us. The tricky part is that our emotions are not light switches that we can just flip on and off, allowing us to focus, deal with the situation, and then move on. Instead, the duration of our emotions more closely resembles the amount of time it takes for a chemical compound to break down in the body, which varies depending on a host of factors.

			One factor is the emotion itself. Sadness and hatred tend to be sticky, while shame passes away more quickly; a study published in 2015 found that sadness lasted 240 times longer than shame, which participants were quick to brush off.

			The more meaningful an experience is, the longer the emotions associated with it last. Sadness, in general, tends to be about something that affects our worldview or identity, and this is one reason it’s stickier than anger, which is usually about something specific. It’s easy to forget your anger at the jerk who cut you off on the freeway because the emotion is centered on something fleeting that doesn’t have much to do with you; it’s just something that happened to you. Whereas sadness about the loss of a pet hangs around longer because your worldview has changed; the life you had with your beloved companion is markedly different from life without it. That said, if the anger is deep and intense—let’s say about a betrayal—that too can change your worldview, causing it to stick with you much longer than anger about a mild transgression.

			The amount of attention our emotions command also plays a role. If we find ourselves in the presence of the person driving our emotional response, it is likely to last longer because our attention is glued to it. Just ask anyone who has tried to be friends with someone they are still in love with!

			How long our emotions last is also influenced by how we think about our experiences. Take just one facet of an emotional episode that we might be aware of: our physical response. Our bodies are often churning in ways that are apparent to us when we experience an emotion, and how we interpret those physical cues affects our experience. One experiment examined how people’s interpretation of their physiological symptoms of stress affected their anxiety. It turned out that gently encouraging people to interpret their sweaty palms and racing pulse as signs that their body was rising to the occasion sped up how quickly they recovered from delivering a stressful speech compared with the people who did not receive any guidance on how to think about their symptoms.

			Emotions rise in response to the circumstances in our lives in exquisite variations. Some flare up but sputter out quickly; others seem to linger for years like a song stuck in our head. No single factor determines how long our emotions last or how intense they will be. But here’s the really good news: For all the ways we can’t control the intensity and duration of our emotions, there are an equal number of ways that we can.

			Mastering Your Emotional Stradivarius

			Let’s come back to Matt Maasdam, whom we left crouched in a tiny cell, in the middle of an endurance test designed to make him crack.

			He didn’t.

			Matt made it through SERE training and he crushed the cold water training exercise in Alaska—the one he was concerned about. He excelled as a SEAL, parachuting into shark-infested waters, participating in countless missions, many of which you’ve likely read about in the news or seen portrayed in movies that I can’t reveal here. He went to Harvard and earned a degree in leadership. And soon after, he was tapped to become a military aide to the president of the United States, carrying the nuclear football for President Obama.

			There’s a common notion that people like Matt—people who have the wherewithal to withstand SERE School, life as a Navy SEAL, and the pressure of carrying the world’s nuclear future in their hands—have to operate in a Spock-like manner and repress their fear, desire, and anger. But when we unpack Matt’s story, we can see that the opposite is true. Matt didn’t excel because he was good at suppressing his emotions; he excelled because he understood them as signal, not noise.

			Being able to alter the trajectory of your emotional response by speeding it up, slowing it down, or changing its intensity is called emotion regulation. And often people like Matt are excellent at it. But it’s not because they don’t feel things as deeply as the rest of us, or because they are better at shoving their negative emotions aside. On the contrary, Matt uses his emotions like an internal guidance system to help him navigate the world.

			For Matt fear is a signal; it lets him know where to focus his attention. Anger tells him that there’s a problem to be rectified. Likewise, when he experiences flickers of joy or curiosity, he gravitates toward them, knowing that he can reorient himself in their direction, often making a bad situation more tolerable.

			In the last hours of SERE training, the prisoners were finally let out of their cells and given the task to rake rocks with their hands on the floor of the compound. Hamstrings on fire but free, finally, from his cell, Matt angled over toward Laura—eventually close enough that he could smell her hair, which he remembers smelling good despite the lack of showers. Soon, the American flag would be hoisted up, the national anthem blaring over the speakers to signal the end of the training. It was almost over.

			“Hey,” he whispered, finally able to get close enough to her to speak. “After this…do you want to go grab something to eat?”

			And his future wife said yes.

			Matt went into SERE training with an advantage: He knew that when used skillfully, our emotions—all of them—are critical guides through life’s most consequential moments to some of our most inspired decisions. Even with extraordinary demands on his resources, Matt hadn’t pushed away his emotions. But he also didn’t allow them to spin out uncontrollably. He didn’t ruminate about the conflicting feelings he was experiencing or the absurdity of courting a girl when he hadn’t used toilet paper for more than a week. He was able to both feel the negative emotions and shift quickly back and forth between them and the positive ones generated by his interactions with Laura. If he hadn’t been able to do that, he might still have made it through SERE training, but he likely wouldn’t have walked away from that experience with the love of his life. And I wouldn’t have the pleasure of standing in the parent pickup line at our local elementary school and seeing him wrap his son up in a bear hug when he gets out of class, Laura standing by his side.

			

			 

			

			Our emotions are our guides through life. They are the music and the magic, the indelible markers of our time on earth. The goal is not to run from negative emotions, or pursue only the feel-good ones, but to be able to shift: experience all of them, learn from all of them, and, when needed, move easily from one emotional state into another.

			And that—like any skill worth having—is something that takes a bit of practice.

			I look at our emotional life as a priceless instrument, a work of art capable of manifesting the near divine. Something a lot like a Stradivarius violin.

			We are all born with an emotional apparatus—an instrument. But we’ve never been taught how to play it skillfully. How to position a bow, hold a long note, or recover when we flub a passage. Of course, like any instrument, we can play it poorly, making it screech so loudly that everyone around us covers their ears. Without learning the basics of how to play an instrument, how to interpret its sounds and manipulate it to our liking, we create noise.

			Matt Maasdam is someone who knows how to play his emotional Stradivarius. Not only was he able to view his emotions as information instead of noise, but he also picked up tools along the way that helped him manage his emotions (we’ll cover several of those later in the book). And yet, as exceptional as he is, Matt is not unique in his ability to manage his feelings. Through a combination of training, self-discovery, and genetic predisposition, he discovered how to wield a set of tools that we all have, but rarely use to their full potential. Most of us rely on intuition, cultural conditioning, and sheer luck when it comes to figuring out how to regulate our emotional lives. This is troubling, because if you aren’t playing your emotional Stradivarius, you run the risk of it playing you.

			And this is where we have a choice.

			We have the capacity to play our instrument as beautifully as Matt. We all do.

			The first step is realizing that you’re capable of doing so in the first place. Unfortunately, as we’ll see next, life throws countless experiences at us that seem to argue the very opposite.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Can You Really Control Your Emotions?

			When Luisa heard her daughter cough in the airplane seat beside her at thirty-five thousand feet in the air, she didn’t think much of it. But by the second or third time, a cold recognition grabbed at her insides. She reached into her bag and found the granola bar Ella had just taken a bite of.

			There it was, hidden under a plastic flap on the ingredients label: peanuts.

			No, no, no, no, no.

			Luisa looked over at Ella, who was watching Daniel Tiger on her tablet, and felt a kind of terror that she hadn’t known existed. She knew there wasn’t time to dwell on fear or self-judgment; she had to act. So, she did exactly what she had rehearsed in her mind a thousand times since learning of her daughter’s allergy. She gave Ella a swig of Benadryl first and waited for other symptoms to emerge, hoping against hope that none would. No such luck. Within minutes Ella began writhing in pain and clutching her stomach. Then she began vomiting.

			Luisa knew what she had to do.

			Flooded with adrenaline, her hands shaking, she uncapped the EpiPen and peeled down Ella’s jammies. Without hesitating, she jabbed her sweet girl in her tiny, chubby thigh and watched helplessly as Ella’s eyes filled with pain and shock.

			By then the commotion had attracted the attention of a flight attendant, so Luisa quietly gave her instructions to have an ambulance meet them at the gate. She looked at the flight path screen on the seat back and saw that they were only twenty minutes from touchdown. In most situations, this would be a relief, but she remembered reading that in bad cases anaphylaxis can be fatal in as little as twenty minutes. Feeling her heart begin to race, she tried to calm herself with the thought that if the EpiPen didn’t work, there would be help waiting.

			Thankfully, the epinephrine kicked in quickly; by the time they touched down on the tarmac, Ella’s symptoms had vanished, and she was calmly reading a book. Ella had no understanding of the gravity of what had just happened, which Luisa was grateful for. But as a mother, she had just seen a nightmare come to life. She felt dizzy as they exited the plane and met the paramedics who cleared Ella to go home.

			While those moments were the most terrifying of her life, for Luisa the aftermath was worse. In the moment, her own fear had taken a back seat to helping Ella; she’d been focused, driven, filled with purpose. But now she was overwhelmed by it, driven to distraction by incessant thoughts about what-if.

			What if she hadn’t packed the EpiPen?

			What if it hadn’t worked?

			What if Ella had eaten the whole bar?

			In the weeks that followed, Luisa was assailed by images of Ella dying. They came when she was washing the dishes and running out the door to go to the library. It seemed as if the smallest things triggered these thoughts—packing lunch, buying a new kind of cereal at the grocery store, or receiving a birthday party invitation. At first, the thoughts were about anaphylaxis. She would imagine Ella sitting next to a kid in preschool and snagging a bite of his delicious-looking peanut butter crackers while the teacher wasn’t looking. Or she’d conjure an image of a well-meaning mom at a birthday party mistaking Ella’s stomachache for overindulgence when it was really the onset of a fatal reaction.

			Soon, thoughts of her daughter’s death began to spiral well beyond peanut-related dangers. It was almost as if the fear were sensitizing her to all the other ways it’s possible to lose a child. Uninvited thoughts of drunk drivers, teenagers texting behind the wheel, ungated pools, vicious dogs, and traumatic brain injuries unspooled like horror movies in her mind. And instead of sweeping the thoughts away, she let her imagination run wild, as if by rehearsing these potential catastrophes, she could prevent them. Knowing full well you couldn’t cure an allergy, Luisa nonetheless began obsessively researching if there was anything she could do to better manage it. In the moment, the researching made her feel better. As if she were actually doing something to help. But the relief never lasted; the worry, guilt, and helplessness would surge up again, like a wave over her head. She couldn’t seem to control her fears; they were just too big.

			

			 

			

			Luisa is far from alone in her feelings of helplessness, even if the thoughts that afflict each of us come in vastly different forms. Sometimes our emotions are rooted in a reasonable reaction to what happens to us. Other times it can feel as though our mind were hurling emotions at us from the window of a passing car like some sort of unhinged delivery driver.

			While we can’t change the fact that we have intense emotions, we can change our response to them through activating powerful neural systems that we all possess. When we access these systems, we have the ability to adjust the trajectory of our emotions—how long and how intensely we experience them. And that begins with understanding and leveraging a fundamental truth: There are things you can control and things you can’t.

			Emotions are both.

			What We Can’t Control

			In the fall of 2000, a group of researchers asked 437 students who were about to transition from high school to college to fill out a questionnaire in which they were asked to rate their beliefs about these simple statements:

			
				Everyone can learn to control their emotions.

				If they want to, people can change the emotions that they have.

				No matter how hard they try, people can’t really change the emotions that they have.

				The truth is, people have very little control over their emotions.

			

			Almost 40 percent of the respondents believed that people cannot control their emotions.

			As someone who has “Director of the Emotion and Self-Control Laboratory” in his email signature, this was a deflating finding when I first encountered it. Admittedly, there are understandable reasons that people such as Luisa and the students who participated in this study might think their emotions are running the show. After all, most aspects of our inner life are out of our control and even our awareness. We have hardwired reflexes for survival, like when we’re startled by a loud noise or when we gag at a particularly noxious smell. We also develop learned responses that over time become almost as deeply ingrained as reflexes, like when I say “Love you, bye” to my children whenever they leave, no matter the circumstances. The same automaticity applies to much of our physiology. I’ve given thousands of successful presentations over the years, and yet, to this day, right before I go onstage, I find my stomach churning.

			Our emotions have a similarly automatic quality. Let’s say your favorite uncle cracks a good joke over Thanksgiving turkey. Naturally, you guffaw and spit out your mashed potatoes. The laugh is an expression of a spontaneous emotional response triggered by hearing something genuinely funny. The cascading internal processes that started with the punch line and ended with the laugh are invisible to you. You didn’t hear the joke and think, Oh, that was funny, I feel joy, the muscles in my face are beginning to contract into a smile, I should laugh now as an expression of that joy. You just smiled and laughed. The entire emotional experience happened rapidly, and you had no conscious control over it. The same goes for reaching across the table to tenderly push a lock of hair out of your child’s face. Or the way you walk faster when you hear footsteps behind you late at night in a parking garage. We can’t help the joy we feel at a good joke, or the jolt of love we feel when we glance at our kids, or the fear that thrums through us in a vulnerable moment. These emotional experiences feel as though they just happen to us, because in a very real way they do.

			We’re also at the mercy of automatic thoughts that pop up outside our control. If you’ve ever experienced a dark or strange thought that seemingly came out of nowhere and caused you distress, you’re familiar with this phenomenon; it’s a common one. A 2014 study surveyed almost eight hundred people across six continents who were not suffering from any psychological disorders. They found that 94 percent experienced at least one unwanted thought in the prior three months. And these thoughts were only what they remembered and self-reported, which means there were likely many more. Scientists call these thoughts intrusive because they are spontaneous and often upset people. What do they look like? In one study a surprisingly large percentage of men and women reported periodically experiencing thoughts about driving a car off the road, having sex in public, insulting someone they don’t know, or an intruder entering their home.

			Just the other day I was at the gym carrying a dumbbell from one side of the room to the next when I suddenly imagined dropping it on the face of a middle-aged woman lying on a yoga mat off to the side. Did I want to hurt this woman? Of course not! It was just a thought I experienced, likely set off by a highly improbable fear that I would accidentally drop the weight.

			Many loving parents picture themselves dropping their babies or watching helplessly as their toddlers run out into traffic. Luisa experienced thoughts like these about her daughter. Though they might have stemmed from those terrifying moments on the plane, they also went way beyond the reality of the incident. One idea why these thoughts bubble up into our awareness is that they are the brain’s way of simulating worst-case scenarios to help prepare us for them.

			That negative thoughts pop up out of nowhere, then, is not inherently problematic, and sometimes even helpful. However, it’s what happens after these thoughts manifest that can really derail us. If the emotions they stoke—panic, fear, worry, shame—feed back into a loop of more intrusive thoughts, over time, that can contribute to impairments. Which is exactly what happened to Luisa. The intrusive images and thoughts related to her daughter’s safety intensified the more she let them wash over her unimpeded. Over time, they became more frequent and distressing, eventually affecting her sleep, mood, and ability to be present with her family.

			When you consider the prevalence of intrusive thoughts and feelings, and then combine those with the wild array of other automatic emotional experiences we have, it suddenly becomes easy to understand why 40 percent of those adolescents said they can’t control their emotions. Because they’re right. You can’t. But—and this is a big but—they are right only if you focus on the first part of the emotional process: the trigger.

			The trigger is the event that sets off our emotional reaction. A child in danger: terror. A traffic jam: rage. The scent of perfume that reminds you of someone long gone: grief. Triggers, of course, will be unique and personal for each of us—what sets me off will often be completely different from what presses your emotional buttons—and we can’t control them any more than we can control any other aspect of the world around us. Triggers will happen, coupled immediately with our automatic emotional response.

			We can’t control the world around us. And we can’t control the fact that emotions will arise. But that’s only half of the emotional equation. A fire can spontaneously blaze to life, but once it does, we have opportunities to either extinguish it or fuel it. In other words, we can control its trajectory.

			Emotions are not discrete flashes in the pan; they have unique lifespans. Anger at the rude checkout cashier might spark and die out quickly, while anger at a spouse because of infidelity might last for years. One day, the sadness about a parent’s recent death might only lightly nibble around the edges of our minds, and the next day it might leave us flattened.

			Emotions erupt within a set of particular conditions, and then, once those feelings manifest themselves in our awareness, we begin to change those conditions. For instance, when we keep thinking about a mistake at work, that focus (not the initial problem) is what causes feelings of anxiety to metastasize. The appearance of an emotion is merely the beginning: What we do or say or think affects the ongoing nature and timeline of the emotional reaction.

			To understand how this unique machinery of control works, let’s consider the itch.

			What We Can Control

			Once, on the heels of being aggressively assaulted by bedbugs during a stay in a tony New York City hotel, I made the mistake of trying to garden after returning home. Even though I had never so much as pulled a weed on our newly purchased property, I knew I needed a distraction. I was stressed out about the possibility of bringing the bedbugs back home to my family and at night was dreaming about insects crawling across my body, inflating in size as they feasted on my blood. Stepping outside, I plunged into the green unknown without so much as a glove and started ripping out what looked to me like invasive plants. It was exhilarating. A wholesome and decisive cure for worries that plague the mind. Attaboy, Ethan! I felt free. Until the next day.

			I woke up to find both my hands and my sensitive male bits covered in what looked like itchy hives. Of course, I thought, those damn bedbugs. But a trip to the dermatologist eventually revealed the real cause: my rapturous pulling of weeds (read: poison ivy). Which led me to an even sorrier state than I was in before I entered the backyard. I was itchy. Very, very itchy.

			Because poison ivy oils spread easily on the skin, it’s not hard to find yourself covered in the stuff, which I was (one trip to the bathroom after a bout in the garden and I was doomed). But I also knew that scratching my itches was a very, very bad idea. Scabs, scars, potential infections. Despite my agony, I’m proud to say, I did not scratch. While many people might overlook this small feat, it’s actually something to marvel at and celebrate. Not my individual fortitude, of course, but the larger evolutionary boon to emotional control that it represents.

			Let me explain. I once heard Jonathan Cohen, a Princeton neuroscientist, talk about how many animals scratch as a matter of course; it’s a sensory response that we’re born with. But not all animals that itch can suppress their immediate desire to scratch to achieve a longer-term goal. This capacity, which is often referred to as cognitive control, allows us to modulate automatic responses, think abstractly, divert our attention, and alternate our thinking between different priorities.

			Cognitive control is what allows us to plan for the future rather than spend all our savings right now on whatever the well-targeted ads of the internet want us to buy. It’s what allows us to compare two ideas side by side and weigh their pros and cons. It enables us to inhibit thoughts and feelings that we don’t want to intrude on us, like when we want to text with friends but instead need to focus on work emails. Cognitive control is the reason we, and not our ape relatives, not only built the Pyramids, but imagined them in the first place.

			The neural pathways that are responsible for cognitive control are found mostly in the prefrontal cortex, which is the part of the brain that sits directly behind your forehead and acts as a headquarters for complex thinking. Out of all the animals in the world ours is the most developed. While some nonhuman primates possess a rudimentary ability to exercise cognitive control, none possesses this capacity to the extent that we do. The fact that humans don’t have to just react—that we have neural systems inside us that allow us to control how we engage with the thoughts and feelings we experience and the emotions they give rise to—is one of our species’ greatest gifts.

			So why did we evolve this remarkable capacity to control ourselves? There are two explanations that are popular, and they aren’t mutually exclusive. According to the social intelligence hypothesis we evolved big, cognitively complex brains capable of control because of the advantage they confer for helping us navigate the challenges of social life. For instance, many of our cavewomen and -men forebears might have wanted to lash out in anger at someone important in the group, but those who survived were the ones who could manage their emotions, think ahead, and not get exiled. If you’ve ever tried coordinating a group dinner or, God forbid, a wedding, you know what it takes to juggle the emotions (yours and everyone else’s) that erupt alongside personal politics, financial considerations, and logistical snafus.

			The second explanation has to do with food. For our primitive ancestors, a steady food supply was not guaranteed. Survival demanded we remain flexible in environments that changed and didn’t always present us with the nourishment we needed in the same place each time. Keeping track of what food was where and for how long, though seemingly a mundane activity, was and continues to be critical for our survival. While we may be a long way from the food shortages of our cave-dwelling days, I will admit that in our family, with our busy schedules, figuring out what to make for dinner, getting to the grocery store, and putting food on the table are certainly some of the most challenging tasks we face! The ecological intelligence hypothesis suggests that our need to manage this food-related uncertainty partly drove our development of cognitive control. We needed more sophisticated mental tools to coordinate those kinds of survival challenges. For instance, if you know food is not going to be plentiful at a certain time of year, you must be able to suppress the desire to eat everything all at once. You have to hold back, plan, and make strategic decisions that go against your desire to eat all the berries in cold storage.

			Cognitive control helps us manage our emotions to solve problems, stay safe, and develop close bonds with others. And the story of how we evolved to do this illustrates something important: The ability to regulate our emotions is not a rare skill that only a few of us are lucky enough to have. It is a capacity that we all share, as a species. And it’s what finally allowed Luisa to escape the emotional trap she was caught in.

			One day, after a long period of struggling with intrusive worry and anxiety, Luisa stumbled upon a small but significant success: When a scary image of Ella getting hit by a car on her bike popped up, instead of doing what she usually did—letting the horror movie play out in her mind—she stopped the video. Or rather, Ella stopped the video when she came into the room howling over a scratched knee. Luisa got so caught up in helping her daughter that it wasn’t until an hour later that she realized she wasn’t replaying the intrusive image, she wasn’t researching on the internet, and she wasn’t anxious. Helping Ella had put a stop to the images that day. The cycle had been disrupted.

			For the first time, she thought it might be possible to change the pattern. So, the next time a distressing automatic thought popped up, she stopped the video again—this time by intentionally distracting herself. And doing so didn’t take much. It was just small stuff, like picking up a book or a magazine to redirect her attention. She also developed a technique where, if an intrusive thought popped up, she’d quickly reimagine it positively. So, for example, if she had a sudden image of Ella eating a peanut at a party and going into anaphylaxis, she’d flip it, and visualize her at that same party, but eating a hot dog and then leaping joyfully into the pool.

			And once again, to her amazement, it worked.

			Disrupting a cascade of negative emotions by distracting is only one way you can use your cognitive control system. Despite its name, cognitive control is not always activated to dampen emotion; we can just as easily use our cognitive control system to turn the volume up on our emotions as well. One classic study performed in 2004 put subjects in an fMRI machine, showed them gruesome pictures, and asked them to try to make themselves feel either better (that is, imagine the depicted situation improving) or worse (that is, imagine the depicted situation becoming more severe) at different points in the experiment. The participants were able to do this easily. But in both cases, the brain scans showed that elements of participants’ cognitive control systems were activated, illustrating how we can flexibly use cognitive control to not only diminish our emotions but also amplify them. For instance, before a big presentation we might stand in front of the mirror and give ourselves a silent pep talk to turn up the volume on our confidence. This is cognitive control at its finest.

			From the moment that a negative thought or unpleasant physical sensation enters your awareness, one decision point after another will present itself to you. This is the “trajectory” I was referring to after the initial trigger: opportunity stacked on opportunity to choose whether to elaborate, compartmentalize, or double down on that emotion. Every decision or lack of decision has implications for how an emotion will escalate (or de-escalate) to influence us, and then how that escalation (or de-escalation) will in turn act on our emotions further.

			The ripple effect that our ability to control our emotions has on our well-being, health, and happiness is profound. And that is what haunts me about the study I mentioned earlier showing that 40 percent of adolescents don’t think they can handle their emotions. If they don’t believe they can manage them, will they even try?

			You Gotta Believe

			A geologist, a telephone repairman, a Peace Corps volunteer, and a golfer all walk into a lab in the late 1960s. What do they have in common?

			Snakes.

			More specifically, a debilitating, life-altering fear of snakes, or ophidiophobia.

			This was the pre-internet era, so the renowned psychologist Albert Bandura recruited participants through an advertisement in the newspaper for his research. A smattering of humanity responded, describing the strikingly similar ways that ophidiophobia had derailed their lives. They’d given up outdoor activities such as hiking and camping and crossed gardening off their hobby lists for good. One participant shot himself by accident while trying to kill a snake. Many had recurrent nightmares about snakes, in some cases over the course of decades. In short, their lives were circumscribed by fear.

			Hope for a cure was why the ophidiophobics answered Bandura’s ad. Imagine their distress, then, when they arrived, met Bandura, and were promptly told that they would be entering a room with a snake in a cage. Recounting one interaction years later, Bandura said, “The first reaction is, ‘This guy’s off of his medication. I’m not going close to that room.’ I said, ‘Of course, because if you could, you wouldn’t be here. I wouldn’t ask you to do anything that you couldn’t do with a little effort.’ ”

			Once the participants’ initial panic subsided, Bandura’s research team asked them to perform a series of tasks that gradually brought them closer and closer to the creature they most feared. Researchers modeled the behavior and provided empathy and support along the way, never pushing the volunteers too far too fast. For instance, at first, they merely asked participants to look at the snake through a one-way mirror. Then they would ask subjects if they could move just three inches closer to the door, then six. The research team inquired about their fears—what specifically did they think was going to happen? In one case, a participant was terrified the snake would wrap around their neck. In response, a researcher showed the participant how he could put the snake around his neck without being harmed.

			Through a series of supportive efforts, eventually the participant would be in the room with the snake. By the end of the four hours, they were holding the snake and marveling at its beauty. Years of crippling phobias evaporated in hours. As Bandura recalled, “The treatment not only enduringly eradicated phobic behavior, it also eliminated anxiety arousal, biochemical stress reactions, aversive ruminative thinking, and recurrent nightmares.” One woman who had terrifying nightmares for years reported to Bandura a post-treatment dream in which a boa constrictor was kind enough to help her with the dishes (how considerate! I need one of those).

			What was truly remarkable about the participants in Bandura’s research was the way their newfound self-confidence rippled out, affecting other parts of their lives as well. Patients reported back to Bandura during follow-ups that when they ran up against a challenging situation, they felt better able to approach the problem with the confidence that they could solve it.

			That was Bandura’s lightbulb moment.

			How did the snake intervention improve participants’ ability to meet life’s other challenges? Bandura was successful in curing the ophidiophobes in his experiment not only because he showed them their individual beliefs about snakes were wrong but because he also helped them discover the mastery they had over their own emotions—an ability long forgotten or perhaps never even known to them until now.

			Bandura’s historic research helped him uncover the power of a concept he would call “self-efficacy,” the idea that if you believe you’re capable of reaching a goal, that very belief plays a pivotal role in helping you reach it. It’s not that the belief is some sort of magical elixir; it’s that the belief itself puts you in a better position to make your goal a reality. A weak sense of self-efficacy—that is, a lack of confidence in one’s own ability to create change in a particular area of one’s life—leaves a person unable to help themselves, because they don’t believe they can in the first place. In the case of the ophidiophobes, they spent years identifying with their fear, believing that it was more powerful than they were—that they could not change it. The result was that, without help, they didn’t.

			Take Luisa. At first, she didn’t believe she could control the emotions that were triggered by each intrusive, peanut-laced thought. So, when triggered, she simply let the videotape in her mind keep playing, which exacerbated her negative thoughts and feelings. The trigger was determining the trajectory of her emotional response, and she had no idea she had the power to intervene.

			Decades of research have revealed the power of self-efficacy to help or hinder us. The perception of our own self-efficacy is a “master belief,” one that impacts what we are capable of handling in critical areas of life—like regulating our emotions. But these areas of impact go well beyond emotions. Roughly twenty years after Bandura’s discovery, a group of researchers analyzed more than 114 studies involving close to twenty-two thousand people to evaluate the overall impact of self-efficacy on performance. The results? Self-efficacy was linked with a 28 percent increase in performance, a significantly larger increase than many other established interventions that are commonly used, including feedback and behavior modification interventions. And it doesn’t stop there. This belief in our own capacities shapes everything from whether we’re able to moderate our alcohol intake, to how successfully we navigate relationship conflicts, to how quickly we recover from illness and injuries.

			It’s clear that this master belief is foundational, and it’s important to get it right. So, short of hopping in a time machine and enrolling in Bandura’s study, or hiring an elite coach, how do we improve our self-efficacy? How do we come to believe we can actually regulate our emotions?

			Shaping the Arc of Our Emotions

			We don’t have to become snake charmers to improve our own sense of self-efficacy (though, clearly, it helps some people). Our beliefs about ourselves and how much we can control our emotions—no matter how ingrained they might feel right now—are malleable. Simply learning about what you can’t control (automatically triggered emotions) and what you can control (the trajectory of those emotions once triggered) is critical for building your sense of self-efficacy.

			We are all born with the capacity to manage our emotions, but most of us were never taught the specific strategies that allow us to step into the trajectory of our own emotional responses and change them. The next part of this book is devoted to introducing you to these tools and showing you where to find them, how they work, and how you can incorporate them into your life so you can use them skillfully to help yourself and those around you do the same.

			To start, we’ll talk about what is arguably one of the most primitive—and effortless—sets of emotion regulation tools we have. It’s one that you use every day, but most often unconsciously, to turn down the dial on your anger or pump up the volume on your joy. If you’ve ever inhaled the scent of baking cookies and been transported to the warmth of your grandmother’s kitchen, or listened to a song that hits you in the chest and reminds you of past heartbreak, you’ll know what we’re talking about next.

			The senses.
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			Part Two

			Shifting from the Inside Out

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			What a 1980s Power Ballad Taught Me About Emotion: Sensory Shifters

			It wasn’t a particularly memorable fall Saturday morning, except for the fact that my younger daughter, Dani, was out of sorts. My family and I were about to pile into the car for her soccer game, normally one of the highlights of the week, but Dani was just not feeling it. All morning I had tried to figure out what was bothering her, partly because I wanted to help and partly because, frankly, she was bringing me down. Emotions are contagious, after all (more on that in a later chapter). My usual motivational tricks to shift her into a different headspace were failing miserably. Typically, Dani can’t wait to get on the field. But when we finally made it into the car and I glanced in the rearview mirror, I saw her head flopped back on the headrest, her expression downcast.

			Serendipitously, just a few minutes later one of my favorite Journey songs came on the radio. It wasn’t long before I was pounding the steering wheel and belting out the chorus, admittedly with excessive enthusiasm: Don’t stop believing…hold on to that feeeeeeeling! (No judgment, please.) In part, I was trying to shake the grump out of the back seat, but mostly I just really love that song. After a minute or so I looked back to see Dani bopping her head, smiling, and singing along. By the time we pulled up to the soccer field, she was ready. Opening her door, she tore out of the car, barely remembering to grab her cleats. A cheesy power ballad from the 1980s was able to do what no parental pep talk from me could—shift my daughter into an altogether different emotional gear.

			As my wife and I hauled lawn chairs toward the soccer field and I watched Dani happily skip over to her teammates to join their pregame huddle, arms wrapped around each other as they psyched themselves up for the game, I thought about what a difference those four minutes and eleven seconds of Journey might have made for her that day. It was such a small thing: a song on the car radio. But it had completely reshaped her emotional state, perhaps the type of game she was about to have, and even, in the future, her memories of this day.

			A memory of my own floated up: I’d just arrived at college at the University of Pennsylvania and felt painfully out of place on a campus swarming with preppy lacrosse players and BMW-driving international students. I was a middle-class Jewish kid from Brooklyn who talked like Robert De Niro and had an overfondness for sleeveless T-shirts. To make social matters worse, I’d been assigned to a remote dorm on the fringes of campus. I walked around during those first few weeks of the semester with a lonely, hollow feeling, wondering if I’d made a mistake and if I’d ever really belong.

			One night, roaming campus with a friend I’d managed to make—Anil, a fellow misfit, a first-generation Indian American from Tennessee with the thickest southern accent I’d ever heard—I came across a flyer advertising an a cappella concert. A cappella? At seventeen and coming from Brooklyn, I had no idea what that was. But we followed the signs across campus and into one of Penn’s Gothic, castle-like halls, where a makeshift stage had been set up in a common room. Students were milling about and getting settled. It felt more like a dorm meeting than a concert of any kind. But when the music started, it was like nothing I’d ever heard.

			The voices soared in the big room, with backup singers simulating instruments using only their vocal cords, finger snaps, and claps. About halfway through the concert, an unassuming young student moved forward to the center of the stage and started singing Joan Osborne’s “One of Us,” and the energy in the room changed completely. The soulfulness radiating from his voice bathed us in warmth and excitement, seemingly binding everyone in the room together with a palpable sense of connection.

			We were transfixed.

			Listening to him sing, I was no longer lost, homesick, frightened, or doubtful. I was exactly where I was supposed to be, following exactly the path I was meant to follow. Anil and I looked at each other.

			Who the hell is this guy?

			After that night, we went to their concerts every chance we had. Each time, we waited for the moment when that same singer, a guy by the name of John Stephens, would move to the front of the stage and transport us with his voice. After college, I learned he got a job at the Boston Consulting Group. Just another sharp Penn student with an extraordinary voice, I thought, making his way into the ranks of corporate life. You could imagine my surprise when I turned on the TV a couple of years later and heard the same voice that had moved me that night. There was John Stephens performing for a live audience, but now reborn with a new name: John Legend.

			

			 

			

			That was a quarter century ago. And yet I still think about that night, because a fleeting, momentary sensory experience rerouted my emotional trajectory. And maybe when she’s my age, with kids of her own, Dani will still remember that car ride with Journey: the sun through the windows, the wind whipping her hair, the joy we both felt belting that song out together. These were, perhaps, small moments, but small moments become, in aggregate, the story of our lives.

			I’ve been teaching about emotions for more than twenty years now. I know that calming sounds are effective at temporarily lowering blood pressure, that hearing birds twitter and chirp is linked with reductions in anxiety and paranoia, and that rats who have their sense of smell surgically removed show classic signs of depression. I’ve leveraged sensory experiences in my research time and again to alter the way people feel (which we need to do before we can learn how to help people manage their emotions). And yet, despite this knowledge and experience, if you had asked me as recently as a few years ago whether I purposely activate my senses to manage my emotions when I hit a slump, the answer would have been a resounding no.

			After Dani’s soccer game, I called a couple of colleagues and asked them if they had ever used music as a pick-me-up. The answer was an unequivocal yes across the board. Then I asked them if they knew of any leading emotion regulation frameworks outside of the domain of clinical interventions that used sensation as a tool to manage emotions. By emotion regulation framework, I’m referring to the models for how to regulate emotions that exist in mainstream science that we’ve built and tested. They include an array of tools—many of which are quite effective and which we will cover in this book—like situation change, attention deployment, cognitive shifts, and suppression. But the answer from my colleagues was a resounding no: None of them included sensation. So, what is a researcher to do when they encounter such a paradox?

			Start digging, of course.

			A Missing Link

			Humans have been using sensory experiences such as music to influence emotions for millennia. Some evolutionary neuroscientists even believe that before we had command of speech as we know it today, we sang to ourselves and each other. It’s one of the quickest ways to pluck an emotional thread: we sing to soothe our babies, turn up the volume on the car radio to feel more joy, and grieve through music at funerals. The effect music has on our emotions feels like magic; the right song in the right moment is like the sun coaxing a flower into bloom. The feelings that were hiding, the feelings that need to surface, the feelings we didn’t even know we could express, unfurl.

			Our ability to see, taste, touch, hear, and smell act as emotional levers. Much as we have been singing for millennia, we have also been engaging these other senses to manage our emotions. Take essential oils and aromatherapy. While this may seem like a new trend, the ancient Egyptians got into the scent game long before us (around 4500 BCE to be exact). One famous incense called kyphi consisted of more than ten ingredients including plant resin and raisins and was used to help people struggling with anxiety sleep. Shifting to the sense of touch, Egyptian healers were also apt to apply pressure to people’s hands and feet as a medicinal intervention. In ancient India, meanwhile, Ayurvedic healers were mapping out six tastes that they believed could be used to promote inner harmony by balancing flavors such as sweet, salty, and sour. And when it comes to stimulating emotions via our eyeballs, we have been creating art to express our feelings at least since our prehistoric forebears in Indonesia were painting pigs on cave walls forty-five thousand years ago.

			Our interest in changing our internal states through our senses hasn’t waned since the days of the Pyramids, but it has certainly become more commercial. Businesses go to great lengths to leverage this connection—often outside our conscious awareness. Case in point: When my kids were younger, the first thing they’d say when traipsing through a hotel lobby is, “Why does it smell so good in here?” They were picking up on the fact that hotels often hire perfumers to create bespoke scents for their properties and then pipe those scents through the HVAC system hoping to induce brand loyalty in their unsuspecting customers. Coffee shops and restaurants commission murals and install local art on their walls with the aim of creating a warm and engaging experience for their customers. And legendary composers like Hans Zimmer play on our heartstrings through the big screen with musical scores that amplify drama and infuse it with subtle layers of emotional meaning. The pounding of drums signals an anxiety-provoking fight scene. The creaky synths and sinister guitars heighten our terror as we realize the ax murderer is already in the house.

			Sensory experiences are such a foundational part of our everyday lives, and have been for so long, that it’s easy to forget what an effect they have on us—I certainly did. And they don’t have to be haphazard moments that randomly affect our emotions; they can be harnessed to proactively shift our emotional landscape. I didn’t have to wait for Journey to come on that day. I could have seen my daughter’s mood sliding precipitously downhill and queued up a playlist on my own. The irony is that while I was fully aware of how powerful our senses are for shifting our emotions, I still didn’t use that information in the moments with my daughter before we got in the car, nor in countless moments before that in my life when I was the one who needed help regulating my emotions.

			When my colleagues and I started combing through the research we quickly unearthed a 2011 study titled “Why Do We Listen to Music?” The researchers found that the primary reason 96 percent of 189 participants used music was to express their emotions and control their mood. Clearly, like me, these subjects were well aware of the link that exists between emotion and music. But if you ask people if they use music intentionally as a tool to regulate their emotions, you get a very different answer.

			My colleague Micaela Rodriguez and I decided to run a series of studies at my lab at the University of Michigan, exploring the emotion regulation strategies of more than two thousand people. First we asked them to think back to a recent experience in which they felt angry, anxious, or sad. Then we asked them to describe the strategies they used to manage their feelings. All we wanted to know is which tools—if any—they used to turn the volume down on their negative emotions. Of all the di-verse strategies the students named across the different studies, between just 10 and 30 percent of participants mentioned listening to music. A similar study by the University of Pennsylvania researcher Angela Duckworth and her colleagues found even starker results: Just 10 out of 577 high school students reported using music to deal with a situation that required self-control (the most common technique the kids said they used was cognitive reframing, which we’ll turn to later).

			It turns out there is plenty of research about how the senses affect our emotions, but very little on how to strategically use our senses to modulate our feelings. The more you look, the more you find a gap between what we know intuitively and what we put into practice. And this is where the opportunity lies.

			Primitive Pathways

			Like satellite dishes mounted to the exterior of cruise ships, our senses pick up critical information from the world that can be analyzed to help us navigate, steer clear of obstacles, and make crucial decisions. And they are powerful movers of emotion: The smell of a romantic partner’s T-shirt can reduce cortisol levels and ease stress, as can petting a dog or hugging a teddy bear. We know that sugar activates dopaminergic pathways in your brain, and chocolate triggers pleasure. And in one seminal study, providing postoperative hospital patients with a view of nature hastened the pace at which they healed. These are small actions that can move our emotions with very little effort.

			Here’s how it works: The sensory cortex is one of the oldest parts of the brain. Located predominantly in the parietal lobe, the top back part of our heads, this hunk of brain matter is responsible for integrating information across our five different sensory modalities. The sensory cortex is exquisitely sensitive, which is important for discerning the difference between a blueberry and a toxic pokeweed berry or between a shout of joy and a shriek of terror.

			At the simplest level, something in the world stimulates our eyes, ears, skin, tongue, or nose, and that information gets turned into electrical impulses that travel through our brain. Once these impulses hit the sensory cortex, the brain makes meaning out of the information it has received. Most of the time these sensory experiences are filed away quickly—the sound of wind through the trees overhead, the sight of the mail carrier walking down the street, the smell of the air freshener in your car. But sometimes, they are important enough to dwell on—like when we need to know whether to avoid the precarious dead tree limb overheard, or whether to approach the mail carrier with a complaint.

			And that’s where emotion comes in.

			While countless sensations a day don’t activate strong emotional responses, many do. There is an evolutionary reason for this: Emotions supercharge the meaning behind certain sensations we perceive to drive our behavior. In other words, when sensation activates an emotional response (fear of the tree limb hanging over your head), the sensory experience (the rattling of branches in the wind) is far more impactful. If the fear didn’t arise, you’d be much less likely to avoid walking directly under that perilous branch.

			So, let’s say you hear the sound of the wind, followed quickly by the clunking of the tree branches. These signals are transmitted to the sensory cortex, and then in turn the sensory cortex fires off other neural signals to networks of brain regions that support emotional responses, which then help us figure out whether we should run or just gaze up in wonder. This sensory-emotion brain pathway has been critical to our survival for millennia; to dodge that lion or eat those mysterious-yet-necessary berries, your senses and your emotions must work together.

			Another adaptive quality of the sensory-emotion pathway is its ability to help us remember the location of the lion’s den and the bush that holds the nonpoisonous berries. After all, in order to learn from the sensory information that we gather, we have to remember it. This is the beauty of adaptation; instead of senses and emotions working together to help us survive just once, we developed a capacity that linked senses and emotions with memory, which helps us survive when the same situation arises in the future. Emotion is like the glue that holds the sensory information and the lesson learned together, so when that same sensory input floods our system next time, we know what to do. This is why the memories we form are stronger and reverberate in our awareness longer when they have an emotional tinge, often due to sensory experience. For instance, the smell of Marlboro cigarettes will forever conjure up memories of car rides with my dad, while a whiff of potato pancakes reminds me of holidays at my bubby’s house no matter what time of year it is.

			A well-known example of how the senses and emotional memories interact is an experience described in Marcel Proust’s famous novel, In Search of Lost Time. In its opening pages the narrator is bowled over by an involuntary memory that springs up when he combines the crumbs of a madeleine cookie with a sip of tea. Dubbed the Proust effect, this phenomenon illustrates how deeply sensation-activated emotional memories can burrow into our brains. The book’s narrator had not thought about mornings with his aunt Léonie for years, but when he bit into that buttery madeleine, the past experience of overwhelming joy came flooding back. The love and wonder of childhood, the bodily sensations of delight. The indescribable quality of innocence. The taste and smell of a cookie and the positive emotions of the past were forever fused together, accessible simply by re-creating the sensory experience.

			What Proust tapped into in his novel is a sensory autobiographical memory pathway that is often the source of positive emotions. For instance, looking at old photographs, listening to Guns N’ Roses, or eating my grandmother’s matzo ball soup sends me directly down different wormholes of nostalgia. Unsurprisingly, research shows that these pleasant Proustian moments can reduce physiological markers of stress and increase positive emotion.

			Naturally, the opposite can be true as well.

			Unpleasant memories are also associated with sensations and can rocket you back into a distressing experience. For people who have been in car crashes, the smell of gas or burning plastic may trigger fear and stress. When smells or tastes trigger a negative reaction, this is known as the Garcia effect, named after a scientist who discovered that when mice were given a meal at the same time they were exposed to nausea-inducing radiation, in the future they would avoid that food. The remarkable part of this phenomenon is that this sensory-learned aversion can be developed after a single learning experience. Because cues to danger are so important, this one hairy situation gets filed away immediately to prepare you for a similar one in the future. This contrasts with most learning, which typically requires many experiences (think about how many times you have to listen to a song to remember the lyrics, or how long it took you to learn the movements of your favorite sport).

			Sight can also send you careening into the past, which I discovered early in my career while trying to construct an experiment to study the neural circuitry underlying people’s experience of social pain. Our biggest head-scratcher was how to elicit intense social pain while also requiring people to lie flat in a cold dark tube also known as an MRI scanner. The solution we stumbled on was to ask participants to look at a picture of the person who recently dumped them and think about how they felt when they were dumped. As anyone who has ever been rejected knows, looking at old photos can bring all that pain rushing back, and it turned out to be quite an effective research strategy: We saw participants’ social pain circuitry activate. But what was fascinating was that parts of the brain that code for physically painful sensations on the body were also activated by the social rejection memory. So not only did looking at the photo induce emotionally distressing experiences; it also had neural physical pain associations. The takeaway? When people say rejection “hurts,” they may actually be referring to literal physical pain in their body. That’s how strong this sensory pathway is.

			When we understand the primitive and foundational nature of the relationship between emotion and sensation, it becomes easy to see why we take it for granted. It’s hardwired within us—in the same way we don’t consciously think about lifting our legs to run, feeling the breeze on our face, listening to the chirping of the birds returning in April, or smiling after that first slurp of a summer milkshake. We touch, taste, smell, look, listen. Then we experience fear, excitement, joy, or nostalgia. Coupling sensation with emotion just comes naturally to us. Which is one of the reasons it’s so powerful. Another reason?

			We’re lazy.

			The Law of Least Work

			One well-known phenomenon that cuts across disciplines such as psychology, behavioral economics, and neuroscience is the law of least work—which means that all things being equal, organisms (including humans) tend to choose the path of least physical and mental effort. For example, if your goal is to reduce stress and you know that both listening to a song and writing in your journal for an hour will do the trick, which one do you think you’ll choose? Good money is on the song because it is less physically effortful and doesn’t require you to concentrate.

			When it comes to mental effort, the law of least work operates because humans are “cognitive misers,” which means we prefer actions that preserve our mental resources. As a result, we often unconsciously choose the path of least resistance rather than using our brainpower to seek out something new. Because of the volume of information that we take in on a minute-to-minute basis and the limited amount of resources we have to focus at any given moment, the more shortcuts the better. An example: Without even thinking about it, I take the same route to the grocery store every time I go. There are a handful of different ways I could get there. Yet, when I pull out of my driveway, I don’t even think about it. It’s not a conscious choice; my bias is to take the default route because I can drive it without having to focus. It has become a rutted groove in my brain that’s nice and smooth. Taking a different path would require more mental friction. Effort, whether it is physical or cognitive, depletes our resources. So, if given the choice, our brain would like to just sit on the couch, eat chocolate, and binge-watch, thank you very much.

			The law of least work helps us conserve critical resources, sure, but it’s a major obstacle when it comes to managing our emotions. Many of the strategies that we can use to suppress our reactions, to reframe a distressing situation, or to distract ourselves are effective but effortful; they take time and energy to successfully implement. This is one of the reasons people think self-control is so hard. Managing our emotions is often hard to do. But when we use the primitive pathways of sensation, we access a relatively effortless way to shift.

			Professional swimmers like Michael Phelps are masters of conserving energy, both physical and mental. They will shave off all their body hair to gain a few milliseconds. Michael Phelps conserves cognitive energy by using a sensory experience to help him mentally prepare for competition. In the 2016 Olympic games in Rio, Phelps had a viral moment when he was caught on camera making a very intense facial expression as he was listening to the hip-hop artist Future’s “Stick Talk.” Phelps has often talked about the motivational impact of listening to music before a race, how it helps him relax, get in the zone, and perform at a higher level.

			When you use your senses to shift emotions, you are piggybacking on ancient neural pathways that allow the act of shifting itself to be so easy it can even be unconscious. Sensation pushes emotion around well before the cognitive control system even engages. Person-to-person touch affects emotion within milliseconds, as does soothing self-touch, like when you rub your chin or temples. Our neurobiology is almost instantly changed by touch, bathing our brain in feel-good chemicals such as oxytocin and dopamine. Taste takes a little longer to process at around two hundred milliseconds, while fear-related triggers can jack into our brain network so quickly that we often aren’t even aware of the sensory inputs. If a deer leaps into your headlights on a dark night, you’ve probably yanked the wheel before your mind has formed the word “deer”—and whether you’ve managed to avoid a wreck or have careened off the road is largely a matter of chance. In some brain imaging studies, emotional networks showed activation well before the subjects became aware they were even viewing scary images.

			The speed of the sensation-emotion pathways is important because what sets sensory tools apart from many other emotion regulation tools is that they can change emotions even when you’re distracted or under stress (which, of course, is when we often need to manage our emotions most). To state the obvious: For an emotion regulation tool to work, you have to actually use it. And that is where so many attempts to help people control their emotions fail, especially in moments of extreme negative emotion, which sap us of the very resources we need to use effortful tools. Talking to a trusted friend every day and journaling are wonderful strategies for shifting our emotions, and many people use them successfully. But plenty of people don’t, because they take more effort and time than often feels feasible. Case in point: In 2020 my team administered a large study on coping with anxiety during the COVID pandemic in which we asked people to report on the tools they used each day to manage their anxiety. Journaling was one of the most effective strategies. It was also one of the most rarely used.

			Using effortful emotion regulation tools is often effective, but they require time and concentration. Sensation, on the other hand, is like taking a neural bullet train instead. Studies show that if you drink something sweet, your body feels the emotional effects even if you’re distracted. Touching your face during a memory task in which you have to remember the shape of something can be soothing. If your stomach is churning on your way to a first date, it’s unlikely that you’ll have the time or inclination to pause and journal about your embarrassment. But if you can lower the volume on your anxiety by opening your phone and scrolling through some pictures of baby pandas? The pandas will win that competition.

			Capitalizing on sensory experiences to shift your emotions is one of the easiest strategies for emotion regulation that you’ll find in this book, and when it comes to shifting your emotions, ease is power. And yet, as with most good things in life, there is a shadow side to the ease with which our sensory apparatus can steer our emotions.

			Sometimes, we unwittingly let our senses pull us in unwanted directions. Research shows that when people are feeling bad, for example, they naturally lean into sensory experiences that perpetuate that negativity, a phenomenon called the emotional congruency effect. It reflects the reality that when many of us are feeling brokenhearted, we don’t reflexively queue up Lizzo’s “Good as Hell” to lift our spirits. Instead, we dive deep into Adele’s backlist of moody, lovelorn ballads. This is not necessarily a bad thing. It’s fine to want to roll around in your sadness at times. After all, as we’ve already discussed, when experienced in the right proportions, negative emotions have their benefits. But being passively pushed around by the emotional congruency effect is not great if you’d really like to feel better.

			Unharnessed sensory experiences can get us into trouble in other ways too: Who doesn’t feel good with a mouthful of chocolate cake? Food is one of life’s greatest pleasures. The same goes for sex. These are sensory experiences that we can use to punctuate our lives with more positive emotions. But like anything, overuse of these sensory experiences can become an emotional crutch that provides us with a short-term boost at the expense of long-term costs when we engage in chronic emotional eating or risky sexual behavior. What started out as a need for a little joy in a difficult moment can quickly turn into an emotional or physical problem. This underscores the need for us to intentionally harness our senses to turn the dial on our emotions up or down.

			Sensation’s Secret Side Doors

			The last thing you’d think that Chayce Baldwin has time for is baking. He’s a grad student in a demanding PhD program (mine), who works in a research lab (also mine), and he’s the dad of two toddlers (adorable, but not my responsibility, thankfully—my kids sleep through the night now). This is a man who is often running on little sleep and a major time deficit. But when I asked him what his go-to strategy was when he was feeling stressed, his answer was immediate: “Bread.”

			Bread baking is not famous for being a fast process; even Chayce describes it as slow and meditative. But he says the sensory benefits of the experience hit immediately, the way the smell of coffee gives you a lift long before the caffeine enters your bloodstream. The minute his hands sink into the dough, his whirring thoughts and emotions start to settle.

			“With sourdough, the live starter can differ from day to day,” he said. “That means when I go into the kitchen to bake, I’ve gotta get my hands in there and pay close attention to how it feels; the stretch, the texture, the consistency, and all those things play into how I engage with it that day. The recipe changes every time, and you have to smell it, feel it, taste it. The senses are a huge part of it.”

			What Chayce is describing is a kind of sensory bundle—an immersive experience that hits multiple sensory channels at once. Within seconds of starting a new batch, he feels better—more grounded, more calm, more clear—which is ultimately what drives him into the kitchen, more so than the taste of warm, tangy bread that eventually comes out at the end, which is really just a bonus.

			What stuck out to me about Chayce’s answer to my question, though, was how aware and intentional he was. He knew baking bread helped him manage his emotions, he knew why it worked, and he was willing to drop everything and make the time, even on the most pressured of days. As I’ve watched his Instagram feed fill up with images of gorgeous crispy loaves, I’ve started to think of them as a “shifting diary,” in a sense: every post marking a moment he decided to actively shape his emotional experience.

			In retrospect, that moment all those years ago at the a cappella show was a wonderful experience and a lost opportunity. I left the concert feeling a distinct emotional shift. But I didn’t take with me the new tool I had discovered. Instead, I just kept bumbling along, occasionally benefiting from sensory shifters for the next twenty years until I figured out how to use them more proactively. Now I see my car radio as an emotion regulation machine—a device that provides me with seemingly infinite options for changing the gradations of my mood. Instead of leaving this up to chance as I did as a lost freshman, we can use our senses strategically and skillfully to change our emotions.

			The ability to shift our emotional life through sensation has been with us since we were embryos (touch is the first sense to be developed). We are all born with emotional side doors that can be opened to help us shift from one emotional state to the next. But what works for each of us is wildly variable: For you the local botanical garden might be the place you go to reshape your emotional state; for someone else it might be a monster truck rally and all the accompanying noise that serves to shift them out of the blues and into a more joyful state.

			We talked about how all emotions—even the tough ones—have something to tell us and can be guides through life, and that’s true. But we’ve also talked about how when they stick around too long, they can start to outlive their usefulness. That’s certainly true of loneliness—something that’s been so widespread even United States Surgeon General Vivek Murthy has referred to the “loneliness epidemic.” Feelings of loneliness can certainly push us to connect with others, but when people have exhausted themselves trying, or are cut off from others for reasons beyond their control, that deep ache, that longing, can become physical, a suffering with no recourse. In a pilot study we ran asking people how they coped with feelings of loneliness when they were in that place of suffering, something we noticed was (a) how different everyone’s answers were and (b) how several of them had gone straight to the senses. A few of the strategies they described:

			
					
					going into an ice cream shop to experience the nostalgic smell of waffle cones baking, evoking memories of summer days with friends (scent)

				

					
					putting his toes in the surf at the beach near his house and focusing on the rough sand and the pull of the waves, feeling that his problems were small in comparison to the vastness of the ocean (touch)

				

					
					to cope after the death of a parent, another reported looking up at the sky full of birds in flight: a sight that made her realize that she was a human being experiencing all kinds of emotions, including loneliness, which softened the sharpness of that feeling (sight)

				

			

			In a moment of deep loneliness, a colleague of mine described feeling so unsettled that he jumped in the car to drive himself to his local beach with his surfboard: “On my drive over, there is a steep road that goes downhill and suddenly reveals the sun setting above the ocean…. I put on some songs from my favorite band, Sumbuck. I got to the beach. It was golden hour. I got on my surfboard and caught a few waves…. I didn’t see anyone at the beach—I was completely alone. And yet I felt connected. I didn’t feel lonely at all.” He’d thrown himself into an experience that hit all five senses: the sight of a beautiful sunset, the smell and taste of the salt waves, the tactical sensation of flying over the water, the sound of waves—even big, deep, sharp emotions can be washed out with that many sensory channels open.

			And as much as you can use this tool to push yourself quickly toward feel-good emotions, you can also use it to explore the more difficult ones—at a time of your choosing.

			Anytime you’ve put on a sad song to cry along to when you’re alone, or a horror movie to have a little fun with fear in a no-risk way, you’ve done this. Although research in this area remains ongoing, it’s very possible that leaning into difficult or complicated emotions in a safe space when we’re ready and open to them can help us work through loss and change, and has the potential to help us feel less ambushed by those emotions when they pop up unexpectedly.

			Knowing which senses, and what triggers for those senses work for you, is the first step. And that’s as easy as experimenting with the five sensory channels and figuring out which ones give you the biggest, most immediate benefits without excessive cost. So, before we go on, take a moment to consider the following questions:

			
					
					Which one or two of the five senses pack the biggest punch?

				

					
					And which comes with the lowest cost?

				

			

			For me, the answer to question 1 would be taste and sound—food and music are both powerful shifters for me—but question 2 helps me hone my go-to shifter, because for me leaning too far into taste does come with a cost. The sensory delight of dessert, I admit, has a potent effect on my emotional state: My worries and cares melt away as soon as the chocolate peanut butter cup hits my lips. But if I used this tool every time I felt stressed, my health would suffer, undermining the whole point of the tool. Taste (and chocolate peanut butter cups) are one of the great pleasures of being alive, so I’d never deny myself completely, but as my sensory shifter go-to music is the one. It’s immediate, it’s effective, it’s zero cost. I have a playlist on my phone for different moods I want to shift into, and I use them multiple times a week. And the key is that they’re already there on my phone, just a button tap away.

			In the midst of big emotions, we’re often blind to where these doors are, or even that they exist. So I’d suggest identifying a few sensory shifters right now that you’d like to try using intentionally and give them a test drive. Petting a dog, hugging the warm body of someone you love (as long as it is mutually desired!), running your hand over a cedar branch to release the scent—these all have unique, individual effects on our nervous systems. So, do some experimenting and start collecting the ones that are your personal sensory prescription.

			The real tool here is often just noticing these opportunities and focusing on the sensory experience of that task, instead of letting it slip by unnoticed. And look for those “sensory bundles,” such as cooking or immersion in nature; experiences that braid more than one sensory channel together activate multiple sensory pathways in the brain, generating a multipronged experience. Which brings us to another shifter in our emotion regulation toolbox: attention.

			Part of what we’re doing when we tap into a sensory experience is diverting our attention away from feelings of stress, sadness, or worry. However, we don’t need to rely on external sensations alone to divert our attention. Humans have developed a set of brain systems for steering our attention toward or away from different aspects of the world, and that includes our own emotions. To see how what we pay attention to can either help or hurt us when it comes to emotion regulation, we need to address the puzzle that’s perplexed me since I was a child.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			The Myth of Universal Approach: Attention Shifters

			In a video from the mid 1990s, an old woman’s face fills the frame. It was filmed before the era of high-definition television, making the image resolution a little fuzzy to the modern eye. The piece of furniture over her right shoulder is hard to discern. It could be an ornate shelf, or maybe a lamp. She has short reddish-brown hair and warm brown eyes. Gold hoops with white baubles hang down from her ears to match her necklace and tasteful red suit jacket. Her deeply lined face fills with emotion as she describes the last moment that she saw her father, fifty-five years earlier.

			The woman’s neatly painted eyebrows knit together, and she leans forward as she repeats in a thick accent what he said to her: “My daughter, my child. Get dressed. They’re killing already on the streets, they don’t take like they used to take, you know, they’re killing on the streets. Get dressed.”

			When she says the words “I never saw him again” to the interviewer, she doesn’t break eye contact, but soon emotion overwhelms her. Her eyes drop to the floor, and she wipes her nose with her hand. Before she can go on with the story of how she escaped her father’s fate, she dabs her eyes with a well-used tissue and takes a deep breath.

			Her voice is still thick with grief when she continues the story: the screaming in the streets, the confusion about where to run to next, and finally the decision to hide in a giant box in the house she was sheltering in all day and through the night. It was a decision that would save her life and lead to innumerable other decisions, including the one fifty-five years later, to tell her story to a stranger so memories like hers wouldn’t be lost to history.

			In 1993, the Tower of Faces exhibit at the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington, D.C. had just gone up. I went with my family to see it; the story of my grandparents and their little lost town was featured. I still remember looking at the photos of her and my grandfather, and other young people from their town, most of whom had not survived. They looked out at us in black-and-white and sepia tones—typical young people captured on film before the war, before all the trauma that changed them. I was only thirteen, but I remember realizing the weight of it all: The people in those pictures were not so much older than me.

			When I was researching this book, and pulled up the full, unabridged version of my grandmother’s interview, I kept backing up the tape to those moments of profound emotion. She tells her story with a depth of sadness that wasn’t frequently visible to me growing up (“Why” is a crooked letter, after all). Knowing her story as I do, I have struggled to understand how the kind of human suffering that she endured could be so effectively stoppered. In my experience of her, she was the archetypal Greatest Generation grandma—loving, strong-willed, and fanatical about cooking and taking care of her family. So where did all that emotion go? How did she manage to keep it locked up inside, and did she suffer for it?

			The prevailing wisdom—from the therapeutic community to social media wellness influencers, and even to much of the mainstream research in the emotion regulation space—is that to deal with negative emotions, we must face them head-on. Until we deal with them, they’ll stay inside us, growing more powerful as time goes on. Avoidance, we think, is unhealthy. Distracting yourself is, in the long term, a damaging practice. What the question really boils down to is this: When hard emotions surface, what should you do with your attention?

			Attention is the mental spotlight that determines what information enters our awareness. Most of the time this spotlight is on autopilot. It whips around to whatever loud noise or scary intrusive thought pops up. But one of the qualities that distinguishes us from every other species on this planet is our capacity to consciously direct our attention wherever we choose. We can focus on a thought, feeling, or object for long periods of time when we want to, even when it’s difficult. Likewise, if something unpleasant has our attention, we can swing the spotlight away and refuse to look at it if we don’t want to. In one case, you are approaching the object with your spotlight; in the other, you’re avoiding it. These are the two poles of attention that we toggle between constantly, and because we often do it automatically, we forget just how much it matters.

			It’s not always easy to point our attentional spotlight where we want, to keep it there without distraction or sometimes yank it away from something particularly salient. But we can direct and manipulate it, to varying degrees depending on the context, and what we give our attention to profoundly shapes our emotional experiences. We know this intuitively, even if we are not conscious of it. Let’s say an intrusive worry pops into your mind about whether your upcoming flight is going to get canceled because of bad weather and derail your vacation. Focusing on that worry (refreshing the weather app every five minutes) or not (deciding to write that overdue work memo) has remarkably different emotional ramifications. You could go deeper into rumination, or you could brush off the intrusive thought, shift out of worry, and do something productive.

			But in some situations, we don’t have the luxury of immediately turning our spotlight away from what is distressing. Sometimes we just have to deal with what is in front of us—the car accident we just experienced, the fight we’re having with our friend, or the alarming test results we just got back from the doctor. We can’t look away in the moment because the concern requires immediate attention.

			But what about the times when we can?

			A significant part of our emotional lives isn’t about what we’re currently facing; it’s about the aftermath of an event or anticipation of the future. The dramatic life events, yesterday’s foibles, tomorrow’s potential for rejection—these are the emotional experiences that frequently activate our hearts and minds. What do you do when you can’t stop thinking about that mildly inappropriate joke you told last night in front of your boss’s boss? What do you do when you want to fall to your knees in front of the refrigerator because a wave of grief over the death of a sibling just flooded your system? How do you keep moving through your day even when the emotional gremlins living in your head feel like they are tearing the place apart? Do you look away from your sadness about the end of a relationship and feel better, but at the risk of letting the despair rebound?

			Unlike my grandmother, many people believe there’s only one answer to these questions: Confront your emotions. It turns out both science and everyday life experience teach us that the answer is much more complex.

			Walking into the Fire

			One of the reasons I went to graduate school was to gain some clarity about the emotional forces that in so many ways define our time on earth. Imagine my excitement when a few weeks into classes I came across a classic paper titled “Emotional Processing of Fear” that gave me exactly what I was looking for: an elegant and simple framework for understanding what goes on in our minds when we have recurring negative experiences—and how to rid ourselves of them.

			Edna Foa and Michael Kozak focused their paper on fear, but their ideas apply easily to other negative emotions that keep reverberating in awareness as well. A recurrent negative experience could run the gamut from the overwhelming terror you experience when you see a spider, to rumination about a perceived romantic failure. Foa and Kozak’s framework for understanding these experiences is simple: Fear occurs when you activate “a mental representation” of something that you’ve interpreted as a threat. To put it simply, your brain has identified something that is scary and hooked it to an image, memory, or thought in your mind. When that threat-associated image, memory, or thought crops up, you feel fear. For instance, if you were in a car accident, you have memories of that experience, and every time those memories are activated (by a bad dream, an intrusive thought, a smell), you feel distress.

			You can think about these mental representations as hard-to-watch videos of events that happened in the past, are happening in the present, or will happen in the future. When significant negative experiences happen to us, it often feels as if we can’t stop thinking about them. We do this because our brain is trying to make meaning but has hit a snag and is trying to course correct. Maybe we did something that is out of sync with our sense of self (“If I’m a good person, how could I have hurt my friend like that?”). Maybe our sense of physical safety in our home is disrupted after a recent burglary (“I thought this environment wasn’t a threat; now it is”). Maybe we feel socially rejected by people we thought cared about us (“What does it say about me that this person no longer wants to be my friend?”). We have systems in our minds dedicated to monitoring for these kinds of meaning-making snafus that shift into high gear when they are detected, pulling our attention toward resolving the issue. It’s almost as if our mind keeps looping the tape and hitting the pause button, hoping we’ll solve the puzzle so we can delete the tape.

			What got me so excited about Foa and Kozak’s framework was how elegantly—and simply—it illustrates the attentional crossroads we find ourselves at when we are struggling with recurrent negative experiences. Our brain is telling us to stop and fix this, and it won’t let us rest until we do. So, we have to make a choice. Do we focus our attention on the nagging feeling that keeps popping up? Or do we move our attentional spotlight somewhere else and hope it goes away? Approach the problem (look at it, edit the tape) or avoid it (look away, distract yourself).

			Foa and Kozak advocate for approaching negative experiences that you just can’t shake. They point out that these representations will stick around until you intervene to rework them. Chronically avoiding them, according to their theory, allows them to linger and metastasize. So Foa and Kozak say to do the opposite: Face what you’re scared of, and when you do, you’ll see it’s not as bad as you think. Approaching the feared object or experience repeatedly will update the mental representation, which will change the emotional experience and stop the looping tape. The idea is that the more you come in contact with the thing you are afraid of (for example, a spider), the more you’ll learn that the outcome you are afraid of won’t come to fruition (most spider bites won’t send you to the hospital), and over time you learn that there’s nothing to be afraid of. And as we saw with Bandura’s snake experiment in chapter 2, you also become more self-efficacious, learning you can handle the difficult emotions related to the fear when they arise.

			With all this in mind, it’s easy to see why I was concerned about my grandmother. I knew that she had traumatic, harrowing experiences in her past. And I also knew that for the most part she didn’t approach them. According to a preponderance of the research, approaching these negative experiences rather than avoiding them would have been helpful to her as a survivor of a major traumatic event. But why then would we have evolved the capacity to avoid in the first place? And why was my grandmother doing so well if avoidance is always so bad? Is it possible that sometimes avoidance can be helpful?

			What Dennis Rodman and My Grandmother Had in Common

			In June 1998, the Chicago Bulls were ahead of the Utah Jazz in the NBA Finals two games to one. If they won the series, it would be the team’s second “three-peat” (three championships in a row) and a historic moment in basketball. Game four was in a few days, and the team led by Michael Jordan and Scottie Pippen had two days of practice and media events in the meantime. The Bulls were feeling confident, but there was a problem.

			Dennis Rodman was missing.

			The league’s best rebounder and most famous bad boy had skipped practice and a mandatory press conference. Not to ice a sore ankle or take some family time, but to appear at a World Championship Wrestling match in Detroit sitting next to Hulk Hogan, smoking a cigar, and trash-talking.

			If the world was shocked, the Bulls head coach, Phil Jackson, was not. Like everyone else, he knew all about Rodman’s freewheeling life off the court: dating celebrities, like Madonna and Carmen Electra, throwing wild parties, dressing in a wedding gown and claiming to marry himself. He’d also been badgered by the press earlier that year when he’d skipped town mid-season for what was supposed to be a forty-eight-hour Las Vegas “vacation” that turned into a four-day escape. But after two successful championship seasons together, Jackson knew that Rodman’s ability to maintain almost inhuman levels of hustle and tenacity on the court depended on his ability to get some distance from it all on occasion. As Rodman’s teammate Steve Kerr put it, “Dennis was bizarre, but I think what made it work was Phil and Michael’s understanding that to get the most out of him on the court, you had to give him some rope. And they gave him a lot of rope.”

			When I look at Rodman’s antics, I see more than just a party boy shirking his responsibilities. I see someone strategically using distraction and avoidance to regulate their emotions. Rodman’s determination to step away from the stress and anxiety of such a high-pressure position was an effective counterbalance to his focus and determination on game day. This was something that as a good coach Jackson understood. Reflecting on this years later, Rodman said, “I think Phil realized that I needed to always do me, just go do what I do. They’re gonna get one hundred percent when I’m on the court.”

			Rodman’s unusual approach to dealing with the intense pressure put on an NBA star worked for him. Not only did he continue to perform at a high level after his bender in Las Vegas, but in the fourth game of the Finals Rodman grabbed fourteen rebounds in just over twenty-nine minutes of play (for reference, fifteen rebounds on average per game made Rodman the leading league rebounder during the regular season). The Bulls won the fourth game and would go on to win their sixth NBA championship in eight years. Rodman had cemented his Hall of Fame career and remains one of the most famous defensive players of all time. And he did all this by doing what many people think is antithetical to effective regulation: building a healthy dose of avoidance into his demanding, high-profile career.

			As for my grandmother, I’d puzzled over her apparent avoidance for years. I’d swing between worrying that she “bottled up” her emotions about that traumatic time in an unhealthy way and wondering if she was an aberration—a woman with a psychological superpower. But the septuagenarian that I watched describe her father’s last words in the video was not a stoic. She was suffused with emotion, shot right back into the past, fully feeling the reverberations of her trauma. I wasn’t wrong that my grandmother suppressed emotion in her day-to-day life. She certainly did. But what I didn’t understand, at least not then, was that her superpower wasn’t denial; it was her ability to flexibly deploy her attention to what she’d endured.

			Watching that video of my grandmother at the Holocaust Museum led to a conversation with my mother in which I learned that my view of Bubby’s emotional life was only partial. According to my mother, there was a lot about my grandmother I hadn’t perceived as a child. I saw her as mostly avoidant. But according to my mother, my grandmother would talk about her experiences during the war to other people. My mother remembers them running into an old friend of my grandmother’s in the grocery store one day. This friend, it turned out, had been in hiding with my grandmother in the Polish woods. On the car ride home from the store, Bubby talked to my mother at length about the experiences she’d been through with this friend during the war. It became clear that my grandmother hadn’t completely shut down about that time, as it sometimes seemed from the outside; she just selectively engaged in those memories and emotions.

			This broader understanding of my grandmother unlocked a mystery that I had unknowingly been trying to solve since my early days of gorging myself on potato latkes and noodle kugel in her kitchen. My grandmother was a person who had endured unimaginable trauma that had never been “dealt with” in any formal way (therapy was heavily stigmatized in the postwar culture my grandmother was raised in). And yet neither her harrowing experiences nor her lack of vocalization about the ordeal seemed to have a lasting detrimental impact on her life. For all the tumult of her twenties and thirties—escaping genocide, homelessness, forced migration, and poverty—my grandmother’s life was bookended by happiness and fulfillment. She immigrated to the United States, nurtured her family, and became a contented person who just happened to have an extraordinarily difficult past.

			My grandmother did not “face” her trauma the way many in society today consider healthy: no therapy, stages of grieving, or outward displays of being “in touch” with her feelings. She compartmentalized her grief and faced it sporadically. And by all accounts, that seemingly stoic, avoidant approach worked for her.

			Meanwhile, the misperception that when it comes to emotions, avoidance is always toxic persists. I call it the myth of universal approach—the idea that we should always confront, express, and process our difficult feelings because avoiding them prolongs the agony, perpetuating our distress. Aristotle was one of the first to suggest this idea, and Freud popularized it centuries later. Fast-forward to the present, where words such as “compartmentalize” and “suppress” and “denial” appear on social media, often in a negative light.

			There are good reasons that this myth of universal approach persists. Foa and Kozak’s work, along with decades of research by others, has found that avoidance can be damaging long term. Studies show that coping with stressful situations by chronically avoiding, denying, or downplaying can make the problem more upsetting and is strongly linked with anxiety and depression. This finding holds up among many different demographics, from college students to cardiac patients. One study that followed adults over ten years showed that “avoidance coping” not only predicted future depression but also created more problems for individuals over time.

			Simply put, there’s no doubt that chronic avoidance is bad. It’s a blunt instrument being used to fix a wide variety of emotional difficulties—as if the only tool you owned for home improvement projects were a hammer. But what we tend to forget is that hammers are good for certain jobs. Not every job, maybe not even most jobs, but some jobs. This is where the world of psychology falls prey to the human bias to oversimplify, sorting things into good versus bad categories. The regulation tools that are based on approaching our emotions are often considered universally good, and the coping mechanisms we use to avoid our emotions are considered universally bad. In recent years, research uncovering more about how the body and brain work to help us regulate emotions indicates that turning away from a distressing situation is a core feature of an evolutionary gift that we all have—the psychological immune system.

			The Psychological Immune System

			Distraction takes advantage of one of our built-in emotional regulators: the psychological immune system. Just as our regular immune system deals with physical threats, our psychological immune system deals with psychological threats. There are different components to this immune system, but one of the most important is time. Our emotions follow a natural time course: The further you get away from the inciting incident of distress, the more the sharpness of the emotion fades. While certain traumatic experiences linger, most experiences have an emotional peak that slopes downward over time, allowing us to gain distance from it.

			The trick is, we need to distract ourselves for long enough to let time do its work. Instead of firing back a frustrated response to a work email, you slam your laptop shut; when you come back to it the next morning, you find you’re much less angry. In the middle of an escalating fight with a sibling you decide to take a time-out and walk away; when you come back to the conversation, your resentment has been metabolized away. You experience a painful breakup and want nothing but to stay home and wallow in your misery; you’re surprised to find that when your friends drag you out dancing for the evening, you have a wonderful time. The old adage “time heals all wounds” may rankle us when we’re in the moment grappling with tough feelings, but the fundamental truth of it holds up under scientific scrutiny (well, except for the word “all”; it’s more scientifically precise to say “most”).

			Every person’s psychological immune system is different and responds in complex ways to different situations. The same goes for the individualized nature of our emotional experiences. This is one of the problems with a blanket disavowal of any emotion regulation tool. Chronic avoidance is bad, but chronic approach can be problematic as well. Talking about your experience, working through your emotions with other people, and getting professional help are all considered the status quo regimen for how to cope in a healthy way. Much of the time, that is exactly what you need.

			But not all of the time.

			Studies show that on average, if you are a person who tends toward avoidance after a stressful or traumatic event you tend to do worse. However, these studies don’t focus on people, like my grandmother and Dennis Rodman, who use avoidance flexibly—meaning strategically and instrumentally—and pivot to expression when necessary. They have a hammer and a screwdriver in their toolbox. They are the ones who pivot intuitively between avoiding and expressing their emotions, depending on the context—to their benefit.

			Recent research shows that when we study resilience among a broad swath of people, we see that the tools for “healthy” coping are far more varied than the myth of universal approach would have us believe.

			Flex It

			When the towers fell on 9/11, George Bonanno, a leading expert on resilience, was living in Manhattan, just a mile north of ground zero. Like most people in the city at that time, he was rocked by the tragedy and wanted to do everything he could to help. George had devoted his life to understanding how people manage suffering and thrive in the face of despair. He knew that when misfortune, trauma, and distress strike, there are strategies that help and strategies that can make things worse. So, instead of volunteering at ground zero or giving blood, he decided to do what only he could: research what might really help people manage these difficult emotions.

			In the aftermath of the tragedy, much of the mental health assistance provided in New York City was based on the idea that it’s better to encourage people to talk through their emotions. In fact, legions of therapists from all over the country were sent in to help first responders, families of victims, and people who were in proximity to the attacks. But even before 9/11, George had been seeing evidence that a singular “approach” strategy doesn’t work for everyone. So here’s what he did: First, he brought a hundred and one New York City undergraduates into the lab and talked to them about what they had experienced in the days since 9/11. Since it was an experiment, he measured how distressed each student was, which provided George and his team with a baseline for how well the students were dealing with their emotions.

			Over the course of the next three months George brought the students back into his lab. It was then that he and his team looked more closely at how they approached and avoided their emotions. To do this, they sat the students down in front of a computer and a one-way mirror and told them they would be viewing both positive and negative images on a screen. Knowing they would be judged by an invisible participant in the next room, the students had to do their best to express or suppress their feelings at different points in time during the experiment. Expression is a form of approach, or confronting your emotions, while suppression is avoidance. How well the “judge” in the next room could tell what emotions they were experiencing (or not) showed how skilled each participant was at tuning their emotions up and down.

			Eighteen months later, George’s team checked in with the students to see how they were doing and measured their levels of distress once again. They discovered that the participants who performed best on the initial task—those who were able to both express and suppress emotion successfully—were best able to cope in the wake of 9/11. What Bonanno found was that a person’s capacity to flexibly deploy their attention—both avoiding and approaching—was the best predictor of resilience.

			Think of your ability to express and suppress emotion as the equivalent of push-ups and pull-ups. Being able to switch back and forth between these exercises is a good measure of your strength and agility. Likewise, Bonanno’s study was testing the ability of the students to toggle between expressing and suppressing their emotions. The people who were best at switching back and forth between the two showed a higher degree of flexibility. They could focus their attention on the hard emotions, and they could also move their spotlight away from the tough stuff to get temporary relief. The positive outcomes for the best “switchers” suggest that avoidance is a key part of flexibility, and that flexibility is a key indicator of resilience. This is exactly what Dennis Rodman and my grandmother were doing: Rodman with his let-loose excursions and my grandmother with her occasional emotional confessions on the way home from the grocery store.

			Bonanno’s research was just the beginning of a tectonic shift toward embracing a less binary view of what constitutes “healthy” versus “unhealthy” emotion regulation and the acceptance of the idea that this kind of flexibility is linked with better psychological health. Being responsive to a changing world is a prerequisite for adaptation and survival. (This is also why we likely evolved the capacity to experience both negative and positive emotions—to help us respond to a world that’s always in flux.) We use our attention flexibly all the time to approach or avoid things in the service of our physical health: We avoid the poison berries and approach the blueberries. Why would our emotional lives be any different? Why would we rely only on approach to maintain mental health?

			We wouldn’t and we don’t.

			Do You Need a Hammer or a Screwdriver?

			Understanding whether to avoid or approach a given situation starts by self-assessing. Ask yourself: Is what I’m doing working? Is it making me feel better about the problem in front of me?

			When avoidance works, it might look like this: You say something regrettable at a party, but instead of worrying about it, you choose to distract yourself by watching funny videos later that evening. If you find that brings you some relief, and the concern doesn’t resurface down the road (no sleepless nights like Luisa in chapter 2), that counts as working.

			When approach works, it might look like this: You spend time thinking about a mistake you made—let’s say you betrayed a friend’s confidence—but ultimately you learn something valuable. By reflecting on the betrayal and your feelings of guilt, you now see the fuller picture and realize that the temporary high of sharing gossip wasn’t worth making your friend feel bad. In this case, approaching the difficult truth allows you to grow and move beyond the experience.

			It’s important to know that a strategy doesn’t need to be free from negative emotions to work well. Sometimes approaching the things that are bothering us can be painful in the moment but helpful over time.

			In both cases, if approaching or avoiding is working for you, no need to overthink it. Just keep doing your thing.

			What if it’s not working?

			If it’s not working for you, that’s a cue to switch to another form of attention deployment (approach → avoid or vice versa) or another tool altogether (we’ll talk about plenty in the book).

			When approach isn’t working, the biggest warning sign is chatter (getting stuck in a negative thought loop), which I wrote about in my first book. This can feel as though you are stuck in a traffic circle with no exit, circling the same situation, thoughts, and feelings in your mind over and over again. In other words, you’re focused on the problem, but you’re not making any progress toward working through it.

			Another unhelpful form of approach is if you keep dredging up negative experiences that aren’t actually bothering you. What does that look like? A personal example: When I was twelve, my parents got divorced. There was the usual tension and fighting and acrimony, not to mention the fact that in the early 1990s, I was one of the only “divorce kids” I knew. It wasn’t a fun time, to be sure. But the only time I think about it is when my dad brings it up. Which, to my continuing dismay, is quite often. He thinks I still haven’t “processed” the divorce and encourages me to open up about it with him. While I appreciate his concern, his well-intentioned requests to talk about it end up doing more harm than good. I am not a natural avoider; in fact, there are plenty of aspects of my childhood that I could talk about for days. But I talked and thought about my parents’ divorce extensively when it happened. It is not a current source of confusion, or resentment, or unaired grievance. The simple fact is that my psychological immune system cleared whatever painful feelings I had about my parents’ divorce a long, long time ago.

			If something doesn’t keep cropping up, there’s a good chance you’re not harboring some invisible wound that will fester and ruin your life decades down the road. Sometimes, because of the myth of universal approach, this can be hard for people to believe.

			Next, let’s look at when avoidance isn’t working. When we talk about unhealthy forms of avoidance, there are three signs to watch for.

			Warning Sign 1: You try not to think about a problem, but you keep thinking about it. Maybe you go to the movies to avoid thinking about a fight with your best friend, but every plot point reminds you of your failed communication. Or maybe you thought you weren’t harboring resentment about your spouse’s infidelity, but every time you fight, your anger comes barreling into the conversation. The reason? Sometimes our psychological immune system alone can’t fully handle the emotional turmoil. Intrusive, repetitive negative thoughts (chatter) are one of the hallmark indicators that this is the case.

			Warning Sign 2: You find yourself chronically relying on substances such as drugs and alcohol, or engaging in compulsive sex, gambling, or eating. These are all well-known distraction methods because the relief they provide is powerful, but usually temporary, and almost always harmful in the long term. These avoidant coping mechanisms are big, bright red flags.

			Warning Sign 3: You find yourself constantly seeking reassurance. This behavior looks like approach, but it is actually avoidance. A good example of this is Luisa, from chapter 2, who found herself obsessively reading medical articles online trying to find a fix for her daughter’s peanut allergy. On the surface, it looks as if she were approaching her anxiety by doing something about it: trying to solve the problem of her daughter’s allergy. Who can blame her? But if you look at the fact that her emotional turmoil was making it hard for her to sleep, work, and parent, you see that there’s more going on. She wasn’t actually confronting the fear of her daughter’s death and approaching it in a healthy way. She was scouring the internet to avoid addressing that possibility, convinced that if she could only “fix it,” then her anxiety and fear would go away. Other common examples of unhealthy reassurance seeking: desperately trying to find evidence that everything will be okay (unnecessary medical tests, repeatedly asking loved ones for their opinion, and so on) or excessively checking that the windows and doors are locked. When we fall into these traps, the actions we take to try to cope with fear or anxiety may look like actions we are taking to solve a problem, but often our avoidance of the root issue just makes matters worse.

			If an avoidance strategy isn’t working, and approaching is too painful, that may be a sign that a totally different tool is needed. You may need not just to approach the emotion but to approach it in a whole new way, or you may need to look outward, to the world around you—the people, the environment, the cultural waters—to shape your emotional experience.

			In many ways, attention is at the root of all of the strategies we’ll cover: Where does your attention go? What fills your consciousness? And what effect does it have? There is no universal rule for using our attention wisely: A capacity for flexibility is what really counts.

			Imagine if my grandmother had second-guessed her own coping strategies. What if her friends or family had made her feel guilty about suppressing her painful memories? What if she was told that she couldn’t deal with it on her own terms, that she had to follow some preordained path to healing? We’ll never know, but I can’t help but believe she would have been worse off. She might not have even survived her experience in the woods had she been overcome with emotion to the point where she became paralyzed. Instead, my grandmother stumbled on a way to use her attentional spotlight to regulate her emotions adaptively. She knew how to wield her attention skillfully, approaching her emotions in a way that honored her past experience while avoiding them in a way that let her keep moving forward.

			If that’s not an emotional life well lived, I don’t know what is.

			Next, we will look at another tool that is a close cousin to attention—perspective. If attention determines what to look at, perspective influences how we look at those things. Changing perspective on a situation when you’re struggling can be a highly effective tool, but it’s not quite as simple as “looking on the bright side.” So, to explore the power of—and the pathway to—a true perspective shift, we’re going to go to a whole new vantage point: outer space.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			“Easier F***ing Said Than Done”: Perspective Shifters

			The American astronaut Jerry Linenger was only a few weeks into his five-month stay on the Soviet Union–built Mir space station, but that was long enough to know that the piercing blare of the alarm system was nothing to panic about. It went off all the time: when the carbon dioxide scrubber went offline and when the electricity failed momentarily.

			On the evening of February 24, 1997, Jerry was doing a little après dinner data entry—floating horizontal, toes hooked through a loop on the wall, laptop hanging down from the ceiling—when the klaxon blare of the alarm sounded yet again. He popped in the earplugs he kept stashed nearby, saved his data, and casually barrel-rolled toward the source of the sound to investigate. His bet was on the carbon dioxide scrubber; they had been failing on and off throughout the mission.

			There are plenty of things that you don’t want to let loose on a space station: bread (the crumbs can gunk up equipment and be accidentally inhaled by the astronauts), guns (an accidental hole in the hull would suck all the oxygen out into space), and human waste (no explanation needed). But one of the deadliest by far is fire. So, when Jerry rounded the corner and saw smoke billowing and flames sparking three feet high out of an oxygen canister, he thought, Not good.

			That might have been the biggest understatement of his life.

			Fire is always dangerous, but in a cramped space station it is fatal much more quickly. When Jerry looked closely, he could see that the metal near the flaming oxygen machine was already melting. If they didn’t stop it soon, the fire would melt through the scant inches of metal that separated the crew from the void. All the breathable air would be sucked out of the station in an instant, giving them about fifteen seconds before they passed out. There were a total of five cosmonauts on Mir that day plus Jerry, which led Jerry to later experience another stomach-dropping realization: The location of the fire meant that one of the two evacuation capsules was unreachable. If worse came to worse, only three men could make it off Mir.

			Because Mir was so small, it immediately began to fill with smoke. Before anything else, Jerry had to find his way to an oxygen respirator as quickly as possible. He groped along the walls trying not to cough or inhale. Through the smoke, he spotted his fellow cosmonauts doing the same. As his chest tightened and the urge to breathe grew desperate, a voice in his head told him to look to the ground for a pocket of fresh air. But when he looked down, he saw the same thickness of smoke because, as he well knew, smoke doesn’t rise in space. That’s when another absurd thought popped into his head: Open a window!

			That almost made him laugh despite his circumstances.

			By the time his hand found an oxygen mask clamped to a bulkhead, he had been holding his breath for what seemed like an eternity.

			He strapped on the mask, flipped the switch, and waited for the cool relief of oxygen. But all he felt was the mask sucking against his face as he desperately tried to inhale; the respirator was malfunctioning. He pulled it off and went in search of another. As he fumbled to the next bulkhead, his mind was calmly informing him that there was a very good chance he was going to die. During the seconds it took him to get to the next respirator, he had already said his goodbyes to his wife and son, talking to them in his mind, assuring them that he did what he could to get back and apologizing for not being there for them during this trip.

			His fingers found another mask and fumbled to release its oxygen. Just as the edges of his vision started to go black, the precious oxygen hit.

			His lungs burned, at the point of hyperventilating, as he sucked down the fresh air. He tried to regulate his breathing as quickly as possible. He was alive, but by no means had he solved the problem. Now he had to maintain his composure and think clearly so he could figure out how to fight what was quickly becoming one of the worst fires in spaceflight history.

			Okay, you’re alive, he said to himself. Now, you have to do everything right, or everyone on this station is going to die. No mistakes.

			Jerry’s years of training and experience had propelled him through the initial moments of crisis, without having to stop and think. His initial response flowed from the comprehensive drills he’d run countless times to be ready for these kinds of emergencies, and as an astronaut he was of course used to performing in high-stress situations. But even for him, this had now become a next-level scenario—the kind of thing most astronauts will likely never have to face, even over the course of a high-risk career—and the rapid-fire decisions he was about to make were quite literally a matter of life or death. He’d need to rely not only on his training and knowledge but also on his capacity to rapidly shift through any emotional reactions that might impede his ability to survive.

			

			 

			

			In the last chapter, we talked about using attention to shift—deploying our attention flexibly and changing whether we approach or avoid, depending on the context and demands of the moment. In this situation, that’s obviously not a strategy Jerry could use. Confronting the circumstance is the only way to survive. And to connect Jerry’s experience on the space station to the rest of us mortals down on earth, there are plenty of instances in any of our lives where the same is true: Whatever’s going on is big, and intense, and it’s happening right now, and using attentional techniques would be as pointless, and catastrophic, as turning your back on a fire on a space station.

			When we can’t turn our attention away from an overwhelming emotional hot spot, we need a different strategy. The good news? We’ve evolved another type of shifter to deal with exactly these kinds of situations. The bad news: How to actually use it isn’t quite as obvious as our “silver linings” catchphrases would have you believe.

			It’s as Easy as A-B-C (or So They Say)

			“Who knows their ABCs?”

			That was the question David Williams, a bespectacled University of Pennsylvania psychology professor posed to my class on a warm summer evening in 1999. When he paused for effect, my classmates smirked and rolled their eyes, while I wondered where this was going. Little did I know that the concept he was referring to would stay with me for the rest of my life.

			It wasn’t the Sesame Street version of the ABCs, but a simple formula describing how changing how you think about something can change your emotions. Here’s how it works:

			
				A = Adverse event (for example, scary health diagnosis)

				B = Belief (for instance, “It’s over. My kids won’t have a father. I’m deserting them.”)

				C = Consequence (for example, anxiety, stomach-churning nausea, sadness)

			

			The most important thing about the ABCs is that if you can change B, then you change C, because, not surprisingly, negative thoughts often drive negative emotions. So, while you can’t do anything about a scary health diagnosis, you can modify your thoughts about it (for example, “Maybe it’s a false positive, and even if it’s true, I can still get treated”), which according to the formula should, in turn, allow you to handle the situation better.

			This approach is widely known as reframing, but it actually goes by several other names, depending on the academic circle you travel in (reappraisal, reconstrual, and cognitive change, to name just a few), and is the foundation of many therapy protocols today, including cognitive behavioral therapy, one of the most widely supported therapeutic modalities in the world. Think about reframing as a filter that you put on a camera (okay, fine, your smartphone!). You can point your camera (your attention) at the same object, but the filter you apply changes the way the object looks. You might have no choice but to take a picture of a painful scene, but the filter can soften the harsh edges. For example, someone breaks up with you unexpectedly: it’s fresh, it’s painful, it’s shocking, and you can’t just look away from the loss. But you can change the filter. Instead of seeing proof that you are unlovable, that you will never have a partner and are doomed to solitude, you can see that you avoided wasting your time and have a fresh opportunity to find your soulmate.

			Change the filter, change the way you feel about what’s unfolding.

			The same network of cognitive control brain regions we looked at in chapter 2, which allow us to transform information, is employed for reframing as well. It includes regions of the prefrontal cortex, which allows us to manipulate information in our minds. In the same way that we can look at a cardboard box and come up with dozens of uses for it, we can look at our current life crisis and think of a dozen different ways to make meaning of it. We can, of course, also change the filter on things that have already happened in the past (reframing a past failure into a learning experience) or on things that could happen in the future (reframing a worry into a source of possibility or excitement).

			Having a changeable filter for how we view our emotions is important for two reasons. The first is that there are experiences we must look at; we simply can’t look away even if we’d like to. For example, a parent who is declining. A chronic illness you’re facing. A fire, blazing a hole through the thin wall that separates you from the void of space.

			Second, even if we can pull our attention away from what’s driving our negativity, avoidance doesn’t always work. Avoidance can be healthy as we previously discussed, but at times it can act like a Band-Aid that obscures the wound without healing it as well. Sometimes, to make it through the emotional firestorm, we instead have to draw on our ability to stare right at something horrifying and change how we think about it—another capacity that distinguishes us from every other species on the planet. This ability to reframe how we think about challenges, defeats, and losses is how we survive, how we succeed, and how we thrive.

			As an impressionable nineteen-year-old undergraduate, learning about this simple formula felt like a revelation. It was so…logical. You can’t always change the adverse events you experience—the A—but you can always change how you think about it to change how you feel.

			Or so I was told.

			The Reframing Paradox

			The trouble with reframing was eloquently summed up by a friend of mine when having a debate with his wife about a tricky work situation. I happened to be in the car as he talked, listening as he told the story. At one point his wife suggested he just look at things more positively, to which he half jokingly replied, “Easier f***ing said than done!”

			When it comes to reframing, one of the big challenges is that many people don’t know how to reframe their experiences adaptively and fall into the trap of reframing negatively. A flat tire at an inopportune moment becomes more evidence of lifelong bad luck instead of a challenge that happens to everyone. A disagreement with a colleague is seen as a personal affront as opposed to a misunderstanding. A fire in space is a clear sign that the mission is doomed and getting on the shuttle was a catastrophic mistake.

			You can see evidence for reframing gone wrong very clearly among people who tend to worry or ruminate about their problems. When you’re worrying, you’re using your cognitive control system to try to solve a problem, but you end up making things worse by negatively reframing your circumstances. For instance, if I’m scared of attending a party, I might run a series of simulations in my head about what would happen if my worst fears came true. I walk in, and I don’t know a single person there; everyone looks at me as if I were crashing the party. A friend I’m talking to goes off to talk to someone else, and I’m left standing awkwardly by the drinks table all alone. Everyone stares at me. This kind of negative reframing can get you stuck in a worry loop. Instead of solving the problem, my attempts to reframe it just made me more agitated and fearful.

			Several years ago, I investigated how reframing goes awry in people prone to worrying. Friends and therapists often tell people who worry to “focus on the bright side,” but they obviously don’t. The question was why? One possibility was that worriers don’t even try to find the silver lining. They turn instead to thinking about all the anxiety-provoking what-ifs that could happen. But the other possibility that we were interested in exploring was that worriers might try to do exactly what they’re advised to do—positively reframe their circumstances—but simply fail.

			To shed some light on the question, Jason Moser, a clinical neuroscientist at Michigan State University, and I performed one of the first neuroimaging studies to peer into the brains of worriers while they were trying to change the way they think about their emotions. We asked seventy-one women to positively reframe their negative feelings (women were the focus because they are twice as likely to suffer from anxiety). We tried to make it as easy as possible for them to do the task, showing them pictures of negative images, but ones that weren’t personally relevant and thus less activating than images depicting their greatest fears. Then we asked them to try to see the images in a more positive light.

			While they were performing the task, we monitored their brain activity using an electroencephalogram—a device that looks like a swim cap with electrodes attached—which provides a window into how quickly different psychological processes kick into gear in the brain. We found that the more prone participants were to worrying, the more difficulty they experienced positively reframing how they felt. They exerted much more effort and were also considerably less effective at reducing their negative feelings according to the brain readouts. The study provided neural evidence to support my friend’s “easier f***ing said than done” thesis: Even when you ask someone who is prone to worry to positively reframe their feelings, and you make it really, really easy for them to do so, they still struggle.

			To reframe a situation, we often need to look at it from a different vantage point so we can shift our thoughts about it. The problem is, when we are washed over by negative feelings, we tend to narrowly focus on the problem at hand, which makes sense because it’s what we do throughout our lives when we have a problem. You can even see evidence of this zooming in by looking at the type of language we use when we’re immersed in our negative feelings. A kind of linguistic marker of how consumed you are with yourself, the overuse of the words “I,” “me,” and “my” is the equivalent of zooming in when taking a selfie. There’s nothing wrong with using these parts of speech in general, but research increasingly shows that they can signal how absorbed we are with our problems.

			In one study, researchers analyzed more than a million social media posts of people who wrote about their breakups on Reddit. They combed through all the posts users made during the years previous and after their romantic fallouts and found that they could predict with precision when a person was going to experience a breakup based on their increasing use of first-person singular pronouns in their writing. They also found that the longer the users stayed in these zoomed-in states, continuing to post about their breakups in the first-person, the worse off they were a year later. Another, complementary study by a different group of scientists found that they could predict a person’s likelihood of being diagnosed with depression based in part on the amount of first-person singular pronouns contained in their Facebook posts!

			Linguistic markers of immersion and their associated problems show that looking at painful experiences through this zoomed-in selfie lens magnifies the problem. The closer the camera gets to that giant zit on your face, the more stressed you get and the more horrible it seems. And the more intense our negative emotions are, the more challenging it is to reframe them because the stress that comes with big emotion saps us of the neural resources we need to implement many strategies that might help.

			Here’s a simple model of how it works: A network of brain regions in your prefrontal and parietal cortices, which are roughly located behind your eyes and above your ears, help you reframe things. You have a goal (see the problem from a different viewpoint), and then you have to use your working memory to keep that goal active in your mind, inhibiting other distracting information from intruding into your awareness and generating alternative ways of thinking about your problems. Anyone who has ever rehearsed a conversation in their head knows this takes focus. The problem is that your prefrontal cortex is negatively affected by stress, which degrades the connections between synapses in that part of the brain. Even a little bit of temporary stress can trigger what researchers describe as a “dramatic loss of prefrontal cognitive abilities.”

			Even Jerry, who was exquisitely trained to manage crises, experienced little blips in his reasoning, likely due to stress. His brain was surfacing “solutions” to the problem, like opening a window to let out the smoke or getting low to the ground, that would have worked on earth but were nonsensical in his current situation. The more intense the stress, and the longer its duration, the more zapped our prefrontal cortex becomes and the less likely we are to pull ourselves out of an emotional spin cycle and frame things effectively. Think of it like a brownout on the electrical grid. Maybe your lights are a little dimmer and the Wi-Fi keeps cutting out. It’s a similar concept in the brain. Things are still working; they’re just not working optimally.

			So what’s the solution to this reframing paradox?

			Lessons Learned from Swimming with Small Children

			When my daughters were little and still floating around in life jackets in the pool, I would swim with them in deep water. Occasionally, something would scare them, and they would reach for me, scrambling to board me as they would a rescue vessel. Unfortunately, I was over my head (literally!), which is not a good time to give panicky shoulder rides. I had to keep them at arm’s length—hold on to their life jackets and talk to them in a soothing voice. This worked to keep them calm. But it also provided me the distance to deal with their fear without drowning myself.

			Swimming with small children who are struggling in the water is a lot like being in the thick of negative emotions: We’re desperately seeking safety but often end up making things worse when we try to solve the problem by getting closer to it, rehashing it over and over. Pulling back the frame, gaining distance, allows us to engage with our problems without becoming consumed by them.

			Early in my career, I thought there were only a few ways to gain distance. Pretend you’re a fly on the wall observing your problem. Meditate. Travel if you can. But what I have learned since is that there are many other ways to distance. For example, if you’re one of the millions of people who speak multiple languages, you’ve got an advantage sitting right on the tip of your tongue.

			Research shows that a link exists between our native language and emotion. It’s the language that we first learn and use to think about the world, the language through which we first experience our greatest triumphs and most unsavory defeats. As a result, feelings are more potent in our native tongue than in second languages we acquire. Curse words have more punch. Taboos are more disconcerting. Embarrassing events elicit more cringe. Because we learn about emotion in our native tongue, the links between the experience of emotion and the native language words we use to reference those experiences are very strong.

			On the flip side, when we speak in a second language, we are less affected by the emotional weight of words, making it easier to keep a cool head. Studies show that thinking in a foreign language leads people to reason more objectively and be less biased in decision making—a phenomenon dubbed the foreign language effect. So, if you’re bilingual (or more), you’ve got an emotion regulation app already built into your brain that you can access by toggling to your second language. And if you’re not, there’s a larger lesson here about language and emotions. These findings speak to the potential that small shifts in language have to reroute how we relate to ourselves and manage our emotions as a result. If you don’t speak a second language, you don’t need to shell out for Rosetta Stone; there’s an even more accessible way we can harness language to shift your emotions.

			It’s All About “You”

			Early in the 2022 Wimbledon men’s quarterfinal, the No. 1 seed, Novak Djokovic, was getting unexpectedly routed by the twenty-year-old Jannik Sinner. Down two sets (5–7, 2–6), Djokovic took the tennis equivalent of a time-out: He asked for a toilet break. Moments later, he trotted out of the locker room, resumed play, and proceeded to rout his opponent. He dominated in the next three sets (6–3, 6–2, 6–2), besting Sinner, and ultimately went on to win Wimbledon.

			Later, when asked about the turnaround and what he was doing in the bathroom, Djokovic unapologetically replied that he was giving himself a much-needed pep talk. In the locker room he stood in front of the mirror, looked himself in the eyes, and said, “You can do it. Believe in yourself. Now is the time, forget everything that has happened. New match starts now. Let’s go, champ.” Cheesy as it sounds, it worked.

			To me, the most remarkable thing about this story isn’t the incredible comeback. It’s not even the fact that Djokovic gave himself a pep talk. It’s the pronoun usage. He doesn’t say, “I can do it.” He says, “You can do it.”

			This small, seemingly insignificant change in language is consequential. Why? As you’ve no doubt experienced, and as I wrote about in Chatter, it’s much easier for us to give advice to other people than it is to give ourselves advice. The name for this phenomenon is Solomon’s paradox, eponymously named after the Old Testament’s King Solomon, who was famously adept at doling out wisdom to others but often stumbled when it came to his own life (he got involved in several extramarital affairs that ultimately led to his downfall).

			Using the word “you” to silently refer to yourself is called distanced self-talk, and it works like this:

			“You” is a word we almost exclusively use to think about and refer to other people. So, when you use that word to refer to yourself, as Djokovic did, it gives you distance and shifts your perspective. It gets you to think about yourself the way you would think about someone else. This slightly weird, seemingly tiny linguistic shift is consequential because the difference between “I am stressed out” and “You are stressed out” is big. If I’m stressed out, I might feel panic, a racing heart, and a looping anxiety. If someone else is stressed out, I might feel compassion, empathy, and a desire to soothe their nerves. By talking to myself using the word “you,” I am casting myself in the role of “someone else.” I’m able to see and to feel my situation from a different perspective. Using your own name (instead of “I”) or even the third person “he” or “she” also works as a linguistic shifter in much the same way that “you” does. Come on, Ethan, you can finish writing this chapter!

			Jerry Linenger, up on Mir, almost immediately pivoted to distanced self-talk—probably without even knowing what it was. After that initial spike of alarm, he “tucked” his fear away into a separate compartment of his mind and started to give himself a pep talk.

			“Okay, Jerry. You’ve got to get going. You need oxygen here; you need to start acting.”

			While three members of the Mir crew split off to ready the space station emergency evacuation capsule, Jerry and one other cosmonaut stayed to fight the fire with extinguisher after extinguisher. Unable to see each other very well, or talk, they had to communicate by shaking one another every so often to make sure they were okay. The flames they fought eventually reached three feet high. After fourteen minutes, the fire burned itself out from lack of fuel. It would go down in history as one of the worst blazes aboard a spacecraft. Miraculously, everyone aboard survived.

			Later, Linenger would recall his mind being on two tracks throughout the emergency. One track he calls “rational survivor mode,” which he had honed through years of training as a U.S. Navy flight surgeon, and before that as a doctor who had to tend to triple-gunshot wounds in the ER. In this mode, his mind had a checklist of action items ready for him and both the confidence and the determination to knock everything off the list.

			The other track was the wild card: Anything could pop up in his mind unbidden and often did—fear, worry, unhelpful instructions, and future projections. This line of thinking was unpredictable, reflexive, and sometimes straight-up baffling. (Open a window in space? Really?!)

			Distanced self-talk has this effect of almost splitting “you” into two: the part of you that’s having the emotions, and the part that’s coaching you through them. When Jerry talked about the “two tracks,” I immediately thought of the way I shift into self-talk during moments of stress. I haven’t shut off my feelings, but I can step out of their stream, see them more clearly for what they are, and talk myself step-by-step through what I need to do. The best part: This silent internal practice of becoming your own emotional coach is one of the least effortful tools for shifting your perspective.

			In one pair of neuroscience experiments I performed with Jason Moser and his team, we found, for example, that participants showed signs of experiencing less negative emotion within seconds of using distanced self-talk to regulate their emotions. Moreover, using this technique didn’t activate a brain waveform that tracks the exertion of effort, which is consistent with the idea that this tool isn’t overly costly in terms of exhausting your precious prefrontal resources.

			Other research has shown that the more people use distanced language when trying to reframe their feelings, the more effective they are at doing so, and has documented benefits of this tool across a variety of situations: when people are reflecting on past heartache or future worries and when they grapple with negative feelings in the heat of the moment after a date or big interview. Across these contexts, you can see benefits in terms of how people feel, how their body reacts physiologically (they’re calmer), and how they talk to themselves (they’re more challenge oriented and optimistic).

			One study explored how a variant of this tool plays out in the context of therapy. The Princeton psychologist Erik Nook and his colleagues at Harvard examined more than 1.2 million therapy transcripts from Talkspace, an app that virtually connects people struggling with mental health problems to therapists who specialize in cognitive behavioral therapy, an intervention that focuses on helping people reframe. They found that as participants’ therapy sessions progressed, they increasingly used distanced language when talking about their feelings, which was associated with improvements in how they felt.

			Distanced self-talk has been shown to have other benefits. One study that tracked people over time showed that it improved how wisely people reasoned about social conflict. Over the course of a month researchers instructed participants to keep a diary using either first-person language or distanced language when writing about their problems. When the researchers collected the diaries, they found that people in the distanced language group showed more evidence of “wise reasoning”; they were more open-minded, took others’ perspectives, and showed more signs of intellectual humility.

			People often ask me what I do when I get caught in a negative emotion loop. While always pausing to make scholarly caveats about how no one tool is best, eventually I confess that distanced self-talk is my go-to because of its ease and effectiveness. But distanced self-talk is not the only science-based distancing tool I lean on frequently. Another of my favorites is one that flies in the face of popular wisdom. Instead of remaining “in the moment” it requires that we transport ourselves past it—as fast as we can.

			The Value of Not Being in the Moment

			One of the features of the human mind that I find most remarkable is its ability to mentally time travel. We do it all the time when we recall a vivid memory from childhood or imagine what it might be like to go on a wonderful vacation. Sometimes when we jump into this time travel machine to make sense of negative past experiences, it breaks down, so we end up ruminating about them. Sometimes we get stuck in the future, swimming in a sea of anxiety as we simulate all the potential worst-case scenarios that might befall us.

			When these things happen, one solution is to refocus our attention on the present. This is the basis of mindfulness practice, a time-tested tool for emotion regulation with ample scientific support. There’s no doubt that it can be a useful tool to deploy. But we lose sight of two crucial truths when we dogmatically prescribe the present as the antidote to all our emotional turmoil.

			First, those who strive to always be in the moment will be frustrated because it’s simply not possible. The human mind evolved to time travel. There are species that live the bulk of their lives in the moment, navigating from one here-and-now experience to the next. Those species tend to have multiple legs and large antennae (think: cockroaches, spiders, and other creepy-crawlers). The degree to which we can time travel in our minds sets us apart from these creepy-crawlers and every other species on this planet. It’s a vital tool that allows us to make sense of our past experiences, plan for the future, innovate, and create.

			The second truth we lose sight of when we’re trying to be in the moment all the time: We can actually learn to time travel more effectively. Part of the reason we are admonished to stay in the moment is that we keep getting stuck in the negative past or the future, which is admittedly unhealthy. But if you can’t engage with the past or the future, you can’t make good decisions based on past knowledge or plan for the coming years. Being in the now is great sometimes, but not all the time.

			The next time you find yourself in a moment of crisis, try leaning on your capacity for time travel. It can be our Achilles’ heel; it can also be a kind of human superpower.

			Fall back into the past.

			
				What other times in your life have you gone through that are similar to this one? How did you get through them?

				What have you gained from past experiences that you can use now?

				If you’ve gone through worse, you know you can get through this.

			

			If you haven’t gone through anything worse than what you are currently confronting, some of your past experiences will have prepared you, in one way or another. And people in your life who have shared stories from the past from their own lives can be pivotal guides, offering a broader perspective that places your own struggle in a longer trajectory of living, surviving, persevering. For instance, when I find myself struggling, I think about my grandmother, and how if she got through what she did, I can manage my own problems.

			Project yourself into the future.

			
				How will you feel about this event in a week? In a month? In a year?

				Go all the way to the end of your life, perhaps decades from now: What meaning will this event have for you then?

			

			Luisa, who saved her daughter’s life on that airplane, also faced the usual struggles of new parents. Up all night cluster feeding her newborn, exhausted, lonely, “zonked and miserable” (as she puts it), she looked for a way to pivot out of that low feeling. A part of her brain was screaming at her that these days were fleeting, that she had to find a way to enjoy some of the time with her new baby.

			“I remember I started imagining her as a kindergartner, to get through those long nights,” Luisa said. “It really helped me shift from being in despair that I was awake at 3:00 a.m., again, barely able to keep my eyes open, to feeling tender about how brief this time was actually going to be in the grand scheme of things.” Picturing her daughter tall and long-legged, not a baby anymore, gave her this visceral kick of missing that baby…and then looking down to find her baby still there, curled in her arms. A rush of gratitude for the present moment, born from a little time travel out of it.

			Using mental time travel as a tool means being deliberate about bringing the concept of impermanence into awareness; when you think about how you’ll feel about a stressor some time down the road, you realize that what you’re going through, as bad as it may feel in the moment, will eventually pass, giving you the boost you need to deal with the present. When we’re sad or grieving, it can be difficult to imagine that we won’t feel that way forever. But the truth is that things are always changing. Desires, circumstances, beliefs. When we can zoom out and remember the wisdom of “this too shall pass,” we invariably feel better because we are reminding ourselves of the impermanence of life.

			From Earth to Outer Space…and Back Again

			Changing your perspective offers you the possibility of downshifting your emotional response. In situations of extreme distress—for instance, the loss of a child or a terminal diagnosis—shifting perspective is not easy and can sometimes feel impossible. But it is possible, though it can take time and perhaps an unexpected form.

			When Vic Strecher lost his nineteen-year-old daughter to a heart issue, he plummeted into the darkest depression of his life. One morning, three months after her death, he woke up at 5:00, walked down to the edge of Lake Michigan on Michigan’s shore, got into his kayak, and started paddling across the freezing water. He paddled for what seemed like miles and recalled thinking, Maybe I’ll go all the way to Wisconsin. There was a part of him that didn’t care if he ended up at the bottom of the lake. And then the sun broke over the horizon, and he heard a voice, talking to him. It sounded like his daughter Julia.

			“Get over it, Dad,” she said.

			It startled him out of his reverie. He saw himself at a distance, through her eyes: in his underwear, in a kayak in the middle of Lake Michigan, focusing far too much on himself, his own pain, his own loss, his own ego.

			He didn’t sink to the bottom of Lake Michigan that day. He paddled back to shore, sat down at his kitchen table, and said to himself, “Look, you’re a behavioral scientist. You should be able to fix yourself. If you can’t, what are you doing?” And after that dose of distanced self-talk he got up, got dressed, and got back to the business of living. Since then, he’s dedicated his life to helping others find what he regained that morning on the lake: purpose. That brief, powerful moment of perspective shifting, which very well might have saved his life that day, also set him on a completely new path. It didn’t change the fact that he lost his beloved daughter. But it placed Vic on a new trajectory that added purpose to a life lived in the wake of loss.

			There’s an important point I’d like to make here, and it has to do with how we use the shifters we’ve talked about so far, including perspective shifting. We may find ourselves using these shifters to cope with the usual trials of life: disappointments, worries, mistakes. But these shifters are also tools we can lean on to grapple with the worst times we struggle through as well and not only survive them but also make meaning from them.

			Paul Kalanithi, in his indelible end-of-life memoir, When Breath Becomes Air, described the crushing grief and resentment he felt when he thought about the plans for his life that would never be fulfilled—the things he wanted to do with his family, with his medical career, with his life. As a surgeon and a curious lifelong student, he also thought, “Shouldn’t terminal illness, then, be the perfect gift to that young man who had wanted to understand death?” The book paints a portrait not of a linear or neatly resolved emotional process but of a shifting back and forth in time and focusing on himself from a distanced point of view (note the way he references himself not in the first person but as a “young man”), like a song hitting both major and minor notes, until the score runs out.

			I don’t pretend to know what it’s like to face a terminal diagnosis, but I’ve been through losses, and I know that there are some things in life that shake us to our core. The work of shifting, then, becomes part of the longer project of having a life that is, fundamentally, defined by meaning, even through the harsher experiences of a lifetime. These strategies for perspective shifting have the potential to have a cumulative effect on our lives. Seemingly minor micro-shifts can combine to form days, weeks, and years where we have more fluidity across emotional states, less stress, less “stuckness,” more joy. And when it comes to the major trials—the losses and traumas that are inevitably part of a human life, but are not something we can just “shift” out of at a moment’s notice—tools like perspective shifting become lifeboats, where we can rest for a while, recover some strength, before diving back in.

			There are losses in life that change us forever. Changing the filter doesn’t mean denying the pain we feel; what it means is making sense of it, as part of the longer story of our lives, and having some agency over how that story unfolds. Viktor Frankl, Holocaust survivor and psychiatrist, wrote about his experience reframing some of the worst experiences a person can endure as he was tortured physically and emotionally during World War II. As he famously put it, “Everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last of the human freedoms—to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.”

			

			 

			

			So far, we have unpacked the emotion regulation tools that are already inside us: harnessing the primal power of sensation, being flexible with our attention, and changing our perspective. These are all critical levers of emotion that you can access right now, sitting wherever you are sitting, feeling however you are feeling. We take these with us wherever we go, and they are always there for us when we need them. That is their beauty.

			But no human is a closed system; we live in the world. We imbibe it, process it, and are affected by it. The spaces, people, and cultures we surround ourselves with all affect the intensity, duration, and resonance of our emotional lives. They are shifters in and of themselves, but they also have a superpower: They can activate our internal shifters as well. It would be easy to dismiss these factors as largely out of our control.We can’t help it if we live in a tiny studio apartment, or if someone else blows up at us, or if our workplace is toxic, right? Well, yes and no.

			There are tools outside ourselves that are just as accessible as the ones on the inside, and that we can reach for in the moments when—for whatever reason—our internal shifters are not moving as well as we’d like. To see how this works, let’s look at why one of the world’s foremost experts on happiness couldn’t pull herself out of what felt like the world’s foremost depression.
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			Part Three

			Shifting from the Outside In

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Hidden in Plain Sight: Space Shifters

			In the fall of 2019, Laurie Santos was so busy she had to turn down the pope.

			At least that’s how it felt to someone raised to be a good people-pleasing Catholic girl. The speaking invitation was for a prestigious event at the Vatican, but she couldn’t fit it into the complicated game of Tetris that her professional calendar had become. For the past year she had been doing exactly what she cautioned her students at Yale not to do—taking on too much. She had good reasons. Laurie was on a once-in-a-lifetime professional joyride. The problem was that she couldn’t figure out how to get off the ride, or if she even wanted to.

			Laurie was a professor of psychology at Yale. She ran her own research lab, taught a full slate of courses, and had recently been appointed head of Silliman College—the largest residential college within the university. Taking over this coveted position required living with her students in a giant mansion-cum-dorm, organizing community events, and looking out for their general welfare—an Ivy League den mother of sorts. She loved the job. But she soon realized how in need of help her students were. Which is why when she conceived of a class called Psychology and the Good Life, she thought it might be popular.

			What Laurie did not expect was that the class would become so popular it would completely change her life.

			On the first day students were allowed to register for classes, more than nine hundred signed up. By the time the enrollment period closed, a full quarter of the Yale student body was on the roster—an unprecedented occurrence in the history of the storied institution. Only a few weeks into the semester, The New York Times found out about the class’s popularity and ran an article that led to an onslaught of media requests. During most lectures, Laurie had two microphones clipped to her sweater and two battery packs attached to her boots. One was recording the class for an online Coursera offering, while another was providing audio for whatever national news team happened to be filming her. She kept an Excel spreadsheet to track the outfits she wore so she didn’t appear in the same one too many times. Multiple times a week she found herself flying out of New York at four in the morning to deliver a talk, only to hitch a return flight later that day so she could be back by dinnertime.

			Not long after the first Psychology and the Good Life course, Laurie was approached to launch a podcast and quickly began working with a producer on a pilot episode. All the while she was still teaching, running a lab, and living among the students. Her duties as head of college were all-encompassing. She hosted Halloween haunted houses, fielded emails constantly, and even rescued dying plants when students couldn’t make it back to their dorm rooms. Soon, The Happiness Lab podcast became a sensation (currently 100 million downloads and counting), vaulting her to happiness-guru status.

			Fame and renown had come suddenly, and just as swiftly came the associated emotional challenges. Laurie was living her dream, but she also felt unrelentingly stressed—like a hamster hopping between wheels and continually getting toppled. She was falling asleep at her desk and spending holidays curled up with journal articles to catch up on the work she was missing. Her fuse got shorter and shorter.

			One day in a soundproof podcast booth she discovered she’d been pronouncing a guest’s name wrong throughout the recording. With no one around, the emotions burst out of her. She screamed at the top of her lungs and accidentally pounded her laptop so hard it broke the keyboard. Sheepishly, she brought it to the IT department for repair.

			Laurie felt guilty for not having enough time for the students she loved or for her husband and friends. Her calendar was oppressive, and her people-pleasing nature made everything worse. She knew she needed help, and she knew she needed it fast. So, she hired a therapist and, during twice-weekly sessions, tried to wrap her mind around what was going wrong. She started saying no to things—like the Vatican event—and she desperately tried to remember the wisdom she imparted to both her classes and her podcast audience.

			
				Take time for yourself.

				Find the silver lining.

				Keep a journal.

			

			The problem was, she just couldn’t seem to make herself do any of those things. While it helped to talk in therapy about what she was feeling, she still couldn’t change the way she saw her situation. She still felt confused and overwhelmed. None of her attempts to fix things worked, which left Laurie feeling like the world’s biggest hypocrite. Here she was, a supposed expert on happiness, and she was completely snowed under with negative feelings.

			Sometimes her colleagues on the podcast would see her struggling and remind her of the very lessons she had just recorded. While their intentions were good, their reminders led to only more frustration and self-criticism. Her passion for her work and her commitment to her students were what she prided herself on, but the stress she was experiencing was a giant roadblock to once-accessible parts of herself. She was both devastated and incredulous that with all the resources at her disposal she couldn’t find a way to use them.

			Then, one day, inbox overflowing, she received a benign request—a student looking for resources to help fund a dental emergency. Ordinarily, she would have been happy to help. This time she felt the irritation and anger rise in her chest. Great, one more thing I have to do. Almost as soon as the thought floated through her head, she felt shocked that she had entertained such a callous idea. Here was a student reaching out, asking her to do her job in a caring way, and instead this was her reaction?

			It was then that she knew she had hit her breaking point. So, she did the last thing anyone expected.

			She left.

			The Power of Place

			In the last part of the book, we looked at the major internal shifters—your sensory shifters, attention shifters, and perspective shifters. And it’s true that wherever we are, and whatever the situation, we always have access to those: They are wired into our neural networks, carried inside us like tools in a case.

			But those internal shifters of ours aren’t just lying there dormant, quiet until we grab them; they are being pushed, pulled, and manipulated by external factors throughout the day. And one of the most profound external forces we encounter, one that presses on those three internal shifters of senses, attention, and perspective, is place.

			Like players on a stage, we exist in context. The spaces we inhabit and move through shape our emotional lives. They impact our emotions via two pathways: indirectly through the larger physical environment’s influence on the rhythms and parameters of our daily lives, and directly through the immediate experience of our surroundings.

			Consider one of the most powerful illustrations of the indirect pathways that I’ve come across. In 2007 the University of Chicago behavioral scientist Thomas Talhelm was living and teaching in China. On a school break, as he toured the country, making friends and bumping into strangers in the grocery store, he noticed that people in southern China and people in northern China seemed vastly different: People in the North struck him as more outgoing and independent, and less worried about making others around them feel comfortable, while people in the South were wary of strangers and unfailingly polite.

			Now, there’s perhaps nothing too surprising about regional differences in behavior within countries; I’ve certainly noted them myself when I travel from the Midwest (friendly!) back to the East Coast (less friendly!). What is notable is why.

			Talhelm ran a series of studies that documented these regional differences across China and found that they were fundamentally about landscape. The Yangtze River that cuts across China, bisecting it into North and South is not only one of the world’s longest rivers, it is also an agricultural dividing line. In the North, the land was better for growing wheat. In the South, the land is better for growing rice. Over thousands of years the different environmental and social demands associated with farming rice versus wheat shaped two vastly different cultures.

			Despite both being commodities, rice and wheat have very little in common when it comes to farming practices. Rice farming is intensive. It requires robust irrigation and twice the amount of labor that wheat does. This means that to successfully grow rice, you desperately need other people. You need them to coordinate flooding and draining of fields, and you need them to share labor or no one’s crops will survive. This creates a condition Thomas calls “functional interdependence.” People have to work together to be successful.

			The North, by contrast, has no such need for intense cooperation. No need to press your neighbors into helping you harvest or check in with your buddy down the road about when he’s flooding his field so you can plan when to flood yours. With wheat, you just need to plant, weed, and harvest. As a result, people who grew up in the North have been inculcated into a culture that does not rely as much on social relationships for its livelihood.

			And the environment also impacts the emotional side of people’s lives. People in more socially dependent rice-farming areas are more apt to engage in envy-inducing social comparisons as well.

			In short, the landscapes we occupy shape our lives in all kinds of indirect ways that have trickle-down effects into our emotional worlds. But there are also countless ways our surroundings directly influence us. Our environment directly pulls on our sensory, attention, and perspective shifters as well. The ubiquity of this influence—we’re always in one space or another—on our emotions means that we must consider how the physical spaces we occupy may be either helping us manage our emotions or getting in the way of our peace.

			When it comes to using the space around us to manage our emotions, we have two options:

			Switch your space.

			Modify your space.

			And in my experience both techniques are hugely underappreciated.

			Emotional Oases: Switching Your Space

			When Sean, a twenty-nine-year-old army commander, came home on leave after a ten-month deployment that saw him dodge roadside bombs and rocket attacks in Iraq in 2004, he had no idea what to expect when he stepped off the plane and onto the tarmac at Fort Drum, New York. But it wasn’t this: his wife, somber-faced and cold, handing him his three-year-old daughter and five-year-old son, turning around without saying a word, and walking away.

			Four months into his deployment, when she stopped answering phone calls and started sending brief email dispatches, he began to suspect that something was wrong. But it wasn’t until another four months later, when a friend in his unit came back to Baghdad from leave and told Sean he’d best get back to New York, that he really started to worry.

			Sean and his wife had been high school sweethearts, and when he deployed, everything was fine. On the tarmac, he stood blinking in disbelief, almost numb with confusion. All he could do was keep on squeezing his daughter to his chest and hold his son’s hand, hoping they wouldn’t pick up on the gravity of the moment.

			At first, he didn’t really understand what was happening. Was she just frustrated and in need of a short break from the kids? But after he hitched a ride home from the airport with his kids and walked into the house, the weight of understanding hit him straight in the gut. She had left. Her things were gone. His belongings were in disarray, and here he was with two kids and no idea what to do next.

			Over the next few days, the circumstances would become clearer and more painful: She had started a relationship with someone else on the base and wanted nothing more to do with him. As if that weren’t painful enough, the man she left Sean for was another soldier he knew.

			In ten days, Sean was supposed to go back to Iraq, but his life was in chaos. He had no one to watch the kids. His car had been left to rot in the driveway and wouldn’t start. His wife had thrown out most of his clothes. He couldn’t understand what he’d done to deserve this. Sean was filled with rage at his wife and her lover and panicked about what this would do to his kids and his career. At the same time, he was grieving the loss of the woman he had vowed to be with forever.

			Sean managed to get a leave extension from the army, but still, he didn’t know what to do. Waves of sadness and fear would crescendo and turn into despair, which was when the dark thoughts surfaced. Never in his life having dealt with any kind of emotional storm resembling this, he at times, briefly but consistently, considered that everyone might be better off without him around. It was at one of these points, his lowest ever, that his mom called.

			“Sean, pack up the kids, get on a plane. Come home.”

			So, he did.

			They flew from Fort Drum to Denver, then rented a car and drove to Casper, Wyoming. The minute he walked into his childhood home, Sean was overcome with a blend of feelings—nostalgia, loss, safety, and relief. So much had happened, he was in so much pain, and now he was here, a place that reminded him of happier times, which over the past week and a half had felt like ancient history. After his mom gave him a hug and set the kids up with a snack, Sean peeled off to take a short nap. He crawled into his old twin-sized bed and slept for more than fifteen hours. It was almost as if after ten days of being clenched by emotional pain, his body was able to relax. When he finally woke up, he looked around his old bedroom filled with outdated movie posters and Little League trophies and realized that he felt safe for the first time in longer than he could remember.

			Twenty years later, Sean looks back on the five days he spent in Wyoming as a turning point in his life. It was a necessary sanctuary, allowing him to find the psychological safety needed to find a path forward. When he woke up from his epic nap, his problems hadn’t washed away—far from it. But he was able to look at them from a different perspective and see the positives. This would be a clean break from his marriage, he knew where she stood, and there was some mercy in that. He had the leave from the army that he needed to take care of business—sign divorce papers, draw up a custody arrangement, and get back to work.

			From there, things slowly got back on track. Sean would eventually go back to school and remarry; he ultimately earned his PhD and is now a professor. But it all started with a place known for expertly plucking the most powerful of emotional strings: home.

			When we think of the physical environment’s direct effect on our emotions, we tend to think about landscape: Are we in an urban or rural place? Are we hearing traffic or waves? Is there green space nearby? I discussed the transformative power of greenery on our cognition and emotion in Chatter, and it remains a powerful lever. Many of us are already aware of the abundant findings that speak to the power of green spaces to restore our attention, lift our mood, and induce a sense of awe. But there’s another important, lesser-known factor to consider when we think about emotions and environment, and it’s one that Sean used to life-changing effect—without even fully knowing it. And that is our personal attachments to place.

			There’s even a name for this phenomenon: place attachment. And it’s not about space having a particular quality per se; it’s about how it resonates with you emotionally. A quick poll of my friends revealed that “their” places include a secluded beach on the coast of Maine, the Sleeping Bear sand dunes in northern Michigan, and a coffee shop overlooking the beach in Los Angeles. Call it a happy place, a spiritual home, or anything you like; it’s somewhere in the world that evokes strong feelings of contentment, well-being, and meaning.

			Our earliest attachments to our caregivers shape our emotional lives, affecting how trusting we are, how avoidant, or how open. While place attachment isn’t as popular a subject as interpersonal attachment (if you don’t believe me, just watch Google Scholar explode when you type in “attachment theory”), it’s worth knowing more about it. These special places invoke emotions like love and feelings of responsibility that stir people to action. For example, people whose special places are in nature are more likely to act in “pro-environmental” ways, picking up trash, calling for conservation efforts, and even becoming climate justice advocates.

			But our relationships to places can also be complicated. Take your hometown, for example. Some people feel a sense of homecoming, peace, and safety when they go back and visit where they grew up. But not everyone has a fully positive relationship to their childhood home. Many people feel as if they regress when they go back home, but other places in our hometowns can be even more straightforwardly negative. In the case of people recovering from substance abuse problems, old hangouts like bars and friends’ houses can bring up negative emotions because of their past associations with bad experiences.

			Positive place attachment is not just about your childhood home or a beloved college town, and it doesn’t have to be far away. You don’t have to pack up a U-Haul or hop on a plane to fly home to experience its benefits. You might not need to leave your neighborhood—or even your house. I think of my kids; when they’re upset or anxious, they want to retreat into their rooms. Hyper-local versions of our special places can almost always be leveraged. Maybe it’s a special reading nook in your attic, or the giant oak tree in your backyard; what matters is that it has a restorative effect.

			If we turn back to Laurie Santos, we see that place shifting was the key to shifting out of the emotional overwhelm that was breaking her down, mentally and physically. The day that Laurie finally hit the wall, she decided there was no longer a choice: She had to leave. For someone in such a prestigious position (head of college) taking an unplanned sabbatical just wasn’t done. She worried about the negative repercussions on her career, but also knew something big had to change. She pushed hard and agreed to take time off without pay.

			She and her husband discussed where to go. In theory, they were free to go anywhere. They didn’t have kids they’d have to uproot. His job was flexible, and she could run the podcast from anywhere; they could be digital nomads. They looked for affordable spots all over the globe. They thought about Buenos Aires and Mexico City. And then Laurie recalled a film class she’d taken in college where the professor discussed a genre of movie he called remarriage comedies: a specific type of rom-com where the couple is destined to be together, but breaks up at the climax. The trope in these movies was that one of the characters would depart the usual setting of the film—in a lot of classic films, New York—and decamp to a more rural location—Connecticut, for instance—to have the conceptual distance to realize that their true home was with their partner. The professor referred to these locations of epiphany as “green spaces” but acknowledged that green spaces didn’t always have to be green; they just had to be significant to the person in some way, a place of respite.

			When Laurie thought about a green space for her—a location that meant something to her and felt like a landing pad to rest on—she realized it was the town where she’d spent her young adulthood and met her husband: Cambridge, Massachusetts. Compared with South America, it was practically a stone’s throw away from her life at Yale. But compared with how it felt to be there, versus how it felt to be in New Haven, there was a universe of difference. And for Laurie, it wasn’t about getting away from Yale as much as it was about the effect this new place, her “green space,” might have on her.

			“That was really the goal in going, in getting the distance,” she says now. “It wasn’t just to get away. It wasn’t to avoid. It was to get…the right effect.”

			Leaving New Haven certainly scaled back her overwhelming workload, but even with teaching off her plate, she was still working full time on her growing podcast, doing interviews, giving talks. According to Laurie, it was the change of environment that finally shifted her perspective and then shifted her emotions. The location allowed her to reconnect with parts of her old self and, in doing so, the longer trajectory of her life. She woke up in her tiny third-floor sublet, seeing the tops of the trees out the window, feeling as if she were safe up in a bird’s nest. The smells and sounds of the city pulled her back in time to an era when she was happy and free and the future was full of possibility. She realized the future still was full of possibility. She wasn’t locked into any of the choices she’d made that had landed her at Yale. She could choose that life, or she could choose something else.

			New Haven, Laurie said, had been suffused with assumptions: about what was important, what was required, how things had to be. They had been impossible to shake off—like horse blinders. Within a week of moving to Cambridge Laurie had a revelation: Maybe she didn’t want to be head of the college anymore. Maybe she didn’t have to be; there were other options.

			With her newfound clarity, Laurie could see that scaling back and stepping down from the role she loved was always the solution she needed. But she just couldn’t see it from the space she was in. While the move and sabbatical were by no means easy or cheap solutions to an emotional problem, for her they were necessary ones that allowed her to regain her sense of balance and control, and ultimately move back to Yale following her sabbatical to continue educating students the world over. Sean, meanwhile, tapped into the same strategy in a less drastic way: a five-day visit to his resonant place was a powerful reset button.

			When we change spaces, we change the information that’s coming in. When you leave your house and walk into the nearby woods or park, your sensory experience shifts. Your attention shifts. And your perspective can shift as well. Of course, we don’t always have the luxury of changing our environments when the going gets tough, even if we want to. Sometimes you can’t retreat to your bedroom or head to your special place. You have to sit in your fluorescent-lit cubicle and get that report in on time. While there are plenty of constraints around changing your environment, we have a lot more control over our spaces than we think. The answer isn’t always moving ourselves from one place to another. After all, humans have literally transformed the physical world over the past thousands of years. We have built bridges, highways, skyscrapers, golf courses, oyster farms, community gardens, and on and on. We have a knack for changing the spaces around us.

			Why not change them to suit our emotional needs as well?

			The Wisdom of Pizza Doggie Bags

			A few weeks before I sat down to write this chapter, my wife and I hosted a football-watching party with a bunch of our friends. After stuffing ourselves, laughing, and yelling at the television for a few hours, everyone started gathering their things to roll home. It was at that moment I remembered something critical.

			The pizza.

			We had ordered way too much of it. There were two pies left, and the thought of eating them for lunch and dinner over the course of the next week both thrilled and horrified me (and, I imagined, my physician, who had recently cautioned me to eat more healthily) in equal measure. I knew something had to be done. So, I scurried into the kitchen and quickly boxed up a pizza doggie bag for everyone. As they were headed out the door, everyone demurred, not wanting to accept the going-away gift, but I insisted. No was not an option. And just like that, my friends were gone. And so was the artery-clogging (but delicious!) pizza.

			Leftover pizza may not seem like an environmental or emotional hazard. But when it’s staring at you from the refrigerator every time you open the door, it is. If it’s in your space, it can influence how you feel. In my case, the emotional experience I was trying to avoid was intense desire upon seeing said cold pizza in the refrigerator later that night or the next morning or, honestly, any waking moment, followed by guilt and shame for consuming it in place of my steel-cut oats. Emotions that I knew I would feel if I succumbed to temptation and ate like my college student self for the next few days.

			Here’s the bottom line: If the environment is driving an unwanted emotional response, you can often change it by using a tool called situation modification.

			There are countless ways we can directly manipulate our surroundings to shift our emotions. You can change them a little bit or a lot. In my case, I removed a tempting feature of my space (pizza) to shape my future emotional state. And the next day, guess what? I didn’t have to perseverate between a slice and a salad. There was no late-night itch to sneak down to the kitchen for just one more piece. I preemptively foreclosed on all those unwanted feelings.

			In one of the first-ever naturalistic studies of how high school students control themselves, the University of Pennsylvania psychologist Angela Duckworth and her colleagues found that when students are presented with hypothetical scenarios that require them to exert self-control, they overwhelmingly say that modifying their situations would be effective. For example, when asked how to prioritize studying over texting, one student wrote, “I would shut off my phone and put it under my pillow so I wouldn’t be tempted to touch it.”

			Additional studies performed by Angela and her team showed that when students used these same situation modification strategies in their own lives, they made a real difference. They improved their ability to study effectively and accomplish their study goals over the course of a week compared to students who were told to use their “willpower” to resist their urges to not study or to students who were not given any instructions about how to manage their emotions. Other studies back this up: Successful students often change their spaces to accommodate their learning needs, cutting down on distracting temptations and boosting their focus.

			Maybe these environmental tweaks seem like minor things—eliminating temptations like cold pizza or a glowing phone from your space. But they are not minor.

			They can be huge.

			Think about it this way: The long-term consequences of consuming certain types of food regularly can be quite serious. And if you have a personal goal to eat better (as I did) and you fail, because you set yourself up to fail, the emotional ripple effects can be significant.

			And it’s the cumulative effect of the spaces we are in most routinely that we want to become aware of. What is taxing you, draining you, tempting you, pulling you away from the things you want to do, the person you want to be? What in your environment is getting in the way of the goals you have for yourself? Maybe having a TV in your bedroom is working against your desire for better sleep. Or perhaps the lack of storage in your basement and the unrelenting clutter frustrates and distracts you every time you go down the stairs to work out. Instead of getting the full forty-five minutes in, you inevitably end up reorganizing the kids’ overflowing art supplies and shortening your workout by a good twenty minutes.

			Goal achievement is tightly intertwined with our emotional lives. When we have goals—like to be healthier or do well in school or work—and we don’t meet them, that elicits frustration. We can get angry at ourselves. Ashamed. Filled with fear about the future. Sad at our inability to change the situation. When we edit our spaces to remove temptations, distractions, desires that are yanking on our attentional levers, we’re short-circuiting that entire cascade of emotional dreck. Distractions in our immediate space may seem like a minor factor, but they are in fact big struggles with real consequences, and they are eternal struggles.

			What is arguably one of the most famous emotion regulation stories of all time? Hint: It’s the story that kicks off the most widely printed book that has ever been published.

			The Bible.

			It’s a story about temptation, the story about Adam and Eve: Don’t eat the forbidden fruit. And it’s a story about the failure to resist that temptation. We still go back to that story today, thousands of years later, because it speaks to a core human truth: We are often drawn to things that aren’t the best for us—physically and emotionally. We can keep fighting our temptations, and we certainly have tools to help us do that. Or we can just…remove the fruit.

			I like to put the question to my students: If I remove something from my space so that I don’t have to resist temptation, is that self-control? Consistently, half of them say no, it’s not self-control, because if the alluring item does not exist, you don’t have to exert any. But here’s what I say to them: That’s a narrow (and I’d argue incorrect) view of self-control.

			Here’s why: There’s a pervasive myth that self-control is, by definition, an internal force (it’s often referred to as willpower). You have to activate it to make it work, and it has to be hard. That’s not right. Self-control can be easy. And one way to make it easy is to control your environment first, before you even have to deliberately activate forces inside you. Managing your emotions can begin externally. And if you’re not doing this—removing triggers, temptations, and distractions from your spaces—you’re not availing yourself of an effective tool for emotion regulation.

			Which brings me to the next space modification: adding.

			To shift with our immediate space, we’re either removing something from the environment that is driving unwanted emotions or adding something to the environment that cultivates the emotions we want to experience.

			Take, for example, one of the simplest interventions I’ve ever played a role in designing. We were interested in exploring novel interventions to help people manage emotional pain. So, we asked people to think about a really upsetting experience, like a breakup, a failure, a rejection, a betrayal, a humiliation. Then we showed half the participants an image of their mother, a person they were “attached” to, which we collected before the experiment, to see if looking at it would help them recover emotionally from dwelling on their negative experience. The other half of the participants saw the photo of their mom before we asked them to think about their negative experience to see if it would buffer them from becoming upset.

			What we found: The buffering effect was nonexistent. But the restorative effect was substantial. Participants bounced back much quicker from those negative feelings. And it didn’t only improve how people reported feeling. In another study with romantic partners, we found that when we asked people to just sit and write in a journal, stream-of-consciousness style, the ones who’d been shown the photo of their partner engaged in much less negative thinking than the control group as well. It was an exciting finding: Just glancing at a photo of someone you love improved people’s ability to manage their emotions. And it’s one that had a personal effect on how I structure my space. Shortly after completing this work, I went on a picture frame shopping spree. My office now is full of photos of my wife and kids, and other close family and friends. The first time my wife came into my office, she thought I’d gone a little crazy. I had to just tell her: The science backs me up.

			Emotional Refueling

			We spend a lot of time in our homes, and for some people, home is also a workplace. How we design those spaces affects our emotional well-being in sneaky yet important ways. So try this: Do a spaces audit right now. All it requires is for you to look around you the next time you are at home, in the office, or any other place where you spend significant amounts of your time. Think about how that space affects you and consider:

			
					
					What can you do—right now, today—to curate your space a bit to shape your emotional experience?

				

					
					What can you remove to turn down the volume on an emotional response such as stress or anxiety?

				

					
					What could you add to turn up the volume on a different one, such as calm and joy?

				

					
					What local, easy-to-access places would you identify as your own personal “emotional oases”? And how can you fold pit stops to these locations into your weekly or even daily routine?

				

			

			Emotional oases are everywhere. They might be across the globe on a tropical island (wouldn’t that be nice!), but they also might be across town, across the street, across the hall in your own house. We just tend not to plan our days around them. Think of yourself like a runner in a marathon. There are refilling stations all along the way that offer emotional restoration. How mindful are you of them? Are you accessing those recharge stations?

			Meanwhile, the route you take through your environment turns out to have other important emotional side effects. When I was a junior in college, I lived off campus in a beat-up row house in West Philadelphia. Early one winter evening on the first day of the semester I closed the front door to my house and noticed a cute girl walking in front of me. I was running a few minutes behind on my way to class, so I fell into step about ten feet behind her. My mind was preoccupied with what was ahead of me that week, but eventually I started to notice that every turn the girl in front of me made was a turn I had to take too. After about ten identical turns, I started to get self-conscious, thinking she would worry I was some creep who was following her. But before long, we arrived at the same building on campus for a psychology course we were both enrolled in. After the lecture, I introduced myself. It turned out she lived in a row house two doors down from me. We walked home together that evening, and for the rest of the semester we met up going to and from class.

			This may be the world’s most pedestrian meet-cute (pun intended), but twenty-four years later I’m sitting here with that very same girl sipping her morning tea three feet away from me. I married her.

			My connection with my wife, Lara, has enriched my emotional world in untold ways; healthy relationships are one of the best predictors of happiness. Yet the people who make up your closest relationships are often a function of your surroundings. Proximity is one of the most influential factors determining whom you marry and are friends with. Scientists call this phenomenon the propinquity effect—it’s a powerful reminder that seemingly random features of our environment, such as who happens to live around us, can have a profound effect on the most important elements of our lives.

			The places we occupy shape our emotional lives. They also play a huge role in determining the people who come into our lives and the intimate relationships we eventually build. As much as our environmental surroundings are constantly shifting us, so too are the humans who occupy those spaces: the people we are most intimate with, the ones we interact with in passing, and even the ones we meet only in the digital realm. As we’ll see next, these interactions influence our emotional lives in profound ways, at times completely outside our awareness.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Catching a Feeling: Relationship Shifters

			“I want you to be an asshole.”

			As a professor who believes in cultivating a respectful classroom environment, it’s not often that I start class with this instruction. But that’s exactly what I said to a small group of executive education students during a workshop on managing emotions in teams. Before class, I had looked at the student roster and noticed that plenty of high achievers had enrolled. There were Special Operations military personnel and finance and auto industry executives, among other emerging leaders. They were being groomed for leadership roles, which meant they already had some of the qualities that businesses look for; they were ambitious, linear thinkers who were keenly aware of the need to collaborate. When I walked in and without even introducing myself asked for volunteers to lead breakout groups, I wasn’t surprised that plenty of hands in the room shot up.

			I led the lucky winners to a breakout room off the main classroom. Lining them up, I counted the volunteer leaders off, 1-2, 1-2, 1-2. Then I gave them the key instructions.

			I told them that the 1s were going to be “cheerleaders.”

			The 2s were going to be “assholes.”

			There was a brief punch of nervous laughter before I continued to explain the exercise. I told them that each group sitting back in the classroom was going to be given a difficult logic puzzle that they had to solve in five minutes. When the team leaders went back to their groups, their jobs were simple: give Emmy-winning performances. The cheerleaders were supposed to act demonstrably supportive throughout the exercise. They were to lay the positive feedback on thick and maintain a high level of enthusiasm. The cheerleaders nodded. They were aspiring leaders; this was an easy lift.

			Next, I told the assholes that they were supposed to be, well, assholes. Their role was to be stern and stoic and not give positive feedback. They were to glower and roll their eyes when someone asked a question or suggested a solution. Before I even finished explaining their role, I saw looks of dawning horror on their faces. After all, they had just been getting to know the other students in their cohort. Their desire to belong and to be liked was triggering an emotional response. What I asked them to do violated social norms in a moment when they were trying to build relationships. As I continued to lay out the rules, members of the asshole group looked increasingly uncomfortable, squirming and sighing and shifting from one foot to the other. With assurances that the deceit would immediately be revealed to the class at the end of the exercise, they complied and walked into the classroom.

			Within seconds, stark differences emerged between the two groups. The groups led by the cheerleaders were loud. They were talking, laughing, making suggestions, and moving around the table. They were spontaneously complimenting one another for creative ideas and literally patting one another on the back. As for the asshole-led group, the atmosphere at their tables suggested they were breaking rocks in a gulag. Their heads were downcast and their faces were grim. Everyone was quiet. Occasionally, someone would utter a brief, almost contrite suggestion, but very quickly the silence would resume. No one was making eye contact, and they weren’t getting anywhere; none of these groups solved the puzzle.

			Later, several students would tell me that this exercise was their favorite of the four-day workshop. Despite the temporary social unease, this group of future leaders felt that it communicated viscerally something they only knew intellectually: just how quickly emotions can spread.

			Like a Virus

			The rapid transmission of emotion can change how those around us feel, think, and behave. It’s how one student with a bad attitude can derail a carefully constructed lesson plan. Or how one team member who has a problem with the project can grind progress to a halt. And the virality of positive emotions is just as potent. It’s the person at the staff retreat who takes it upon themselves to turn up the music, start a dance party, and change the course of the day. Or the emergency responder who arrives with the calm and confidence to instantly alchemize a situation, taking it from crisis to manageable challenge in mere minutes.

			Like a rapidly circulating virus, emotional contagion is what happens when we “catch a feeling,” and is something that our species has been taking advantage of (and suffering from) since time immemorial. The intricacies of how emotional contagion works on a psychological and neurobiological level are complicated, but it starts very simply: with mimicry. If you’ve ever watched a baby break out into a smile when you grin at them, you’ve seen this firsthand. Whether it’s your tone, the look on your face, or the way you’re tilting your head, other humans in your presence pick up on these expressions unconsciously and, to varying degrees, respond through mimicry within seconds. When we mirror others in this way, we often start to feel the same way they do. In the moment, you are likely completely unaware of it, but the physical movements you mimic transmit signals to your nervous system that set off an emotional cascade within you.

			Reams of research indicate that catching feelings like this can influence how we feel about the work we’re doing—our commitment and satisfaction, our ability to empathize, our susceptibility to burnout. Emotional contagion shapes how we handle conflict, how we coordinate with other members of the group, and how well negotiations go. It plays a central role in our day-to-day lives, including much of the time we spend in the digital world, which provides us with even more opportunities to shift other people and be shifted by them.

			Consider the way emotions can spread through social media at a pace and reach unprecedented for our species. A video is posted. It resonates. It’s shared once, twice, 4 times, 16 times, 256 times; it keeps going. Twelve days later, that video, along with other related ones, has been viewed 1.4 billion times and has spawned a social justice movement that persists to this day. I’m talking about the cell-phone video of George Floyd’s murder, which spread outrage around the globe. Think of any social media movement that has been influential—the Arab Spring, Black Lives Matter, the Me Too Movement—and you can see that emotional contagion was a wave upon which it rode.

			It’s easy to overlook the effects of emotional contagion because it happens so quickly, and largely through psychological forces outside our awareness. But it’s also because many of us think about our emotions as private experiences and overlook the fact that our minds are permeable. Emotions from the inside flow out and emotions from the outside flow in. Far from being siloed within us, our emotions are deeply social; other people can and do tug on our emotions, activating and deactivating them, turning their volume up or down, or transforming our experience of them altogether. And this is true whether we’re talking about someone in our inner circle, such as a partner, child, or close friend, or the other people that simply cycle through the background of our days, out there in our broader communities and in the digital scroll of our social media feeds.

			We are a deeply social species. We routinely turn to other people to help shift our emotions—sometimes intimately, in conversation with a confidant, and sometimes at a distance, taking in what we can of other people’s lives and struggles, to evaluate our own. And how we do these things shapes whether our interactions with others during times of emotional need help or hurt. The conversations we have, and how we have them, can lead us to ruminate and harmfully avoid, or they can allow us to reframe, positively distract, and soothe our nervous systems. This may often begin with emotional contagion—other people’s emotional states bleeding into ours—but it doesn’t stop there: what we talk about, how we talk about it, and how we think about and interact with the people we know have the potential to shift us. But we don’t have to leave those factors up to chance. There’s a sea of humans around us—some intimates, some mere digital acquaintances—and we have a say in exactly how they affect us.

			There are, of course, myriad ways that interacting with others can shift our emotions. But there are three in particular that offer a “high return on investment.” In other words, they pack a big emotional punch. So, in the pages to come, we’ll focus on these specific levers within our relationships that can easily take us off track, and how we can instead use them to shift in the right direction.

			“Talk to Me”

			Helping each other through dark times is one of the most important things we can do. But we don’t always get it right. Sometimes, when you go to someone else for help with an emotional issue, you find that what unfolds ends up doing more harm than good.

			In my first book, Chatter, I spent a chapter looking at the role that other people play when we get stuck ruminating in our heads, locked in a cycle of negative self-talk. We looked at how in moments of distress research shows that cross-culturally people seek support from other people. Despite the obviousness of our need for each other when times are tough, this continues to be an area where people struggle. As many of us have no doubt experienced, sometimes other people really help. But other times, we leave those conversations feeling just as stuck as we were before, and too often even more inflamed because of them. As a result, our conversations with others can shift us either way—toward helpful insight or unproductive co-rumination.

			There are two key ways other people can help us when we go to them for emotional support: They can satisfy our core need for empathy and validation, on the one hand, and they can help shift our perspective, on the other. We routinely balance this formula incorrectly, failing to strike a balance between these two critical elements when we try to either get help from others or provide it.

			Most of the conversations people have with others about their emotions take the form of them rehashing their feelings. This reflects the fact that many people think that getting good support begins and ends with spilling our guts to someone who will listen. That’s not what the research shows. Too much time spent on rehashing a problem is called venting or co-ruminating, and it can make things worse. It’s the well-meaning friend who is excessively validating of your point of view, digging you deeper into the very outlook that is making you unhappy. He’s SUCH a jerk. You should be outraged. If I were you, I would tell him off. And it’s also the friend who asks you probing questions, digging for every detail, and in doing so causes you to relive the emotions that have you worked up in the first place.

			All that venting and validating can be good for strengthening your relationships; it’s nice to know there’s someone who is willing to take the time to listen to you, and it feels good to engage in those divulsions in the moment. If you’re wondering why that is, research suggests that when we are threatened, early attachment instincts activate that propel us to go to our support providers, the people around us who care about us, to receive social and emotional support. The idea that we’re stronger with other people is deeply embedded into our psyches. It’s a primitive instinct. We’re recruiting them, in a sense, to be on our team.

			And it feels good to share things about us with others. In 2012, the Harvard social neuroscientists Diana Tamir and Jason Mitchell published a landmark paper showing that people value disclosing their thoughts and feelings. Doing so consistently activated the brain’s reward circuitry. That’s right: The same “feel good” dopaminergic pathway that we associate with pleasurable experiences such as ice cream and sex was activated when people were given the opportunity to talk about themselves. People were even willing to forgo money in lieu of disclosure: It was more rewarding to disclose something about yourself than literally be paid.

			So, the motivation to express runs quite deep. But it’s not enough. If that’s all you do in a conversation, it can cause the wounds you’re talking about to fester instead of heal. A better strategy is to get it out, but then talk about the problem in a way that helps you put it in perspective, making use of the other person’s fresh point of view. If you’ve ever been stuck in an emotion, you know that it can very quickly result in tunnel vision. All you can focus on is the source of the problem or the pain that you’re in. When this happens, other people can be crucial for helping us shake off the blinders. Perspective shifting is a lever for emotional change that is already within us—and one we just talked about two chapters ago—but taking in a different perspective during an emotionally charged moment can be hard. When someone we trust nudges that lever a little from the outside, it can be exactly what we need to grab hold of it ourselves.

			There is of course an art to doing this as the listener. You have to consider the order of operations. People need to “get it out” first before you can help them think about the problem differently. And the more intense the emotion, the more time it will likely take before the person is receptive to having their perspective broadened. When people are upset, they want to feel heard, understood, and validated. That’s essential. But if you only do that, as a friend, colleague, or loved one, you are missing an important piece of the puzzle. A healthy perspective shift happens only if you add in the cognitive support as well, meaning that you help the other person work through the situation instead of just commiserating. You offer up potential solutions and perspective shifts that might help someone see their problem in a different light.

			The key is to both empathize and help them think through their issue from a broader perspective.

			The same goes for what you are asking for from the people you talk to when you are the one who needs help. If you sense the conversation is veering too far into co-rumination, you can take control and initiate a turn toward more concrete help by asking them what they would do in your situation, or what it looks like from the outside. These are, of course, some of the ways that trained therapists practice certain types of empirically supported interventions to help their clients. But not all the issues we struggle with require therapist intervention, nor is it always practical or even accessible for everyone. The point isn’t to replace professional counseling with a chat with a friend; it’s that we can all use these basic principles of emotional exchange a lot more effectively, with or without therapy in our lives, if that’s what we need. Facilitating an emotionally deft conversation can feel like trying to dance your way nimbly through a minefield. But there are two simple guideposts you can use to steer the exchange.

			When you are the one in the “emotional adviser” role, start off with listening, empathizing, validating, normalizing. Try: Tell me more about that. That sounds hard. What do you think about that? I’m not surprised you feel this way. But keep an eye out for any signs that you might be veering into co-rumination, such as you’re getting just as wound up as they are, absorbing the anger, sadness, and so on, and amplifying it.

			When you see your opening, start to gently zoom out and see how they respond. If they’re not quite ready, you can come back to listening. And if you’re unsure, just ask! Say, I have a thought on this, are you okay to hear it? They might say yes. Or they might say no—they just want a listener. And that’s okay. Not every emotional conversation has to end with a solution. Sometimes it’s enough to just be there and hear them in that moment. You can usually come back and revisit the conversation, providing you with additional opportunities for zooming out.

			And when you are the one who needs the emotional support, know whom to go to. When you really need help, you need someone who can do the two things above: first listen, learn, and empathize; and then transition to helping you shift perspective. Not everybody can do this. I’m confident that there are many wonderful people in your life right now—people you love deeply, whom you value and go to for any number of your relationship needs—who are simply not meant to be your core emotional advisers.

			Here’s how I encourage people to identify their emotional advisers in the classes and workshops I teach, and I’ll invite you to try this right now, if you like.

			Take out a piece of paper and draw two columns, labeled “personal” and “work.” List all the people you go to to talk about problems in those two domains. You may have some of the same names in both columns, or you may have no overlap. You may have a long list, or very few. That’s okay. What we want is a rough snapshot of your support network, whether it’s just a couple of people or a crowd.

			Next: Think about the balance of venting and zooming out. Some of the people on your list might be fantastic candidates for allowing you to just vent, and venting can be great for relationships and bonding. It’s just not as great for working through the actual problem. Meanwhile, people who veer hard toward “advice giving” from the outset can be tough to talk to; that can be bad for relationships. In a recent workshop, I informally polled the group and asked them, “What do you call people who jump right into giving advice without first taking time to listen and learn about what you’re going through?” The common response was, “Jerks!” One person yelled from the back of the room: “Husbands!” (As a husband, that one stung!)

			Finally, go through your list and circle the names of the people who do both things for you: They listen, and they broaden your perspective. These are your emotional advisers. As for the rest of your network? Not everybody can be everything to us, and that’s okay. You can let people into your world without necessarily turning to them for help shifting.

			Another option? Educate them. If they’re a co-ruminator, clue them into the research by saying something like, “I came across this interesting chapter about how venting doesn’t actually help in the long term. I had no idea!” Or if they’re an advice giver, front-load it: “Can I just vent about this for a bit, and then maybe you have some ideas for me?”

			In the same way a start-up carefully vets its trusted advisers, we should think carefully about whom we are recruiting to help coregulate our emotions. Going forward, keep in mind: When you go to someone for support, are they good at letting you express your emotions, but not for too long? Are they unafraid to give you the straight talk when you need it? Do they usually bring up perspectives that you haven’t thought of on your own? Answering these questions is just one way of seeing exactly who checks the most wise-catalyst boxes. If there are friends who fall short, this doesn’t mean you have to get rid of them. It just means that you know more about their strengths and weaknesses. Successful businesses spend a lot of time thinking about who sits on their own advisory boards—so should you.

			Finally, remember that these kinds of “emotional advising” conversations are not the only way to help someone in your life shift, or to lean on them to help you shift. Positively shifting someone else can be done either with or without a person’s awareness; we can also shift those around us by grabbing their attention or activating their senses. This can be useful in delicate situations where someone might push back or get defensive if we try to talk to them about their problems without them asking for support. Whether it’s encouraging someone to go to a movie for an emotional reprieve or triggering a shift in someone we care about by engaging their senses, we all have the capacity to activate other people’s attention and sensory shifters. When my daughter was having a hard time shifting out of a bad mood before her soccer game, I turned on Journey. The music I played was able to activate her own internal sensory shifters. I hit Play, but she listened.

			Now, there’s another way that other people shift us emotionally, and they’re often doing so completely unintentionally, without any awareness, just by existing. And how we engage with their existence provides us with a golden opportunity to sink into despair or lift out of it.

			Harnessing the Thief of Joy: Comparing Wisely

			Not too long ago, on a cold winter night, somewhere in America, there was a tween who wanted more screen time and a parent who said no. The tween in question was advocating vociferously for her right to scroll for an extra thirty minutes at night. The parent in question argued against this request by trotting out the fact that none of her friends’ parents let them have screens after nine o’clock.

			“I thought we don’t compare ourselves with other people in this family?” the tween said in reply.

			The parent in question—who was me, by the way—just got served (that phrase might date me, but oh well). Because what my daughter said was true. Since they were young, I have told my daughters not to compare themselves with other people. I have argued countless times that comparisons are the “thief of joy.” They put you in a box, limiting your aspirations and creativity to what you see in others.

			Although my daughter didn’t prevail in her quest for more screen time, she did help expose one of the shoddiest pieces of advice I have ever given. In my defense, I did what we’ve all done before, which is repeat received wisdom without delving into the nuances. But now is the time to set the record straight, which starts with interrogating the idea that all social comparison is unhealthy. (Spoiler alert: it’s not.)

			There are, of course, good reasons people are wary of comparison making. As so many encounters with Instagram influencers validate, social comparisons can be harmful. Some of my initial research on social media sites in the early 2010s showed that interacting with Facebook (the dominant platform at that time) negatively affected well-being. It was a straightforward finding: The more time people used Facebook, the more their positive mood declined over time. It wasn’t until a set of follow-up studies that we understood why this was happening: The more people scrolled on Facebook, the more envious they felt, which in turn predicted declines in their well-being.

			Roughly half a decade later, in one of the largest studies on social media and social comparison ever performed, a team of scientists from Facebook corroborated these results and extended them. In a study of 37,729 participants, more than 22 percent of people said that they had compared themselves with others on Facebook and felt badly about it during the past two weeks. More than a third of that 22 percent said that those negative feelings lasted for a day or more. As my colleagues and I have noted, if you extrapolate from these results, considering how many people use social media platforms such as Facebook (three billion people, in that case), you can approximate that hundreds of millions of people feel bad every day because of digital social comparison.

			This explains a lot about the current discourse around social comparison. Because most of us spend a lot of time on social media (about two and a half hours a day), social media sites become an obvious purveyor of unhelpful comparisons. And because negative experiences loom larger in our minds than positive ones, it’s easy to understand how we can fall into the trap of thinking that if this type of social comparison is harmful, then all social comparison must be bad. Sometimes even the very people who should know better fall into this trap (ahem).

			But before we write off social comparisons as inherently toxic, let’s remember that it’s a universal feature of human psychology; we can’t help but compare ourselves with other people. It’s a behavior that is baked into our brains. Once we start making comparisons around the time of preschool, we keep doing it at every age. And that’s true regardless of our income bracket or culture. It’s inescapable; we are constantly weighing how we are doing against others. Sometimes we do this spontaneously, like when we’re mindlessly scrolling through Instagram. And sometimes we do it deliberately, like when we’re scanning the alumni magazine announcements to see how we stack up against our college nemeses.

			We engage in these comparisons so often for a very simple reason: They help us make sense of ourselves. Our self-worth isn’t just determined by how objectively good we are at sports or how many A’s we get in school; it’s also about how we fare in comparison to others. When there are no clear objective standards (Am I smart enough? Good-looking enough? Social enough?), we look to others to form our opinions and direct our behavior.

			To be clear, social comparison is not just a rudimentary status ladder, with one metric determining who is “above” or “below” you. When we compare ourselves with someone else, we can hold the duality that we may be more skilled than they are in certain arenas, while less skilled in others. That they may have certain resources we lack, and vice versa. That they might have achieved more career success than we ever will, but lag behind us in terms of relationships or family life. Social comparisons are a nuanced psychological apparatus that help us crystallize and differentiate our goals, values, and sense of self.

			And we’re constantly using this tool, often without a second thought. But as our experiences on Instagram and countless other circumstances suggest, it often gets us in trouble. One of the largest analyses of social comparisons to date reviewed more than sixty years of research on the topic and found that most of the comparisons people make are to people who are outperforming them in some way, and they generally result in them feeling bad.

			But here’s the point we often miss about social comparisons: They can be harnessed for our betterment if you understand how they work. For a study Micaela Rodriguez, Ozlem Ayduk, and I performed, we recruited participants who were dealing with a difficult problem and then asked them to think about someone they knew who was faring worse. We found that many of the participants found comfort and strength in those comparisons; they felt more optimistic and less negative than another group of participants who were just asked to reflect on their problem. One student reported thinking about their family members who were grieving and suffering, but who still managed to get out of bed every day. This comparison sparked the realization in the student that they were actually pretty lucky and gave them a boost of motivation: If they can go out every day and do what needs to be done, with everything they’re dealing with, then I can too.

			The social comparisons we make—ones that lead us to feel good or bad about ourselves—are vital to our ability to thrive in much the same way that both positive and negative emotions contribute to our well-being and success. So first, let’s do away with the notion that all social comparisons are bad. This in and of itself can pile negative emotion upon negative emotion. If you find yourself feeling insecure and envious of a friend who seems to have achieved things in life that you’re still struggling toward, no need to get down on yourself further by castigating yourself for making comparisons. We have to let that unrealistic expectation go and understand that like intrusive thoughts, or chatter, comparisons are likely going to happen. The real pro move here from an emotion regulation standpoint is to take something that you already do automatically and leverage it to your advantage.

			So here’s the simple scientific crib sheet to leverage the people around you to shift in the direction you want. Once you know it, it becomes easy to amplify the comparisons that serve you and ditch the ones that don’t.

			Comparing yourself with someone who is outperforming you could result in feelings of envy and dejection if you focus on the things they have and you don’t, or it can be energizing and inspiring if you use these comparisons as a source of motivation, for example, “If they can achieve that, so can I.”

			Comparing yourself with someone who is doing worse than you could result in fear and worry if you think about how you could fall into similar circumstances—“Uh-oh. If it happens to them, it could happen to me”—or it can elicit feelings of gratitude and appreciation if you use that comparison to broaden your perspective, for example, “Wow, things could be much worse; I’m doing great.”

			Using this tool is like using mental time travel: When uncorralled, it can drag you places you don’t want to be. But when it is used skillfully, you can hijack something your brain is already doing by default and turn it into an asset.

			What I wished I taught my daughters earlier was this very nuance. How we feel about ourselves hinges not just on whom we compare ourselves with but how we think about that comparison. Now I remind my daughters that comparisons are one way we learn about who we are and how we stack up. And that they can be misleading or harmful depending on how we engage in them. And I talk to them about frequency. If you engage incessantly in comparisons to people you assume are doing better than you, they can start to undermine your well-being. That’s when it’s smart to pull your attention away from comparisons, focusing on them only when you need extra help shifting your perspective. And finally, I remind them that the information we get from comparisons is just one data point. These comparisons are context-specific judgments. We are many things to many people; others may compare themselves with us in ways that would shock or surprise us. There are different contexts, different people in your life that you might call to mind, depending on how you want to shift your emotions.

			If you still have any hesitation about using social comparison as a tool, just remember that this is how we work. We are a hierarchical species. Social hierarchies exist, and we exist in them. And if you’re still feeling bad about feeling better by comparing yourself with others, there’s something you can do about it.

			Taking Care

			In what must have been one of the most fun psychology experiments of all time, the researcher Liz Dunn and her colleagues walked around the campus of the University of British Columbia in 2008 giving people envelopes of cash. But before the researchers let them look inside, they had the participants rate their current levels of happiness. With that formality out of the way, the lucky individuals were randomly assigned to one of two groups—the “personal spending” group or the “prosocial” group.

			The people in the personal spending group were told they had to spend the money on themselves by that evening. They could do whatever they wanted with it as long as it benefited them. For example, buying an ice cream, paying off an overdue library fee, or going to the movies. Those in the prosocial group had to spend the money on someone else, also in whatever way they wanted, whether by donating to charity or taking a loved one out for coffee. Each envelope held either a five- or a twenty-dollar bill. After the 5:00 p.m. deadline that same day, Liz and her colleagues followed up with participants in both groups and had them rate their happiness again.

			Many of us think quite a lot about money and happiness. There are countless headline-grabbing studies on the topic, but most circle around the question of how much money we need to be happy. What made Liz’s study so interesting is that they didn’t focus on quantity of money as the linchpin of happiness. Instead, they questioned an intuitive belief: that spending money on ourselves feels better than giving it to others.

			What they found was exactly the opposite.

			After crunching the numbers, Liz’s team discovered that the people who spent money on others, regardless of the amount, experienced a significant boost in how happy they felt compared to the people who spent money on themselves.

			Like forty-niners bum-rushing the Sierra Nevada in search of gold, other scientists sought to build on Liz and her team’s discovery and confirm that whom we spend our money on is an important predictor of our emotional well-being.

			One question about this effect was that it might apply only to small samples of well-heeled college students in rich countries. But it turns out the giving impulse taps into something more primal. Later studies confirmed that these principles operate in larger groups of participants living in rich and poor populations.

			You also might think that when the personal stakes rise, people might be more inclined to help themselves. No again. Studies performed during COVID, when concerns about personal well-being heightened, have revealed similar results. In each case, happiness was improved when participants spent money on others instead of themselves. Collectively, these findings demonstrate what a powerful force for happiness giving really is.

			In many ways, this is a surprising effect. Scientists and philosophers have long described people as selfish, increasingly concerned with privileging their own desires over the needs of others. But when you really think about it, as long as we have been living in groups, well before the advent of money, we have been caring for one another. Even when it is not socially required or even recommended. Sometimes we choose to relinquish our own resources and risk ourselves to help others. News stories abound telling of people rescued by their neighbors during natural disasters such as floods and wildfires, Good Samaritans who showed up to get people out or bring them supplies. Why do so many people go beyond simple gestures, like giving five dollars to a stranger, and put themselves at risk to help other people?

			Because sometimes giving is actually in our own self-interest. When we perform acts of care, we are strengthening social bonds and increasing the likelihood that we too will be helped in the future. And because kindness is a perceived social good, when we perform it, we also gain status (giving makes you look good), which helps us find and keep friends and partners in our social circles. For all these reasons, when we help others, we feel happy. Evolution gifted us a squirt of joy each time we pitch in because, ultimately, it helps us perpetuate the species.

			Study after study backs up the phenomenon of feeling better by doing good for others. In one meta-analysis on the effects of performing kind acts that included twenty-seven experiments and more than four thousand people, researchers found that doing nice things for other people significantly enhanced how good they felt and were as effective as other interventions such as practicing mindfulness and gratitude. These effects are true for people regardless of age, sex, or how prone they were to experiencing social anxiety.

			You don’t need to volunteer at the soup kitchen or start a philanthropy to tap into the emotional benefits of helping others (although those are great things to do!). It’s as simple as recognizing when you could use an emotional lift and looking around to see who is nearby. Let’s say your partner has a short fuse and seems prickly. You might get frustrated that they’re taking it out on you, or you might notice they have a packed schedule and decide to take lunch-making duties off their plate. There’s a mood-boosting benefit for both of you. Or perhaps your elderly neighbor has seemed down and reclusive lately. You look outside and see that their lawn is overgrown and untended, so you go over and mow it the next time you do yours and derive a sense of satisfaction knowing you made their day just a little better. In making these small gestures, we are taking part in a millennia-old tradition of mutualism, the idea that we benefit from relying on each other, which offers a sense of belonging and purpose that shifts emotions in its own right.

			People Power

			Our relationships are the deep currents of our emotional lives. They move us regardless of whether we understand them, but now we do. We know that feelings can be contagious like the flu. That other people can powerfully move the needle on our distress. That not all social comparisons are harmful. And that helping others helps ourselves. This knowledge is critical, because when you know, you can play with these levers.

			If I’m offered a job and catch some negative feelings from staff during an office tour, that is valuable information about the kind of emotional contagion I might be exposing myself to every day if I worked there. In a conversation with someone I’ve turned to for advice, I have the tools I need to assess: Is this conversation helping me? And if not, I know how to get it on track, and when to bail out and find a different emotional adviser. If I know that it’s possible to leverage social comparison positively, I have a shot at reframing whatever negative thoughts come up when I inevitably compare myself with someone doing “better” than me. If I know that helping others can help lift my mood, I can have a list ready to go of ways I can help my community. The beauty of this emotion-relationship knowledge is that it doesn’t help only you. It will also help you be a good emotion-regulation partner to the people around you—your kids, your spouse, your roommates, your coworkers, your siblings.

			If we are individual threads, and our relationships are like a braid, then the next logical step is to consider the larger weave. We don’t live in a world of isolated, braided relationships; we live in a complex weave of relationships called cultures. Think about these cultures as the larger tapestries where those individual braided connections come together to form unique patterns of emotion. These larger tapestries become the constant backdrop of our lives. Everything that unfolds, including our emotions and how we respond to them, happens within this broader context.

			Something as constant, as all-consuming, as culture can be difficult to see; we live so fully immersed in it that it can become invisible to us. And yet as we’ll see next, it may ultimately be the most influential of any of the emotional forces we’ve discussed in this book.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			The Master Switch: Culture Shifters

			One Friday, about five years into her sobriety, Hollis walked into work and ran smack into a crisis. She arrived at 9:00 a.m. with a mocha in one hand and a laptop bag in the other, but by 9:30 a.m. the coffee was gone and so was her job. Not long after, she was climbing the steps to her house, carrying a box with all her stuff, gobsmacked by an unforeseen layoff.

			Until then Hollis had no idea the tech company she worked for was “restructuring,” and since she didn’t see anyone else with a box and a grim look on their face, she wondered if the company was just trying to soften the blow. Mercy layoff? Maybe Hollis hadn’t been let go so much as fired? Either way, her inner critic had already fired up the self-loathing machine and was churning out zingers. Of course, I got fired! It’s only surprising that it took them so long to figure out that I couldn’t handle it. Who did I think I was, pretending as if I deserved a job like that—with benefits, with people who had their shit together? Ha!

			When Hollis walked in the kitchen and saw yesterday’s mail, replete with mortgage and utility bills, her heart rate picked up and her palms began to sweat. She had just bought the house last month, something she never imagined was possible only a few years ago, when she was in and out of the hospital, living with her parents, and frequently drinking herself into oblivion. As panic locked up her ability to move, she sat down on the floor of the kitchen and imagined what it would be like to be homeless. The thought of telling friends and family made her want to crawl into the bathtub with a joint and a bottle of bourbon. The fear made it hard to breathe, while the shame she was experiencing prickled her skin. Hollis couldn’t remember ever feeling this emotionally disturbed as a sober person. And it was terrifying.

			Respond, don’t react.

			The thought drifted into her head—something her sponsor, Ray, always said.

			For an hour or so, Hollis sobbed and hyperventilated on the kitchen floor, but the words kept coming back to her, and so she tried to break it down and remind herself of what she already knew to be true. She had learned that a response was intentional and constructive, while a reaction was knee-jerk and emotionally driven, something that usually led to the bottom of the bottle. Hollis knew what to do instead. Last year, when one of her friends committed suicide, she had fallen apart. But then she called Ray. Then Genelle, then Arthur, then Susan, then Carla, then Franny, then Tyler, until finally John picked up. The first ten numbers in her contact list were all people from Alcoholics Anonymous (AA), their names followed by a little a so they’d show up in the same group.

			Sitting on the floor in yet another emotional predicament, Hollis scrolled through the list and started dialing. She reached four friends that day and sat on the floor talking until well into the afternoon. Each of them reminded Hollis of what she needed to do to get through the day sober. Part of the reason she called AA friends first was the shared language and experience. Everyone knew what to say, knew what Hollis was going through, and they could help in a way that no one else could. On the phone with Ray, she planned out which meeting she would go to that evening. At the end of a call with Genelle, they recited the Serenity Prayer together, and Hollis promised to take ten minutes after the call to meditate. When Tyler picked up, he reminded her of the saying “I came for my drinking, but stayed for my thinking,” which helped refocus her attention on disrupting the unhelpful emotions she was experiencing.

			As Hollis had heard so many times before, people don’t go to AA because drinking is their problem; they go because drinking is their solution. If Hollis wanted to solve the problem differently, she would have to think about it differently. Carla picked up the phone and reminded her of two key steps in AA: letting God take the wheel and relinquishing control. Hollis’s tendency to project her fears into the future was something she was always called out on. So, when Hollis told Carla about her fear of winding up in a tent living under an underpass, Carla said, “Where are your feet?” Hollis rolled her eyes and groaned but took the point. They weren’t there yet; don’t borrow trouble.

			The fact that Hollis was even able to pick up the phone that day and call people felt like a minor miracle. People in AA call it the one-thousand-pound phone for a reason; for those in distress, bubbling over with shame, it can feel impossible to ask for help. But Hollis had worked the steps and taken the strong suggestions of some elder members to get three numbers at every meeting and practice calling people. The thinking was that in times of stress and need you’re more likely to follow through if you’ve practiced when you’re not so out of sorts.

			By the end of the day Hollis was let go, she had gone to a meeting, eaten nasty takeout, and curled up with her cat and wept, but she never took a drink. She got through that day, and the next day, and the next. She found another job. And despite the whirlwind of emotions that threw her around, she managed to keep her house and her sobriety. Looking back on it now, Hollis credits the rock-solid culture of AA: “It saved my life.”

			

			 

			

			Culture has often been called the air we breathe. And in many ways, it’s the most profound and foundational force in our emotional lives—which is why we arrive at culture last.

			When I think about how culture fits with the other emotional shifters in this book, I picture a beautiful set of Russian nesting dolls my mom brought back for me after a trip to Europe years ago. I remember the wonder I felt opening the first doll to find another meticulously painted, slightly smaller doll resting inside. The emotional shifters we’ve been talking about throughout this book are a lot like those dolls: They live inside us in similar nesting layers, building on each other to affect our emotional lives.

			We started this book looking at the innermost layer—the way sensation, attention, and perspective shift our emotions. Then we moved on to the spaces we inhabit, and how they affect those internal shifters; next, we expanded to the humans around us, and how those relationships move our emotions around.

			Culture’s impact filters down through all those inner layers, pulling our emotional shifters in ways we may not even realize. It influences the music we listen to, the food we eat; it shapes our philosophy about emotions—like whether they should be felt or suppressed—and how we make sense of our lives. Culture has a profound impact on the spaces we exist in, from the layout of our cities to how we build and decorate our dwellings, and it sets the rubric for our interactions with the other humans around us, how intimate we become with them, under what circumstances we spend time together, and what we expect of our relationships. This isn’t merely a nod to the interconnectedness of life; if we can learn how to navigate the cultural containers we inhabit with an eye toward emotion regulation, we can change our emotional trajectory not just for ourselves but for others as well.

			But like so many of the shifters we’ve talked about throughout this book, there’s a catch: Culture’s impact on our emotional experience can split hard in two opposite directions. Because it is the air we breathe, it can be either the foundation for emotional wellness or the reason for ongoing distress. When culture is strong, what we most need to do is understand which tenets of culture to grab onto to help us through. And when the cultural container is at the root of our struggles, those very same tenets become the levers we use to change the culture. So in this chapter, we’ll look at both of these angles: how exactly to lean on culture when it’s healthy, and what to do when it’s not.

			But first: What exactly is culture?

			The Air We Breathe

			When we think about culture, we often think about the ever-changing winds of art, music, fashion, lifestyle, and wellness. It’s Taylor Swift’s Eras tour, CryptoBros, the Kardashians, the carnivore diet, dad bod, the latest TikTok dance, tiny homes, Inbox Zero, and, at the time of my writing this paragraph, the Barbie movie (the fact that each of these cultural touchstones will be yesterday’s news by the time this book goes to print is kind of the point). We also see culture as part of what defines a group of people, like Native Americans or the Amish, and most of us take care not to appropriate their traditional garb or ceremonies out of respect. We know culture plays a role in the myriad ways we eat, talk, celebrate, and mourn. It is half legacy, half living thing.

			The very first culture we are welcomed into is our family of origin, with its own religious, ethnic, and national particularities. The next is usually our school’s culture, and our chosen group of friends. Then, depending on our choices, it’s sports teams or after-school clubs, and finally the colleges we go to and the workplaces we join as adults. Of course, culture exists at so many more levels than this—from Rotary Clubs to entire geographic regions. For every group of humans that gathers consistently, a culture forms. And when you closely compare the emotional landscapes of different groups, whether they be tribes, families, organizations, or neighborhoods, striking differences emerge.

			Take corporate culture as just one example. A start-up that prides itself on a move-fast-and-break-things ethos might develop a culture that treats anxiety and stress as emotional experiences to embrace. In contrast, a decades-old company with a sturdier financial foundation might prioritize employee retention, communicating to its staff the importance of work-life balance and keeping stress levels in check. Depending on which work culture you inhabit, how you feel about stress and anxiety may vary—widely. And how we feel about emotions affects the ways we seek to regulate them, or if we even try to regulate them at all.

			A lot of us try to get our emotions under control by suppressing or avoiding. As we’ve seen, in the United States these tactics are often viewed negatively, while emotional expression is highly valued. This isn’t the case everywhere. In so-called collectivist cultures (like Japan) where social harmony is highly valued and people privilege the group over the self, individuals are more likely to suppress their emotions and to view doing so positively. In individualistic cultures (for example, European Americans), social harmony is lower on the priority list. So, people are more apt to express themselves.

			No matter which group we belong to, culture helps us both navigate the world and make sense of our place within it. It provides us with different expectations, vocabularies, and modes of interacting. Its constituent parts have evolved to fit the particular demands of the groups we belong to over time, which is why there are as many gradations of cultures in the world as there are contexts, generations, and environments. A diversity of cultures exists not only in the world but also within our own lives. When I wake up and have breakfast with my family, I am swimming in one culture. When I go to a university meeting, I am swimming in another. Depending on the groups we belong to, we could be dipping in and out of half a dozen cultures in the span of one day.

			Since culture can be both large (the culture of a nation) and small (the culture of a friend group), we can define it very practically by saying culture is the embodiment of ideas and practices that have been passed down over time through different pathways (for example, families and institutions) that give us the best chance at thriving within our particular context. You can think of culture as a kind of master switch in a “smart” home or hotel room. If you’ve ever used one, you know that with one press of a button the smart switch can control the temperature, lights, electronics, and blinds. In a way, that’s what culture does as well. Passed down and evolving from generation to generation, culture shapes different facets of our experience within a group. What we think, how we act, and, crucially, how we manage our emotions.

			Every culture has the ability to pluck our emotional strings, but some cultures are more powerful than others in terms of their ability to help us regulate our emotions. Hollis is an example of one of the millions of people who have used the culture of Alcoholics Anonymous as a tool not only for their recovery but also for reaching the emotional stability that is at the heart of it. This organization is a free, open “fellowship” for people who are looking for support for their substance abuse problem. Founded in 1935, this is also a group around which a powerful culture has formed, a culture that people often say has transformed their lives. In many ways it is like a boot camp for managing your emotions. Many people who walk into AA meetings have seen unchecked emotion ruin their lives. To reclaim well-being, AA contends that they have to get to the root of the problem, which is not necessarily their drinking but their inability to deal with their feelings in ways that aren’t destructive.

			AA is able to save people’s lives in large part because it has fully embraced the power of culture and its essential mechanisms to help people shift in more positive directions. But you don’t have to be a part of this group to leverage the power of culture to manage your emotions. To pop the hood and see how AA, and other effective cultures, manage such a feat, I find it useful to break culture down to three core components: beliefs and values, norms, and practices.

			Popping the Hood on Culture’s Emotional Engine

			I grew up in a pugnacious corner of Brooklyn, with its own set of deeply entrenched values, and one of my earliest memories is getting punched in the nose by a burly preschooler nicknamed Big Rich. I had made the mistake of refusing to give up control of a highly coveted train set, which didn’t fly with Big Rich (who was, I realize now, in fact not that big). When I went home that day and told my parents, my mother responded by kissing my cheek, looking me in the eye, and saying, “Next time you see him, you punch him back!” My father said much the same when it was his turn to counsel me, reflecting the high degree of cultural attunement between my parents on this issue. Needless to say, I got the message. The next day at school I marched directly up to Big Rich and walloped him. In retrospect, not my finest moment, but I was only four. And I had just been taught a very clear cultural value: We don’t back down, we fight back.

			Beliefs and values are what the people in each group care about, and they can vary wildly from culture to culture. Case in point: Whereas my culture of origin taught me to meet force with force, if you were to travel straight north, to the Arctic Circle, you’d find a group of people who teach their kids to do the exact opposite, Never fight back.

			In 1970, the anthropologist Jean Briggs left an indelible mark on the scientific world when she published her account of living for eighteen months in a community of Inuit people called the Utkuhikhalingmiut, or Utku for short. One aspect of life there she observed quite closely was the interaction between the Utku and the white men who came to the mouth of the Black River every year to fish. They usually asked to borrow one of the community’s two canoes, and the Utku graciously lent it. But during the time Jean was there on her research trip, living with a host family, the fishermen had brought back the borrowed canoe with a huge hole in its canvas shell and then callously (thought Jean) asked to borrow the remaining one. Watching her host father agree, without protest, to lend out the entire community’s last canoe, Jean felt a flash of anger and spoke up on behalf of the Utku: She confronted the leader of the white men and told him in no uncertain terms that he was being selfish, thoughtless, and endangering the community’s ability to fish and survive.

			She won the argument—the leader quickly backed down, surprised yet not too perturbed—but at a cost: She was spurned by the entire Utku village for her outburst (and her adopted father still lent them the canoe). And she realized something she should already have known: that anger was not okay there. Fighting back was never okay.

			In Jean’s own culture (she was born in America) expressing flashes of anger and frustration was no big deal. In the Utku culture, it was decidedly taboo. They of course got angry like anyone else, but they rarely expressed it. Why? One interpretation is that over thousands of years, the Inuit culture had evolved to help them survive in an extreme climate that was just barely conducive to human life. They lived most of the year in close quarters; they had to collaborate intensely to gather and share resources; and they had to cope with hardship and isolation. And so, their culture developed and nurtured a values system that allowed them to thrive within those constraints—one where social harmony was valued above everything…even the last canoe.

			When I read this account, the Utku’s approach to conflict and anger was completely foreign to me; that kind of behavior wouldn’t get you far in 1980s Brooklyn. Meanwhile, I’d likely never have survived on the Arctic tundra if I’d gone around popping people in the nose when they upset me. The difference between the cultural values systems, at a fundamental level, could not have been starker. But the two cultures did have something in common: They’d both developed a scaffolding to support their respective values—a way to make their belief systems visible and actionable. We call them norms.

			Norms are the spoken and unspoken rules that keep us in harmony with others and help promote and maintain a culture’s beliefs and values. For instance, a value of our justice system is respect for the law. A norm that upholds that value is the way judges are addressed by “Your Honor” and attorneys are referred to as “counselor” when they are in court. Norms are doubly important because we are a social species. Coordinating our behavior and cementing our beliefs through norms are effective in part because they are linked with something primal—our desire to belong. Norms influence our behavior because we want others to accept us, and to do that, we need guidelines to help us stay within the boundaries of what’s okay (we also don’t like to get punished, which is often the consequence of violating norms). In this way, norms are an incredible tool for reinforcing the beliefs and values of the group. A little like a sheepdog herding everyone in the same direction.

			Norms can be communicated explicitly, like the laws of the Constitution, or we can absorb norms implicitly, through our everyday interactions—kind of like the way you just know it’s not okay to bring plastic cups and Styrofoam plates to a party that your environmentalist friends are throwing. These implicit understandings come, in part, from observing what rules others are following. But we also learn by observing what happens when we break norms.

			Social exclusion is one tool that cultures around the world use to punish norm violations, and it’s as painful as it is ancient. Hundreds of thousands of years ago, ostracism was life threatening. Without the protection and support of the group, you were left vulnerable and exposed. Research shows that ostracism and the social pain that it accompanies are among the most painful emotional experiences we endure as humans.

			
				Breaking the rules = social exclusion = very bad.

				Following the rules = social inclusion = very good.

			

			This provides a plausible explanation for why going against social norms and not fitting in causes emotional and physical distress. Back in the day, conformity wasn’t a choice, it was a necessity, and that internal wiring is still with us. But cultures consist of a third element to help us follow those unspoken rules and gel more successfully with others in the group.

			Practices are behaviors—like rituals, exercises, and teachings—that help the group actualize their beliefs and successfully adopt social norms. In Hollis’s case, when she sat down and started making phone calls, she was leaning on a well-established practice of AA culture. The norm is supporting one another through moments of crisis and possible relapse; the practice is simply picking up the phone. Other cultural practices might include prayer, ceremonies, and rituals that further reinforce a culture’s values and norms. Which bring us to another arena of our lives that uses this same cultural blueprint—religion.

			Religion is “the big kahuna” of culture. More than 84 percent of people on the planet are members of religious groups, and research shows that compared with nonreligious folks, people who are religious enjoy better cardiovascular health, less depression and anxiety, and a greater sense that their lives have meaning. Not everyone, of course, joins a religious community or practices their religious beliefs with the intention of regulating their emotions, but it is a powerful ancillary benefit.

			Like all cultures, we can think of religion as a recipe consisting of multiple ingredients that help us manage our emotions. The first one is belief: Many religions teach that emotions are within our control (for example, through practices such as prayer or meditation) or that a higher power will take care of us (that is, God will provide). The belief in that higher, transcendent power helps people tap into a sense of both awe and connection. This gives people a broader perspective and reminds them that they aren’t necessarily the center of the story. Acceptance, gratitude, love, and compassion are central religious experiences that are encouraged and sought by people of many religions. These emotional experiences allow people to reduce their focus on the “self,” helping us feel more connected and less immersed in our problems.

			Practices such as fasting, ceremonial cleansing, pilgrimages, and religious holidays reinforce beliefs and provide us with a sense of control during times when control is in short supply. This is likely why so many people turn to rituals when terrible, unfair things happen (think: war, terminal diagnoses, and so on). Cultivating a sense of calm, control, and familiarity, even on a small level, can help us grapple with big emotions. For a practicing Catholic, ducking into a cathedral even thousands of miles from home might feel like taking a deep breath. For others it might be a church picnic or Shabbat dinner that feels easy to join because you already know “the rules.” In this way, religious culture is helpful in times of need, which is possibly why there are more people who are religious than there are people on social media (if you can believe it!).

			Even if you’re not religious, there are still plenty of ways for you to benefit from some of the active ingredients that underlie religion’s emotion regulation benefits. One example: Create your own rituals.

			A ritual is a sequence of behaviors that are infused with meaning that you do the same way each time. Performing a ritual provides people with a sense of order and predictability. It’s called compensatory control: The control you exert over your immediate situation—this ritual you’re performing, with its prescribed steps—compensates for the bad feeling you might have in a situation that feels out of control. And while you can of course perform a ritual by yourself, it’s also beneficial to do them with others because it gives you a sense of solidarity.

			The NBA superstar LeBron James is just one of many professional athletes to lean into the power of ritual. Before many games, on the sidelines, he pours chalk in his hands, tosses it into the air, opens his arms wide, and looks to the sky. Afterward, he claps his hands and then blows into each fist a couple of times while the crowd, who by now is in on the ritual, goes wild. For someone about to jog onto the basketball court with a huge amount of performance pressure on his shoulders, it’s easy to imagine how this short practice would help distract him, provide him with a sense of control, serve as a way to connect with the fans, and prepare him for what comes next.

			Figuring out which ritual will help you in your quest for emotion regulation means looking at your life and identifying where you could use some help. If your anxiety usually spikes around bedtime, there are lots of options, from lighting a candle, to reading your favorite poem, to journaling. Meditation is a particularly useful practice that is no longer necessarily tied to specific religious practices and used by millions as a personal ritual that invites calm. Other rituals could involve the senses so you’re using two levers in one: think predinner dance party to get everyone off their devices and to the table, or a morning walk without headphones so you can shift your attention away from your stress-provoking to-do list and toward the newly budding trees and chunky-cheeked squirrels. Rituals, like other practices, can help you live your values and uphold norms. They also act as social glue when practiced as a group, binding you to other members of your culture and strengthening those connections.

			Ultimately, what makes AA’s culture so effective for emotion regulation isn’t unique to AA; it’s the fact that it uses all the levers of culture to help people. For instance, AA is a culture that deeply values personal accountability and acceptance. As a result, there are norms (in AA they call them “suggestions”) such as staying out of romantic relationships until you are well into your recovery and treating others in the group with patience and understanding.

			There are also practices in AA that help people adhere to these norms and live their values. One practice involves pairing newcomers with “sponsors” to help them stay on track with their recovery by gently reminding them of the program’s “steps” and suggestions. Another involves taking inventory of difficult emotions and resentments that might derail recovery. Many AA members like Hollis credit the group’s emphasis on fellowship as the most influential part of the culture. People who have been in the program for years go out of their way to make sure newly sober members are taken care of by offering guidance, phone numbers, and hugs. One of their most closely held tenets is “let us love you until you can love yourself.”

			Beliefs, norms, and values exist in every culture; looking specifically for those three components—and how they’re working together—can help you find the cultures in your life that are most supportive. And if there is a particular group you really value, but you realize is falling short, you can use this cultural blueprint to figure out where the group’s values, norms, and practices could be made more explicit or robust. If you have a group of close friends from college, for example, and a deep value of that group is being there for one another, but you don’t have any solid norms and practices that support that—for instance, a norm of hanging out once a month, and a practice of taking turns picking the activity and organizing—that culture might start to feel brittle. The positive cultures of the groups we belong to need nurturing; they won’t necessarily persist on their own.

			Meanwhile, some cultures in our lives may be doing more harm than good when it comes to our emotional lives. It might be that a foundational belief of that culture is something we don’t share—a friend group that does a lot of gossip and backstabbing could be one example, or a work culture that values overwork and busyness. It might be that the beliefs and values that are stated sound great, but the norms and practices that cultivate a positive environment conducive to emotion regulation are not present. As much as this cultural blueprint helps you identify the cultures in your life that are working, it’s also a tool for diagnosing the ones that aren’t.

			Sometimes, one of the cultures in your life might be enough of a negative force on your well-being that it’s worth considering whether this is a culture you even want to be in. People opt out of toxic cultures every day. They quit jobs. They change careers. They leave bad relationships. Often for very good reason. If you find yourself in a culture where you cannot live the kind of emotional life you want and need to live, you have two choices. One, move away from the culture. You can leave cultures; we do it all the time. It’s not always pleasant to extract ourselves from a group that we’ve been a part of, but sometimes it is the best possible option.

			Another option: Change it.

			Agent of Change

			In 2017, England’s famed Football Association needed to shake things up after a series of disappointing tournament losses by the high-profile men’s national team. To change what they saw as a problematic culture among their teams, they began by looking for a person to shift the culture.

			Their goal was to create “a high-performance culture and psychological resilience across all men’s and women’s national teams.” For this task they found a worthy candidate in Pippa Grange, a seasoned psychologist who had previously successfully improved the culture of several sports teams, organizations, and businesses internationally. Despite the odds stacked against them, and a team history of choking during penalty kicks, England made it to the men’s World Cup quarterfinals in 2018, the first time since 1990. After the team won a historic penalty shoot-out earlier in the tournament, the Daily Mail began calling Pippa Grange the “Mary Poppins of football” and singing her praises. How did she do it? That’s what all of En-gland wanted to know.

			It turns out to have involved tapping into those very same levers of culture that we just talked about.

			When we think about culture, it feels amorphous, which can be intimidating. Especially if you want to change it. But that’s where the blueprint of beliefs, norms, and practices comes in, because it shows you how you can strategically pull those levers and make change. These fundamental tenets of culture that are great to lean on when a culture is working are the exact same places to zero in on when a culture needs to shift. So let’s look at how Pippa accomplished this turnaround with the men’s national team, along with some other examples.

			Rule 1—Check the foundation. If there is something happening within the group that you don’t like, look at the beliefs and values that are driving it.

			That is exactly what the seasoned leader Dara Khosrowshahi did when he was hired to helm a floundering company in 2017. Far from an easy job, Dara was tasked with cleaning up a number of crises. There was an FBI investigation, splashy headlines about a toxic work culture rife with sexual harassment, and the messy ouster of the company’s infamous founder. What the new executive found was that the values that had underpinned the start-up’s meteoric rise were now contributing to its downfall. Describing the culture under the previous CEO as “unrestrained,” The New York Times reported on a workplace environment where people were physically and sexually harassed, threatened with violence, and subject to “homophobic slurs”—an emotionally damaging culture, to say the least.

			Of course, this was no ordinary company. Founded in 2009, Uber was being hailed as the next great disrupter of Silicon Valley, and by 2015 it was the highest-valued start-up in the world at fifty-five billion dollars. Creating a more emotionally healthy culture while maintaining their success was the needle that Dara had to thread. An important part of this culture change process that Uber’s new leadership team got right was to establish concrete values instead of ones that were vague or abstract. Two of the new values they eventually settled on were “build with heart” and “stand for safety.” On their values web page they drill down into the specifics of what these beliefs mean—for instance, actively caring about their customers and becoming the most vigilant company in the business when it comes to safety. Statements like these create alignment within the group and also spell out what otherwise goes unsaid, making values visible.

			Rule 2—Rethink norms. In 2012, Google did a study to figure out what made its teams succeed or fail. Because it is a company famously obsessed with maximizing productivity and researching group dynamics in the service of innovation, it embarked on a massive data-crunching operation to better understand the elements that contribute to teams thriving. They began thinking that it had something to do with who was in the group.

			But they were wrong.

			What they found was that a key igniting agent for these groups was the norm surrounding social interaction. Google found that its most successful groups were governed by norms that promoted psychological safety—giving one another time to talk, being more aware of the feelings of others, and sharing difficult moments and feelings with the group. Google took this information and applied it to improve the communication within all its teams. For instance, it emphasized the need to embrace disagreements, welcome seemingly “silly” questions, and be open about failure.

			Not every company, group, or organization has the financial heft and data chops to do a full-blown research project on which norms are best. But they do have the capacity to do a kind of norms audit, where you identify what the norms are currently and cross-check them with the group’s beliefs and values. Are they in service of those goals? Or could some unwritten rules be changed to better fit what the group needs? The good news is norm changes aren’t as hard as you might think. Most people want to follow the norms of their group; we want to belong and fit in. Because of this, people are already inclined to follow the rules; you just have to communicate them effectively.

			Rule 3—Customize your practices. When it comes to practices, there are many opportunities to create tools for helping people adjust to new cultural beliefs and norms. This is a bespoke matter, but really it boils down to asking what would help people cope with their emotions within this culture while staying aligned with the values and norms of the group. Practices were, more than anything else, at the heart of the culture change within the men’s national team under Pippa Grange. When Pippa came on board, she and the men’s team coach first discussed new values and norms. They wanted to improve players’ resilience and bet that getting there required helping them build a sense of emotional safety. In one interview with HR magazine, Pippa emphasized the importance of building “care and intimacy” within the team, and said, “If you know people are in the trenches with you then there’s a sense of safety in that—a sense of home and belonging.”

			One new value they identified to support that goal was to truly privilege trust and understanding of one another as teammates, and a norm they established around that value was the expectation that players share their feelings, support one another, and encourage vulnerability. But to actually make this possible, they had to create specific practices to help people get there.

			What they came up with was a series of small group conversations led by Pippa. In these intimate moments, the men would talk about their fears and insecurities, embracing one another’s concerns instead of adhering to the stiff-upper-lip status quo. One player who was going through a severe depression went public with his struggles, a risk he likely wouldn’t have taken before. Apart from these heartfelt conversations, Pippa encouraged the players to have fun with one another, practicing play, if you will. The group played games (other than football) together that built coordination and trust, but also filled the players with more lightness and joy. After their big win against Tunisia in the 2018 World Cup, the staff filled an indoor swimming pool with a herd of inflatable unicorns.

			I wish I’d been a fly on the wall that day, to see football players racing one another on purple and white floaties.

			What Pippa Grange understood was that you can’t just lay out new values and norms and expect people to immediately start embracing them. You’ve got to help them “train” for it. The practices that she and the team established were crucial for that purpose. Instead of just saying “be vulnerable,” you have to create a psychologically safe space in which to do so, model ways to do that, and embrace practices that build the ancillary skills needed to act in accordance with the new values and norms. One of the most important lessons we can learn from Pippa Grange is that changing culture for better emotion regulation doesn’t have to be boring. In fact, you can make it fun.

			Accessing the Cultural Control Panel

			Much like the air, or the water, or the sunshine, culture is around us all the time, and as a result sometimes it can be hard to see the ways that the groups we’re a part of affect our emotional lives. This is in part why culture clashes can be so difficult to manage: because we often aren’t even aware of why we, or the groups we’re interacting with, are thinking, feeling, and behaving the way we do. But by understanding the way culture shapes our emotional lives we have a blueprint for how to harness this shifter better. It’s like knowing which buttons on your smart switch control the blinds and which ones control the thermostat.

			This brings us to a final question: Why do we so often find ourselves in situations where that master switch is right there, but we just don’t press it? This is a classic conundrum of the human condition: We can understand exactly what we need to do and still fail to do it. How do we bridge the gap between knowing and doing?

			Before you started reading this book, you no doubt were aware of a grab bag of emotion regulation tools. And yet, how many times have you successfully used them in the heat of the moment to shift out of an emotional funk? How often have you preemptively planned for how to use these tools in your day-to-day life? Maybe your friend persuades you to go for a walk one day after a bad breakup, and you feel better, but will you do it on your own the next time something tough happens? Maybe you know that 1990s hip-hop always makes you feel better, but do you have a playlist all queued up on your streaming app?

			Most of us struggle with opening the toolbox in the first place because even throwing back the lid can feel like a Herculean task when we are in distress. We know, but we don’t always do. Why do we keep failing to do what we know and what science teaches us will make us feel better? And what can we do to fix this?

			To answer these questions, let’s revisit an old friend.
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			Part Four

			Shifting by Design

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			From Knowing to Doing: Making Shifting Automatic

			It was 3:00 a.m. when Matt Maasdam, along with ten Navy SEALs, stealthily approached a house in a middle-class neighborhood outside Baghdad, Iraq. It was hot and dusty even at that time of night, with most residents either sleeping together in the coolest interior rooms of their homes or bunking on the roofs to catch a breeze.

			The SEALs didn’t know much about the household where the bomb maker they were searching for was living, other than that he was there. They didn’t know how well armed he was, or how many innocent civilians were slumbering inside. But they knew that bomb makers were booby-trap experts. They often buried explosives along the perimeter of buildings where soldiers would line up, hoping to kill a dozen men with one blast. They also knew that bomb makers’ homes were heavily guarded, with armed men ready to pick you off from second-story hiding spots, and that it was possible they’d find insurgents napping in suicide vests, trip wires hooked to projectiles, or women with grenades in the pockets of their burkas. There were plenty of unknowns, plenty of ways that the mission could go sideways and get them all killed. But Matt’s team was ready.

			The Navy SEALs are one of the most elite organizations in the world for many reasons, and a critical part of their success is the meticulous planning they do before missions. Before a mission, SEAL teams carefully prepare for every contingency they can imagine. During the days leading up to their operation, Matt’s team walked through more than a dozen potential scenarios.

			
				If the helicopter they were traveling in loses power…

				If the team takes fire on the way to the target…

				If there are five times more insurgents than they anticipated…

				If someone steps on a land mine on the way out…

			

			The mission leaders would drill each scenario into their heads by calling on them Socratic style.

			“Matt, if _____ happens, then what’s your next move?”

			For every “if,” there were three “then’s”—specific plans for responding automatically when things go wrong, and getting the help they need to carry out the mission and still get out alive.

			So, when Matt and his team approached the bomb maker’s house with their night vision goggles and quiet breath, they had an initial plan. They weren’t going to line up against the perimeter of the house. They would scatter themselves in the front yard, and as soon as the charge on the front door blew, they would move rapidly in a coordinated fashion, like a basketball team running a fast-break play. Half of the SEALs would run through the door, and half would flood into the rest of the house through other doors and windows.

			When they blew the charge, they encountered a contingency they didn’t anticipate. The exterior walls of the house were mostly glass, and as soon as the charge blew, they shattered. From the street, it looked like the house exploded, with giant shards raining down on the SEALs from twenty feet above. Remarkably, no one got hurt. In training they had practiced blowing up all kinds of structures and responding to the myriad ways different kinds of materials collapse. As a result, Matt’s team wasn’t overwhelmed or taken off guard when the shards of glass came raining down, even if they were a little surprised. They simply “turned steel,” letting their armor take the blow as they crouched and covered, allowing the glass to impact their body armor before continuing with the mission. While the glass explosion certainly woke up the neighborhood and heightened the need to move swiftly, the SEALs had been well trained to go about their business despite the unexpected. In the end they were able to go in, apprehend the bomb maker, and get out safely.

			

			 

			

			When Navy SEALs want to learn how to do something, they find the best people in the world to train them. When Matt was still on active duty, his team found that it took them ten minutes to change a flat tire on the battlefield, which felt perilously long to be stationary and exposed. Because seconds can make the difference between life and death, the SEALs reached out to a NASCAR pit crew and spent two days learning how to change tires more efficiently and practicing until their fingers were numb. After those lessons, they went from being able to change a tire in ten minutes to well under two minutes.

			This is exactly what we want to be able to do with our emotions. We want to be like a NASCAR pit crew when we need to shift. Whether we want to shift into a more positive state or out of a painful one, the goal is to be able to do it more smoothly, intentionally, and swiftly. And while some of that has to do with knowing what tools we can use in the moment—the tools we’ve gone through in this book—we also need to know how to implement skills swiftly and efficiently when we need them. Which raises the question: How do you go from knowing to doing?

			The Missing Link

			In the late 1980s, Gabriele Oettingen, a German-born psychologist, came to the United States to study a topic that has been fascinating people for ages: daydreams. She was interested in fantasies. Those far-flung simulations about what could be in the future that all of us engage in from time to time. Was there any functionality to them? Did jumping into the mental time travel machine to contemplate the improbable help bring those goals to fruition? Going into the work, she thought it would.

			She was wrong.

			The idea that we should visualize positive outcomes to attain success is well documented. But Gabriele’s studies showed that not only did it not predict success; it predicted the opposite. In study after study, she found that cuing people to fantasize about the things they wanted actually decreased the likelihood that they’d achieve their goals: When they imagined the future, they got a little satisfying taste of that wonderful feeling of having achieved their desire, and it undermined their effort toward it. They were, essentially, lulled into feeling that they’d already accomplished what they desired.

			Now, fixating on the obstacles in their way wasn’t helpful either. Gabriele called this “dwelling”—focusing so much on the blockers in your way, that you can’t see past them to the future you so desire.

			When it came to fantasy, both dwelling and indulging were bad for you on their own. But here’s the crucial piece: They were great if you linked them together.

			If you indulge in visualizing what you want, but never look at what you have to overcome in order to get there, it’s worse for you. And if you’re dwelling in the weeds and only seeing obstacles, you can’t see a way forward or muster up the energy to get there. Gabriele’s major discovery was that if you both vividly fantasize about the future you want and fully visualize the problems you’re going to run into on the way there, outcomes shoot way up, in terms of both goal accomplishment and emotional wellness.

			She broke down successful goal pursuit into three distinct steps:

			
				Step 1: You visualize your WISH—what specifically you desire. I want to finish writing this book!

				Step 2: You visualize the OUTCOME—the best thing about achieving that wish, and how it will make you feel. The book will be published, and I’ll feel a huge sense of accomplishment about getting this guide out into readers’ hands.

				Step 3: You visualize the OBSTACLE—the main challenge within yourself. I say “yes” to so many other asks from people who want help that I don’t save enough time to write and never finish the manuscript.

			

			WISH.

			OUTCOME.

			OBSTACLE.

			Gabriele called the three-part plan “mental contrasting” because what this involves is identifying your “wish” and then contrasting the outcome you hope to achieve with the crucial obstacle that stands in the way. This was a significant step forward for figuring out how to help people convert their dreams into reality, but there was one crucial missing link. Now that I’ve visualized my wish to write a book, imagined how I’ll feel when I do, and then identified the potential obstacle, what do I do to overcome this roadblock?

			Luckily, another researcher, Peter Gollwitzer, completely independently, happened to be simultaneously working on that missing piece: the psychology of planning. Coincidentally, Peter happened to be Gabriele’s husband.

			Around the same time that Gabriele was studying mental contrasting, Peter was digging into how people approach making plans, and what factors might increase the likelihood that they follow through with them. We make all kinds of well-intentioned plans—I’m going to eat better. Lose weight. I’m going to save money, be a better parent, stop drinking, talk to my dad about that thing that’s been bothering me for a decade, be less anxious, not blow up at my kids so much—and then fail to see them through and feel terrible about it. There are countless reasons: life gets in the way, we get overwhelmed, we get distracted, we get stressed, we get scared. Peter wanted to know how we could make plans stickier. So, he came up with a remarkably simple and effective solution. He called them “implementation intentions.”

			Peter’s intuition was that you had to make it easier for people to follow through with their plans when life gets in the way. The goal was to make the process less effortful. What he found was that you could do that by using a framework similar to what the SEALs do when they prepare for a mission: create an if-then plan.

			
				IF the alarm goes off and it’s 6:00 a.m., THEN I’ll grab my duffel bag and go to the gym.

				IF I get hungry before lunch, THEN I will have one of the apples on the counter.

				IF I feel anxious about the week on Sunday night, THEN I will make a to-do list, put it away until Monday morning, and listen to a feel-good song.

				IF I get overwhelmed and angry during the meeting again, THEN I will pause and think about the fact that we’re all on the same team before I decide what to say.

			

			The beauty of this approach is not only that it forces people to think through high emotion scenarios ahead of time to envision how they’d act. It also makes exercising goal pursuit—in our case, the goal of managing our emotions effectively—as automatic as a handshake.

			That’s our goal with emotion regulation: You don’t have to think about what to do when the situation presents itself. You just do it. And that can be a tremendous boon for managing our emotional life, because remember, we follow the “law of least effort.” We don’t like to do things that are hard. And it can be hard to think about what strategy to use in a moment when you’re bathed in emotion.

			Implementation intentions take the effort out of the formula. They forge a link in your mind that you can rely on when a situation overwhelms you. They work on two levels: they connect your goal with the specifics of how to reach that goal, and they bookmark the situation with context clues that make it more likely you’ll be able to remember what to do. When we are rehearsing these situations in our minds, we are creating psychological links between specific situations and specific actions. And that makes it more likely that we’ll convert our knowledge into action.

			Gabriele and Peter spent decades independently trying to crack the puzzles that got them interested in psychology. Then, around 2010, a lightbulb went off. They realized they could put their steps together, and they were better than the sum of their parts.

			Enter the tool called WOOP: Wish, Outcome, Obstacle, Plan.

			WOOP There It Is

			WOOP is the marriage of two independently studied ideas that emerged from a literal marriage. And it helps us take the knowledge we have acquired about how to manage our emotions and put that knowledge to use in our lives.

			The “mental contrasting” piece (WOO) helps energize people around their goals and specify the obstacle in the way. The “implementation intentions” piece (P) fuses each obstacle (the “if”) to a specific action (the “then”) and makes the entire enterprise of regulating our feelings more effortless.

			So how do we use WOOP with emotion regulation? Here are a couple of examples.

			Wish: I want to be more patient with my children when they irritate me (yes, Maya and Dani, it happens).

			Outcome: I’m going to have a better relationship with them and be a better father.

			Obstacle: When they call each other stupid, I sometimes lose my temper—I grew up in an atmosphere where people put each other down, and I’m really reactive to that.

			Plan: Now I’m going to build a plan around my obstacle.

			IF they are fighting, THEN I’m going to zoom out, remind myself that they’re kids, my wife and I acted similarly when we were young, their brains are still developing, and then get their attention without yelling.

			This is the sort of circumstance we might encounter on a daily basis. Now I want to take you through how you might use WOOP in an extraordinarily difficult emotional situation, because at some point or another in life, we all find ourselves in one of those.

			I heard a story recently that stuck with me. A friend of a friend lost someone close to him very suddenly: a younger brother died by suicide. It was a shock to the whole family. A shattering, immeasurable loss. In the months after, he was reeling, looping in and out of intense grief. He was managing—going to work, going to therapy, processing. But he found that sometimes the sadness would well up in the worst ways. He has young kids and noticed that it was affecting his time with them. They’d be at the playground, playing monster-tag (he was the monster), and suddenly he’d get hit with the loss, and he’d have to walk away. He didn’t want to run from his grief. He understood he needed to mourn his brother. But he didn’t want to miss his kids’ childhood while doing so. How can we WOOP such a deep loss? Here’s what one version looks like:

			
				Wish: “To be able to hang out with my kids and enjoy my life, even during this era of intense grief.”

				Outcome: “When my kids are grown up, they’ll still look back on this time and remember a lot of joy.”

				Obstacle: “When the grief hits, I can’t see my way out of it. I completely lose perspective.”

				Plan: “IF I’m with the kids and I start to feel it, THEN I’m going to stop and focus on the future. I’m going to take ten seconds and imagine them as grown-ups, and me looking back on the whole sweep of my life. I’m going to remind myself that in the grand scheme of things this is just one short season.”

			

			Try using WOOP for an emotional challenge you’re facing. Choose something and try it, right now.

			
				W = Wish (Write a wish that is important to you—challenging but feasible.)

				O = Outcome (How will it feel when you accomplish this?)

				O = Obstacle (What is the personal obstacle?)

				P = Plan (What’s the action you’re going to take when faced with this obstacle?)

				So fill in: if     (obstacle)    , then     (action)    .

			

			The goal is to be able to shift your emotions easily and effortlessly—almost habitually, the way you buckle your seat belt without even thinking about it when you get in the car. If that sounds impossible, just remember the Navy SEALs: What they do isn’t easy, but with enough planning and practice, it can become close to automatic.

			Over the past two decades, several studies have shown the power of WOOP and its long-term, lasting effects on people’s lives. Using WOOP leads to better success for students with studying and grades, better working through of negative feelings, healthier eating and exercise behaviors, people with depression taking better care of themselves, and more thriving relationships, among others. And, crucially, this “technology” is easy to use.

			In the mid 2010s, a group of German scientists took this into the classroom with first graders in the context of a large field experiment. They talked about WOOP, guided the kids through it, and did it with them five times. What they saw was remarkable: These little six-year-olds managed their emotions better and earned better grades. Moreover, the effect that WOOP had on their lives was long lasting; the experimenters found positive effects of the intervention with the kids three years after its implementation.

			Of course, we can’t plan for everything. As much as you can visualize your desired emotional futures and plan out if-thens, you can’t always predict what’s going to happen. When the SEALs went into raid the bomb maker’s home, they’d run if-then scenarios over and over, but they hadn’t trained for the specific contingency they encountered when the glass shattered into thousands of razor-sharp shards. Still, they knew how to respond when the charge went off: They had a set of tools they’d used in similar circumstances, and they automatically reached for them.

			The bombs most of us will face are metaphorical, not literal. But the point is that unexpected emotional challenges will come along, and you may be deep in the emotional soup before you realize it. And when this happens, you have tools to fall back on in these situations: the shifters you’ve learned about in this book.

			Beyond Silver Bullets

			A critical piece to remember: There are no one-size-fits-all solutions. Like exercise, nutrition, and medicine, emotion regulation is highly idiosyncratic. Back in chapter 3, I mentioned a study I collaborated on in 2020, during the onset of the COVID pandemic, that was designed to reveal how people were coping with the anxiety that had swept the globe. We wanted to know whether a particular tool, or combination of tools, was emerging as somewhat of a universal regulation method during this incredibly challenging time.

			What we found: There was wild diversity across participants in the tools that benefited them most. Some people used more than a dozen different tools in a day; others used none. What worked for one person had no effect for the next. And for many people, what helped them varied from day to day. All this is to say, I encourage you to open up to playing around with these shifters. Find the tools that work for you, and once you do, work on strengthening the likelihood that you will use them when you need them the most via WOOP.

			Of course, no matter how much we learn and practice and shift, some emotional experiences will always be difficult. If emotions were a cinch to rein in, they wouldn’t be useful, because we’d never permit ourselves to feel bad. Just like with physical pain, there is a reason we experience emotional pain: It’s information that we need.

			The goal is not to eradicate emotional pain in our lives or make every instance of conflict feel like rainbows and sunshine. The goal is to listen to our emotions and respond to them in a healthy way. It’s when we’re stuck in a painful emotion that we might need some extra help shifting. Turning the volume on our emotions up or down is often a matter of degrees. But degrees can matter a great deal to the cumulative emotional experiences of our lives and to the lives of those around us. And in moments of great distress and confusion, the skills we have developed are there to catch us like a safety net under a perilous tightrope, a lesson I’ve learned myself a few times when I’ve slipped, fallen, and then found—to my surprise—that the net was there.

		

	
		
			Conclusion

			It’s 5:00 a.m., Do You Know Where Your Emotions Are?

			“School will be canceled for today. Please see the email message for more information.”

			That’s the text message I received at 5:07 a.m., about a week before I sat down to write this conclusion. Bleary-eyed and nearly knocking over a water glass as I groped around, I picked up my phone and saw that the source of the noise was my daughter’s school. With my wife still asleep beside me, I tossed the phone aside and tried to get back to sleep. But after a few minutes of lying there, I realized something was nagging at me. The text message didn’t say why school was canceled. Whenever there is a snow day, the school signals that it’s “due to inclement weather.” But having repeatedly checked the weather during the previous day (an occupational hazard of living in Michigan with school-age children during winter), I wasn’t expecting a storm. So, why were they canceling school?

			I picked up my phone again and checked my email this time. They were canceling school because of two anonymous email threats that were sent to staff and students late that night.

			What the hell? What kind of a threat?

			I felt my heart begin to pound, and my mind fired up almost immediately. I knew from experience there would be no getting back to sleep, so I got up and made tea, all the while rechecking my email for more information. The school was short on details but did say that they were following up with police to investigate. Of course, the questions abounded.

			Was the threat credible? What type of threat was it? Bomb threat? Guns? Could they trace the email? Would they expect us to send our kids back to school even if they couldn’t figure out who sent the threat?

			Luckily—or not, depending on your perspective—another anxious parent was up early too and forwarded the threatening email to me, which she had received from one of the students who was copied on the original message. It said, “I’m coming to your school tomorrow and shooting it up…. After that I will commit suicide. Just a fair warning for you guys. I’m considering also bringing a bomb too. Have fun rotting.”

			These are words no parent or educator wants to read. I was no exception.

			When I was researching my first book, Chatter, I wrote about shooting massacres at Northern Illinois University and Virginia Tech, which probably sensitized me even more to the specter of such a tragedy so close to home. As I stood there in the predawn light, horrible images that I had seen while researching those stories wrenched themselves from my mental archives and floated to the surface. This knowledge, combined with the prevalence of mass shootings in schools across the United States, left me shaken. Then of course there was the fact that my fears weren’t actually unreasonable. Just two years ago, there had been a deadly shooting about an hour down the road from us at Oxford High School in Oakland County, Michigan. A distance that felt much too close for comfort. Could it happen here? seemed like an all-too-real question.

			I fell back immediately on my emotion regulation tools. I zoomed out and reframed the situation. Though this was scary, no one was hurt, and there was nothing I could do about what might happen with this situation anyway. And I deliberately refocused my attention. Exercising some healthy distraction, I leaned hard into my work. By the time my wife came down for tea (a coffee-drinking family we’re not), I was already engrossed in work on this book.

			Pretty quickly, the FBI was called in to investigate, and the school shut down while they traced the source. In the two days that school officials and law enforcement were sorting things out, there was still a looming uncertainty about whether they’d find the person responsible. During this time, it would have been easy to get caught up in the collective chatter that had spread throughout our community. Digital social contagion was on full display as parents and students took to text messaging threads to vent their fears and frustrations. But I largely resisted the temptation to engage in the online venting sessions (remember, a little emotional sharing and validation is healthy). I strove to get perspective on the situation, talking to a friend who formerly ran a security firm. I tried to care for others, reassuring my daughter and wife and trying to help them broaden their own perspectives. And finally, when I sensed chatter setting in, I took a sensory break and changed my space by going for a walk.

			All these actions helped me turn down the volume on my fear. I was by no means devoid of emotion, but I wasn’t overtaken by it. Remember, the goal is never to turn off fear altogether when it’s triggered in the appropriate circumstances. That’s a functional response that keeps us vigilant. Each of the small moves I had made pushed me ever so slightly, and sometimes greatly, in the right direction. And as I successfully shifted my own emotions, I noticed that my daughter’s emotions seemed to be more regulated as well. Likely because kids are sponges when it comes to their parents. They catch our feelings.

			I’m not telling you this story to highlight how naturally gifted I am at shifting. Far from it. There have been plenty of times when I’ve failed—miserably—to manage my emotions (if you’re curious about what one of those looked like, just read the introduction to Chatter). I’m human. A decade ago, before I fully understood the dangers of co-rumination, I would have dived headfirst into the group text venting sessions and stayed there longer than I should have, ramping up my own anxiety in the process. I was able to avoid that pitfall and many others because I know what emotion regulation tools are available, how to use them, and which ones work for me.

			Learning to play your emotional Stradivarius doesn’t turn school-shooting threats into birthday parties. It turns them into experiences that can be managed, and that’s the challenge we’ve been facing for likely as long as we’ve been roaming the planet—to understand how to skillfully amplify the feelings we want and mitigate the feelings that are causing us pain. Looking back, I realize that is exactly what my grandmother was trying to teach me all those years ago when she told me to not ask “why.”

			

			 

			
				
			

			The Nazis didn’t get my grandmother, but a second bout of breast cancer at the age of ninety-two did. I was there with her at the very end, telephonically connected. My mom called me from my grandmother’s apartment in Miami Beach during the final minutes. I could hear my grandmother moaning in the background, and my mother’s weeping front and center. While I wished I could have been there in person to hold her hand in her final minutes, I did get to say goodbye and whisper to her how much I loved her.

			In the immediate aftermath of her passing, thoughts about her life and our times together swirled in my head. My grandmother had achieved the extraordinary. She had everything stripped away from her, lived for years in destitution, suffered unimaginable atrocities, and survived. But she didn’t merely endure; you could argue that she thrived.

			After the war she and my grandfather started a life with nothing, sharing a house in Brooklyn with my mom (an eight-year-old at the time) and my grandmother’s sister and brother-in-law who also survived the war. From there it was the classic immigrant story. They worked hard as tailors and earned enough to eventually purchase a beautiful two-family home on a corner lot of a tree-lined street in Brooklyn. They’d go for walks each day in the park across the street and quickly built a community of friends to support them. Theirs was a home full of warmth and noise, blessed by children and eventually grandchildren. A far cry from sleeping in the woods during the winter, scratching her head raw from lice, and evading Nazis.

			In retirement, my grandmother transformed into a snowbird, buying a condo in Miami Beach with the money earned from rental properties and careful saving. She put one of her children through college and graduate school and would eventually help support me in my education as well. As the lucky kid who got to see Bubby every day after school, I know she loved our connection and felt lucky to have a family who relied on one another in such a comforting and familiar way.

			Her death wasn’t just a loss to mourn. It was a life to celebrate. A life constructed in no small part by her ability to manage the devastating emotions she experienced.

			The past was painful, and she dealt with it in ways that I didn’t understand at the time. She had in fact developed her own unique brand of coping—not too much self-reflection (at least that I’m aware of), but high doses of family and community support. She also became enamored with landscaping (the Brooklyn version, which meant copious amounts of houseplants), which enhanced her exposure to emotionally fortifying green spaces. She regularly fell back on Jewish cultural traditions such as prayer and Remembrance Day to work through the deeper pain she still carried. Every lipstick-laden kiss she planted on my cheek, every sweet-smelling noodle kugel that came out of the oven, were moving her emotions around in ways that I, as a kid, could not comprehend.

			My grandmother’s toolbox was totally different from mine. And mine is likely different from yours. That highlights a key point of this book that bears repeating. There are no one-size-fits-all solutions when it comes to managing our emotions. And dogmatically searching for them is likely to be as successful as finding a single diet or exercise routine that works for everyone.

			The beauty of knowing about the shifters we’ve talked about is that they give you the opportunity to identify the tools that work best for you. For some that may look like a cocktail of strategies that resemble mine: lots of perspective broadening, a decent dose of healthy sensory regulation, and an exquisitely curated emotional advisory board waiting in the background to be called to action when needed. For others, the shifters they use will take a totally different form. And in some cases, people will benefit from using their go-to shifters in conjunction with additional interventions such as exercise, therapy, and certain medications. You don’t have to choose between options. You have to figure out the combinations that work best for you.

			This book has given you the shifters for you to use, and it’s given you a framework for how to implement them in your life. That’s step 1: working with these tools and learning how to shift emotions yourself. The second step? Share this information with others.

			I began this book with a story about how every time I give a talk or deliver a workshop, I’m approached by people who want to know more about how to manage their emotions. After we chat, many of them inevitably ask me the same question:

			Why wasn’t I taught this?

			I think often about what I was taught in school, and how much (or little) I rely on that information now. And I come back to the same place: my middle and high school classes on the digestive system. There’s a lesson that sticks out: learning about the intricacies of peristalsis, the process by which food travels from one opening (your mouth) to another (you know the one). I learned about how my insides were constricting and releasing in a wavelike motion, pushing food through my body throughout the day. The lesson was without question interesting. After all, I still carry this knowledge with me today. But how many times have I used that knowledge in my life?

			Exactly twice.

			When they were little, each of my two daughters asked me how it was that they could still swallow food while doing handstands. Now ask me how many times I have used my knowledge of emotions—what they are, why we have them, and how to harness them.

			Every single day.

			Right now, schools vary dramatically in the emphasis they place on formally teaching students about their emotions, a topic that is certainly as central to how they function as their digestive system and arguably just as important for their success in life as their knowledge of math or chemistry. But there are signs on the horizon that the time is ripe for that to change. Increasingly governments and organizations are appointing leaders to spearhead campaigns to promote well-being and combat emotion dysregulation. School leaders are collaborating with scientists to integrate lessons on emotion regulation into their children’s and adolescents’ curricula. The stigma and shame around sharing our emotions is waning, ceding ground to a generation that is more than happy to acknowledge the central role that emotions play in our lives.

			Between eight and ten thousand years ago, we were carving holes in our skulls in a desperate attempt to feel better, and as recently as the middle of the last century we were essentially still doing that in a slightly more sophisticated form: the frontal lobotomy. That’s an enormous swath of human history where one of our tools for trying to improve people’s emotional lives involved making holes in people’s heads. We’ve come a long way since the ice pick days, but we need to do a better job using the information we’ve accumulated about the science of emotion regulation in our lives. The needle is moving. But awareness still needs to be raised. That means talk to your kids at the dinner table. Normalize these conversations in the workplace—especially if you have a leadership role of any kind. It means supporting public health policies around mental health awareness and removing barriers for people to get support, education, and care.

			The world can be unpredictable. We never know what kind of text message we will wake up to. How we handle whatever emotion it elicits shapes everything from the unfolding of a single day in our own individual lives, to our children’s emotional world, to our workplaces and communities, to political conflicts that unfold around the globe. It’s for these reasons that I genuinely believe that understanding how to manage our emotions is one of the great challenges we face. Although we still have much to learn, we’ve made enormous strides. And you could argue that one of the big reasons we have come as far as we have is that “why” isn’t always a crooked letter; it is the beginning of learning that we have the power to shift our lives, and help shift the lives of those we love.
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						used to house animals: My grandmother’s oral account and the written materials about her experience conflicted with respect to who built the ziemlanka. I deferred to my grandmother’s first-person account.
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						Holocaust remembrance day: This was not the official Holocaust Remembrance Day but rather an event that my grandparents and other co-survivors organized.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT
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				Introduction

				I stood in the darkness of my living room, my knuckles white, my fingers tense around the sticky rubber handle of my Little League baseball bat, staring out the window into the night, trying desperately to protect my wife and newborn daughter from a madman I had never met. Any self-awareness about how this looked, or about what I might actually do if the madman appeared, had been washed away by the fear I was experiencing. The thoughts racing through my head kept repeating the same thing.

				It’s all my fault, I said to myself. I have a healthy, adorable new baby and wife upstairs who love me. I’ve put them both at risk. What have I done? How am I going to fix this? These thoughts were like a horrible carnival ride I couldn’t get off.

				So there I was, trapped—not just in my dark living room, but also in the nightmare of my own mind. Me, a scientist who directs a laboratory that specializes in the study of self-control, an expert on how to tame unrelenting negative thought spirals, staring out the window at three in the morning with a tiny baseball bat in my hands, tortured not by the boogeyman who sent me a deranged letter but by the boogeyman inside my head.

				How did I get here?

				
					The Letter and the Chatter

					That day began like any other day.

					I woke up early, got dressed, helped feed my daughter, changed her diaper, and quickly downed breakfast. Then I kissed my wife and headed out the door to drive to my office on the University of Michigan’s campus. It was a cold but tranquil, sunny day in the spring of 2011, a day that seemed to promise equally tranquil, sunny thoughts.

					When I arrived at East Hall, the mammoth brick-covered building that houses the University of Michigan’s storied Psychology Department, I found something unusual in my mailbox. Sitting atop the stack of science journals that had been accumulating was an envelope hand addressed to me. Curious about what was inside—it was rare that I received hand-addressed mail at work—I opened the letter and began reading it as I walked toward my office. That’s when, before I even realized how hot I was, I felt a rush of sweat slide down my neck.

					The letter was a threat. The first one I had ever received.

					The previous week I had appeared briefly on CBS Evening News to talk about a neuroscience study that my colleagues and I had just published demonstrating that the links between physical and emotional pain were more similar than previous research had suggested. In fact, the brain registered emotional and physical pain in remarkably similar ways. Heartbreak, it turned out, was a physical reality.

					My colleagues and I had been excited about the results yet didn’t expect them to generate more than a handful of calls from science journalists looking to file a brief story. Much to our surprise, the findings went viral. One minute I was lecturing to undergraduates on the psychology of love, and the next I was receiving a crash course in media training in a television studio on campus. I managed to get through the interview without tripping on my words too many times, and a few hours later the segment on our work aired—a scientist’s fifteen minutes of fame, which in fact amounted to about ninety seconds.

					What exactly our research had done to offend the letter writer wasn’t clear, but the violent drawings, hateful slurs, and disturbing messages that the text contained left little to my imagination about the person’s feelings toward me while at the same time leaving much to my imagination about what form such malice could take. To make matters worse, the letter didn’t come from a distant locale. A quick Google search of its postmark revealed that it was sent from just a dozen miles away. My thoughts started spinning uncontrollably. In a cruel twist of fate, I was now the one experiencing emotional pain so intense it felt physical.

					Later that day, after several conversations with university administrators, I found myself sitting in the local police station, anxiously awaiting my turn to speak to the officer in charge. Although the policeman I eventually shared my story with was kind, he wasn’t particularly reassuring. He offered three pieces of advice: Call the phone company and make sure my home telephone number wasn’t listed, keep an eye out for suspicious people hanging around my office, and—my personal favorite—drive home from work a different way each day to ensure that no one learned my routine. That was it. They were not deploying a special task force. I was on my own. It was not exactly the comforting response I had hoped to hear.

					As I took a long, circuitous route home that day through Ann Arbor’s tree-lined streets, I tried to come up with a solution for how to deal with the situation. I thought to myself, Let’s go over the facts. Do I need to worry? What do I need to do?

					According to the police officer, and several other people I had shared my story with, there were clear ways I could answer these questions. No, you don’t need to stress out over this. These things happen. There isn’t anything else you can do. It’s okay to be afraid. Just relax. Public figures receive empty threats all the time and nothing happens. This will blow over.

					But that wasn’t the conversation I had with myself. Instead, the despairing stream of thoughts running through my head amplified itself in an endless loop. What have I done? my inner voice shouted, before switching into my inner frenzy maker. Should I call the alarm company? Should I get a gun? Should we move? How quickly can I find a new job?

					A version of this conversation repeated itself again and again in my mind over the next two days, and I was a nervous wreck as a result. I had no appetite, and I talked endlessly (and unproductively) about the threatening letter with my wife to the point that tension between us began to grow. I startled violently each time I heard the faintest peep escape from my daughter’s nursery, instantly assuming that the worst fate was upon her rather than a more obvious explanation—a creaky crib, a gassy baby.

					And I paced.

					For two nights, while my wife and daughter slept peacefully in their beds, I stood watch downstairs in my pajamas with my Little League baseball bat in my hands, peeking out the living room window to make sure no one was approaching, with no plan for what I would do if I actually found someone lurking outside.

					At my most embarrassing, when my anxiety peaked on the second night, I sat down in front of my computer and considered performing a Google search with the key words “bodyguards for academics”—absurd in hindsight but urgent and logical at the time.

				

				
					Going Inside

					I am an experimental psychologist and neuroscientist. I study the science of introspection at the Emotion & Self Control Laboratory, a lab I founded and direct at the University of Michigan. We do research on the silent conversations people have with themselves, which powerfully influence how we live our lives. I’ve spent my entire professional career researching these conversations—what they are, why we have them, and how they can be harnessed to make people happier, healthier, and more productive.

					My colleagues and I like to think of ourselves as mind mechanics. We bring people into our lab to participate in elaborate experiments, and we also study them “in the wild” of daily human experience. We use tools from psychology and other disciplines—fields as diverse as medicine, philosophy, biology, and computer science—to answer vexing questions like: Why are some people able to benefit from focusing inward to understand their feelings, while other people crumble when they engage in the exact same behavior? How can people reason wisely under toxic stress? Are there right and wrong ways to talk to yourself? How can we communicate with people we care about without stoking their negative thoughts and emotions or increasing our own? Do the countless “voices” of others we encounter on social media affect the voices in our minds? By rigorously examining these questions, we’ve made numerous surprising discoveries.

					We’ve learned how specific things we say and do can improve our inner conversations. We’ve learned how to pick the locks of the “magical” back doors of the brain—how certain ways of employing placebos, lucky charms, and rituals can make us more resilient. We’ve learned which pictures to place on our desks to help us recover from emotional injuries (hint: photos of Mother Nature can be comforting just like those of our own mothers), why clutching a stuffed animal can help with existential despair, how and how not to talk with your partner after a hard day, what you’re likely doing wrong when you log on to social media, and where you should go when you take walks to deal with the problems you face.

					My interest in how the conversations we have with ourselves influence our emotions began long before I considered a career in science. It began before I really understood what feelings were. My fascination with the rich, fragile, and ever-shifting world we carry around between our ears dates back to the first psychology lab I ever set foot in: the household where I grew up.

					I was raised in the working-class Brooklyn neighborhood of Canarsie to a father who taught me about the importance of self-reflection from an oddly early age. When I suspect the parents of most other three-year-olds were teaching their kids to brush their teeth regularly and treat other people kindly, my dad had other priorities. In his typically unconventional style, he was more concerned with my inner choices than anything else, always encouraging me to “go inside” if I had a problem. He liked to tell me, “Ask yourself the question.” The exact question he was referring to eluded me, though on some level I understood what he was pushing me to do: Look inside yourself for answers.

					In many ways, my dad was a walking contradiction. When he wasn’t flipping off other drivers on noisy, traffic-choked New York streets or cheering on the Yankees in front of the television at home, I could find him meditating in his bedroom (usually with a cigarette dangling beneath his bushy mustache) or reading the Bhagavad Gita. But as I grew up and encountered situations more complex than deciding whether to eat a forbidden cookie or refusing to clean my room, his advice took on more weight. Should I ask my high school crush out? (I did; she said no.) Should I confront my friend after witnessing him steal someone’s wallet? Where should I go to college? I prided myself on my coolheaded thinking, and my reliance on “going inside” to help me make the right decision rarely faltered (and one day one of my crushes would say yes; I married her).

					Perhaps unsurprisingly, when I went off to college, my discovery of the field of psychology felt preordained. I had found my calling. It explored the things my dad and I had spent my youth talking about when we weren’t talking about the Yankees; it seemed to both explain my childhood and show me a pathway into adulthood. Psychology also gave me a new vocabulary. In my college classes, I learned, among lots of other things, that what my father had been circling around during all those years of his Zen parenting, which my markedly not-eccentric mother had put up with, was the idea of introspection.

					In the most basic sense, introspection simply means actively paying attention to one’s own thoughts and feelings. The ability to do this is what allows us to imagine, remember, reflect, and then use these reveries to problem solve, innovate, and create. Many scientists, including myself, see this as one of the central evolutionary advances that distinguishes human beings from other species.

					All along, then, my father’s rationale was that cultivating the skill of introspection would help me through whatever challenging situations I encountered. Deliberate self-reflection would lead to wise, beneficial choices and by extension to positive emotions. In other words, “going inside” was the route to a resilient, fulfilling life. This made perfect sense. Except that, as I would soon learn, for many people it was completely wrong.

					In recent years, a robust body of new research has demonstrated that when we experience distress, engaging in introspection often does significantly more harm than good. It undermines our performance at work, interferes with our ability to make good decisions, and negatively influences our relationships. It can also promote violence and aggression, contribute to a range of mental disorders, and enhance our risk of becoming physically ill. Using the mind to engage with our thoughts and feelings in the wrong ways can lead professional athletes to lose the skills they’ve spent their careers perfecting. It can cause otherwise rational, caring people to make less logical and even less moral decisions. It can lead friends to flee from you in both the real world and the social media world. It can turn romantic relationships from safe havens into battlegrounds. It can even contribute to us aging faster, both in how we look on the outside and in how our DNA is configured internally. In short, our thoughts too often don’t save us from our thoughts. Instead, they give rise to something insidious.

					Chatter.

					Chatter consists of the cyclical negative thoughts and emotions that turn our singular capacity for introspection into a curse rather than a blessing. It puts our performance, decision making, relationships, happiness, and health in jeopardy. We think about that screwup at work or misunderstanding with a loved one and end up flooded by how bad we feel. Then we think about it again. And again. We introspect hoping to tap into our inner coach but find our inner critic instead.

					The question, of course, is why. Why do people’s attempts to “go inside” and think when they experience distress at times succeed and at other times fail? And just as important, once we find our introspective abilities running off course, what can we do to steer them back on track? I’ve spent my career examining these questions. I’ve learned that the answers hinge on changing the nature of one of the most important conversations of conscious life: the ones we have with ourselves.

				

				
					Our Default State

					A widespread cultural mantra of the twenty-first century is the exhortation to live in the present. I appreciate the wisdom of this maxim. Instead of succumbing to the pain of the past or anxiety about the future, it advises, we should concentrate on connecting with others and oneself right now. And yet, as a scientist who studies the human mind, I can’t help but note how this well-intentioned message runs counter to our biology. Humans weren’t made to hold fast to the present all the time. That’s just not what our brains evolved to do.

					In recent years, cutting-edge methods that examine how the brain processes information and allow us to monitor behavior in real time have unlocked the hidden mechanics of the human mind. In doing so, they have uncovered something remarkable about our species: We spend one-third to one-half of our waking life not living in the present.

					As naturally as we breathe, we “decouple” from the here and now, our brains transporting us to past events, imagined scenarios, and other internal musings. This tendency is so fundamental it has a name: our “default state.” It is the activity our brain automatically reverts to when not otherwise engaged, and often even when we are otherwise engaged. You’ve no doubt noticed your own mind wander, as if of its own volition, when you were supposed to be focusing on a task. We are perpetually slipping away from the present into the parallel, nonlinear world of our minds, involuntarily sucked back “inside” on a minute-to-minute basis. In light of this, the expression “the life of the mind” takes on new and added meaning: Much of our life is the mind. So, what often happens when we slip away?

					We talk to ourselves.

					And we listen to what we say.

					Humanity has grappled with this phenomenon since the dawn of civilization. Early Christian mystics were thoroughly annoyed by the voice in their head always intruding on their silent contemplation. Some even considered these voices demonic. Around the same time, in the East, Chinese Buddhists theorized about the turbulent mental weather that could cloud one’s emotional landscape. They called it “deluded thought.” And yet many of these very same ancient cultures believed that their inner voice was a source of wisdom, a belief that undergirds several millennia-old practices like silent prayer and meditation (my dad’s personal philosophy). The fact that multiple spiritual traditions have both feared our inner voice and noted its value speaks to the ambivalent attitudes to our internal conversations that still persist today.

					When we talk about the inner voice, people naturally wonder about its pathological aspects. I often begin presentations by asking audience members if they talk to themselves in their heads. Invariably, many people look relieved to see other hands shoot up alongside theirs. Unfortunately, normal voices that we hear in our heads (belonging, for example, to ourselves, family, or colleagues) can sometimes devolve into abnormal voices characteristic of mental illness. In such cases, the person doesn’t believe that the voice issues from their own mind but thinks it comes from another entity (hostile people, aliens, and the government, to name a few common auditory hallucinations). Importantly, when we talk about the inner voice, the difference between mental illness and wellness is a question not of dichotomy—pathological versus healthy—but of culture and degree. One quirk of the human brain is that roughly one in ten people hear voices and attribute them to external factors. We are still trying to understand why this happens.

					The bottom line is that we all have a voice in our head in some shape or form. The flow of words is so inextricable from our inner lives that it persists even in the face of vocal impairments. Some people who stutter, for example, report talking more fluently in their minds than they do out loud. Deaf people who use sign language talk to themselves too, though they have their own form of inner language. It involves silently signing to themselves, similar to how people who can hear use words to talk to themselves privately. The inner voice is a basic feature of the mind.

					If you’ve ever silently repeated a phone number to memorize it, replayed a conversation imagining what you should have said, or verbally coached yourself through a problem or skill, then you’ve employed your inner voice. Most people rely on and benefit from theirs every day. And when they disconnect from the present, it’s often to converse with that voice or hear what it has to say—and it can have a lot to say.

					Our verbal stream of thought is so industrious that according to one study we internally talk to ourselves at a rate equivalent to speaking four thousand words per minute out loud. To put this in perspective, consider that contemporary American presidents’ State of the Union speeches normally run around six thousand words and last over an hour. Our brains pack nearly the same verbiage into a mere sixty seconds. This means that if we’re awake for sixteen hours on any given day, as most of us are, and our inner voice is active about half of that time, we can theoretically be treated to about 320 State of the Union addresses each day. The voice in your head is a very fast talker.

					Although the inner voice functions well much of the time, it often leads to chatter precisely when we need it most—when our stress is up, the stakes are high, and we encounter difficult emotions that call for the utmost poise. Sometimes this chatter takes the form of a rambling soliloquy; sometimes it’s a dialogue we have with ourselves. Sometimes it’s a compulsive rehashing of past events (rumination); sometimes it’s an angst-ridden imagining of future events (worry). Sometimes it’s a free-associative pinballing between negative feelings and ideas. Sometimes it’s a fixation on one specific unpleasant feeling or notion. However it manifests itself, when the inner voice runs amok and chatter takes the mental microphone, our mind not only torments but paralyzes us. It can also lead us to do things that sabotage us.

					Which is how you find yourself peeking out the window of your living room late at night holding a comically small baseball bat.

				

				
					The Puzzle

					One of the most crucial insights I’ve had during my career is that the instruments necessary for reducing chatter and harnessing our inner voice aren’t something we need to go looking for. They are often hidden in plain sight, waiting for us to put them to work. They are present in our mental habits, quirky behaviors, and daily routines, as well as in the people, organizations, and environments we interact with. In this book, I will lay bare these tools and explain not only how they work but how they fit together to form a toolbox that evolution crafted to help us manage the conversations we have with ourselves.

					In the chapters ahead, I will bring the lab to you while also telling stories about people who combat their chatter. You’ll learn about the mental lives of a former NSA agent, Fred Rogers, Malala Yousafzai, LeBron James, and an indigenous South Pacific tribe called the Trobrianders, as well as many people just like you and me. But to begin this book, we will first look at what the inner voice really is, along with all the marvelous things it does for us. Then I will take us into the dark side of the conversations we have with ourselves and the truly frightening extent to which chatter can harm our bodies, damage our social lives, and derail our careers. This inescapable tension of the inner voice as both a helpful superpower and destructive kryptonite that hurts us is what I think of as the great puzzle of the human mind. How can the voice that serves as our best coach also be our worst critic? The rest of the chapters will describe scientific techniques that can reduce our chatter—techniques that are rapidly helping us solve the puzzle of our own minds.

					The key to beating chatter isn’t to stop talking to yourself. The challenge is to figure out how to do so more effectively. Fortunately, both your mind and the world around you are exquisitely designed to help you do precisely that. But before we get into how to control the voice in our head, we need to answer a more basic question.

					Why do we have one in the first place?
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