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At the heart of wisdom lies a paradox. On the one hand, our homegrown
instincts about the world can be deeply flawed; the bias built into each of us is
exactly what the methods of science are designed to overcome. At the same time,
wisdom proceedsdirectly from personal, lived experience. With these twoforcesin
mind, PTsoughtlifelessonsfromleadingbehavioral scientists, those whose expertise
encompassesboth. On these pages, youwilllikely glimpse something personalabout
each of the contributors—but also encounter valuable counsel for ameaningful life.

@® ILLUSTRATIONS BY CHRISTOPHER SILAS NEAL @
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SHAPING YOUR LIFE

WHEN LIFE
ISSUES AN
INVITATION,
ACCEPT

SPONTANEITY IS THE BEST ANTIDOTETO
FEAR AND HABIT. by Joachim I. Krueger

LIFE OFFERS OPPORTUNITIES to
live spontaneously. Spontaneity, in my
view, is the answer to fear and habit,
both of which are part of our repertoire
butshould not dominate. Fear and habit
hold us back and make us predictable.
Spontaneity opens the door to creativ-
ityand happiness, in partbecause ofthe
unpredictability it brings.
Spontaneity is not impulsivity,
which reflects excess energy and poor
judgment. Norisitthesameasrandom-
ness.Randombehaviorisnotaresponse
toaninvitation by the environmentap-
pealing to some readiness within us.
Spontaneity means that we say yes to
anopportunitytoactwithaviewtoward
an experiential gain, without worrying
whether it might feel good.
Socialization and acculturation
promote the interests of the group or
society. Theirinterestis that webehave
“well” and predictably. From the social
perspective, spontaneity is a nuisance.
In contrast, the organism (you and me)

A spontaneous (but not impulsive
or randomly acting) person remains
mindful of the interests of others and
potentiallong-term dangerstohisorher
own well-being. Spontaneity is not un-
reasonable. That’swhyitissosurprising
thatmany ofus, afterleaving childhood,
fail to realize its full promise.

Spontaneity can berecovered and
nurturedinsmallsteps. Donotonly take
a different route when walking home,
butalsobeready tostop, smell the flow-
ers, or talk to a stranger. The deepest
knowledge is the realization that you
don’t know what good may come of it.

DON’T HOLD BACK
CHANGE DEMANDS FULL-ON
COMMITMENT. by Peter Kramer
WHENICAME TO SKIING, in my mid-
30s, the quality of instruction astound-
ed me, at least at first. lam unathletic,
and yet group lessons catapulted me
to what skiers call “the intermediate
plateau.” I could make my way down
most trails, albeit gracelessly.
Progressing further was no easy
matter. The problem, instructors said,
was that I was still “in the back seat,”
holding my weight up the mountain. I

IT°S EASIEST TO BOUNCE BACK
FROM ADVERSITY WHEN YOU’RE
DOING MEANINGFUL WORK.
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has an intrinsic interest in getting to
know its own potential. Thisgoal canbe
metonlybyexplorationand experimen-
tation. The organism has to forage for
experience, as it were, enjoy it as much
aspossible, and learn from it.
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needed to commit, to trust my skis, to
let them carve.

Iunderstood the problem deeply,
bodily. Fear made me cheat.

Getting out of the back seat be-
came a central image for me. Discuss-

ing intimacy, I rely on skiing meta-
phors. Patients can contribute to a
relationship in a dozen ways and still
manage to frustrate their partner. Con-
sidering recovery from depression, in
my new book, Ordinarily Well, I write
of skiing and what it takes to get in bal-
ance. My modelisapatientwhoaimsto
doeverythingrightatonce: “quitstreet
drugs, stop hooking up with uncaring
guys, wake with the lark, eat healthy
foods, unplug the television, practice
yoga, attend church, take the pre-
scribed medicine regularly, and speak
honestly with me.”

Writingisanotherareawhere com-
mitment matters. Editors red-pencil
adjectives and circle long sentences.
Making small changesisneverenough.
What’s needed is to confront self-
indulgence overall, embracing—will-
ingly—the directive to “murder your
darlings.” The writer’s commitment
is to the whole project: pacing, voice,
precision of meaning, thefictivedream.

Forevery attempteveryonemakes
atself-correction, we will fall short. But
ithelps, asskiing teaches, totry—toap-
ply the will not just to this task but to
thewholeproject, tofacing the fearand
letting go.

VALUE A LITTLE
COMPULSION
THEDRIVETO DISCOVER BRINGS DEEP
SATISFACTION. by Joe Herbert

CALLIT THAT MONDAY morningfeel-
ing: Most others drag themselves to
work—but we research scientists can’t
waittogetin.

Why do research? Our subject
intrigues us so we want to know more
about it, to fill in the obvious gaps in
knowledge. When we have an oppor-
tunity to do some research, we find
ourselves working all day and night.



eoommome—

Not because anyone makes us but
simply because we want to.

" There are dangers. Scientists be-
come obsessed withasubject: Weneed
to be, because prolonged thinking
is the way to discovery. This doesn’t

always make us good at being mar-

riage partners or family people or
interesting dinner guests. We won’t
admit it, but we’d rather be in the lab
or writing that critical paper.

Mostscientistsdon’tbecomerich.
Inthe West, most of uslivereasonably
enough, although there are rocky
moments—a grant turned down,
experiments that don’t work; some-
one else publishing results first.

On balance, we live lives of deep
satisfaction. And we understand the
compulsion thatdrives musicians, art-
ists, writers. They create, wediscover.

Z1G WHEN THE
WORLD ZAGS
IFNOBODY IS UPSET, YOU'REDOING
SOMETHINGWRONG. by Todd Kashdan

IDEVOTE MY LIFE to understanding

and enhancing well-beingin the world.

Because I study multiple topics at the -

same time, ideas bleed into each other
and creativity is maximized.

Our brains are designed to create,
not hold onto, content. Itis essential to
extractinformationand fileitawayinto
easily retrievable documents. I keepan
electronic diary on my computer plus
a physical notebook in every cranny of
my house. When possible, I also “out-
source” tasks that require self-control,
tying daily activities to environmental
triggers. Automated routines increase

my efficiency—paradoxically-offering

the greatest space for serendipify. p
My list of failures in all life. do-
mmains is endless. The first.year I ap-
plied tograduateschool, Iwas rejected
by 16 out of 17. (But the second year, I
received a $30,000 fellowship.) When |
my manuscripts are rejected, I reflect
on the feedback for a few hours, then
integrate what is useful. It is easier
to bounce back from adversity when
you are doing work that is profoundly
meaningful. 202 _
When it comes to the work, if no-
body s upset, youare doirig something -

wrong. I search for the areas that no- - ,.
" body else is looking at—which some-

times leads to creative contributions,

" sometimestodeadends. Ifyou zigwhg_n

nearly everyone elsezags, youaregoing
toupsetsomebody. Thisis the currency -
of rebelliousness.

. SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2016 'PSYCHOLOGY TODAY 65



FACING ADVERSITY

EXPECT THE
UNEXPECTED—
AND

LIFEIS UNPREDICTABLE. by Toni Bernhard

EXPECT THE UNEXPECTED. And
when that unexpected is not to your
liking but you cannot change it, make
peace withit.

Fifteenyearsago, theunexpected
happened to me. A seemingly acute
viralinfection turned intoa chronicill-
ness. At the time, I was on the faculty
at the University of California Davis
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School of Law and was active in my
community.

This unexpected turn forced me
to trade the classroom and the world
outside for life inside my house, often
in bed. Iwas angry and filled with self-
blame. It took me years to realize that
the battle I was waging against what I
could notchangewasonlyaddingmen-
tal anguish to the physical suffering.

Thisrealization encouraged meto
take a realistic look at the human con-
dition, including the unpredictable
nature of life and the lack of control
overmuchthathappens. Itwasn’t easy

to confront these facts head-on, butin
the end, it was liberating: It changed
thefocus of my attention from what my
life had once been to how it was now,
and thisenabled meto build anew life.
I started by cultivating self-
compassion. Instead of using my men-
tal energy to fight my new situation, I
learned to speak kindly to myself—the
way I’d speak to a loved one in need of
comfort. And soImightsay, “It’shard to
miss so many special occasions.”
When I began to treat myself
kindly, something surprising hap-
pened. Not only did my mental suf-



fering ease, but I was able to see pos-
sibilitiesin thelife I did have. From my
bed, Ibegan to study classical music. I
started growing bonsai trees indoors.
AndIbegan towrite about chronicpain
and illness to try to help others in my
situation. Itgave my life purpose again.

A verse from the Tao Te Ching
reads: “A tree that cannot bend will
crack in the wind.” Expecting the
unexpected allows you toweatherlife’s
storms without breaking.

PRACTICE THE
ART OF UNDER-
REACTING

AZEN PERSPECTIVE HELPS BALANCE THE
BAD AND THE BEST. by Douglas Kenrick

AT A CONFERENCE on culture and
psychology 20 years ago, a cultural psy-
chologist from China told a story that
she thought captured the zen perspec-
tive onlife. I'sworth hearingifyouhave
ever confronted experiences in which
it seemed that the worst of luck had
befallenyou.

There was a farmer who woke up
one morning to find that a wild horse
had wandered onto his farm. He cap-
tured thehorse, and hisneighborscame
over to congratulate him on his amaz-
ing good luck. He simply shrugged his
shoulders. Thenextday, hissontried to
ridethe horse butwas violently thrown
and broke his legin several places. The
neighbors came by to offer their con-
dolences on this stroke of bad luck.
The farmer simply shrugged his shoul-
ders. The next day, the army marched

ter fit for you. Butwhen you find agreat
new relationship or a great new job,
avoid thinking thatall your troublesare
over. Everyrelationshipinvolves costs.
Every job has costs as well.

STOP. WORRYING.
NOW.

WORRY IS NOT ONLY FUTILE, IT POISONS
THE PRESENT. by Karl Andrew Pillemer

CONFESSION: I am a world-class
worrier. Give me some free mental
space and I can fill it easily with con-
cerns large and small.
ButIlearnedalessonthathasmade
it much easier to achieve a fret-free
state (at least some of the time). Over
the past 10 years, I’'ve been interview-
ing hundreds of older people about the

ning. What they want us to stop is the
repetitive, pointless rumination about
thingswe can’tchange. Intheir view, life
isjust too short to waste it by worrying
about events we can’t control. Marie,
82, made the point clearly: “Ilearned
that there were going to be layoffs in
my company. I ruined the next three
months worrying about my job, even
thoughIcould donothingaboutit.” She
paused. “At this pointin my life, Iwish1
had those three months back!”

Now when I start down the rab-
bit hole of mindless rumination about
problems big and small, I think of the
elders’ advice. I imagine 1,500 grand-
parents yelling at me: “Worry wastes
your precious lifetime, so stop it!”

I now sometimes succeed in turn-
ing off the mind-churning worry. And if
Icandoit, anyone can!

HUMOR ALLOWS YOU TO GET
YOUR SPIRITUAL DEPOSIT BACK
FROM TRAGEDY, BETRAYAL,

LOSS, AND FEAR.

advice they would like to pass on to
younger people. One question I’'ve
asked is, “What can young people do
toavoid having regretsinlater years?”
Iexpected tohearaboutbig-ticket
items like affairs and shady business
deals. 1did not expect that our elders

ALWAYS CARRY A
SENSE OF HUMOR
WIT TAKES YOU FROM VICTIM TO VICTOR
OVERLIFE'S UGLINESS. by Regina Barreca

KEEP A SENSE of humor on you at all
times. Using humor leads to recy



TAKE CHARGE OF TIME

©0000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000O00COC0CRCOCOCOCROCOROCOITSTES

DO IT WHILE
YOU CAN

EVERY MOMENT IS THE RIGHT MOMENT
FOR ANYTHING. by Tim Pychyl

ONAPRIL3,1968, atthe Mason Temple
inMemphis, Tennessee, Martin Luther
King delivered what is known as the
“Mountaintop Speech.” I had no idea
that King’s message went far beyond
the civil rights for which, the day after,
he made the ultimate sacrifice.

My colleague, James Crooks, a
philosopher at Bishop’s University in
Quebec, uses the Mountaintop Speech
to contrast two ways of thinking about
time: Aristotle’sthinking ontheancient
Greek notion of chronos (time in the
abstract, time as process or sequence)
and kairos (the right moment, the point
of crisis or opportunity) as revealed in
Heidegger. The difference profoundly

its consequences squarely in the face.
Or in the initiative of the middle-age
man whoresolvesto subject himselfto
the discipline of exercise and dietary
reform after years of having let such
things slide.

Resolve, reconciliation, uniting
pastand futureinthe present moment:
Noshell game here.

King knew there wasdangerahead
as he spoke at the Mason Temple, but
ashesaid sosimply, “Weare going on!”
It was the right moment.

My father, now 87and acquainted
with the temporality of life, recently
offered methisadvice: “Doitwhile you
can.” There is no abstract conception
of time in this—only the time that we
have. Every moment is a moment in
whichboth futureand pastareat stake;
everymomentisthe decisive moment,
the right moment.

CONCEIVING OF TIME IN
THE ABSTRACT ALLOWS US
TO PLAY A SHELL GAME OF
PROCRASTINATION.

affects how welive our lives.

When we conceive of time in
the abstract, objectifying time, one
moment seems as good as the next.
This perspective allows us to play a
shell game of procrastination, where
the promise of a future time quells the
anxiety of the present, so we move our
intention to act to tomorrow.

Kairos speaks to an embodiment
of time in our lives, not some abstrac-
tion.Itcanbeseeninthealcoholicwho,
afteryearsofdenial, finally standsupin
an AA meeting and looks her past and
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CONSIDER THE
OPPORTUNITIES
YOU WILL ONE DAY
KICK YOURSELF
FOR MISSING

TIME TRAVEL CAN ENRICH YOUR LIFE
NOW. by Art Markman

READING PSYCHOLOGY research
about regret has ushered many tran-
scendent moments into my life. Stud-
ies by Tom Gilovich and colleagues
demonstrate that there are big differ-
ences betweenwhatolderand younger

people regret. Younger people often
regretactionstheyhavetakenthatwere
embarrassingor got theminto trouble—
cheatingon tests, asking outaromantic
interest and being turned down.

In contrast, the biggest regrets
of adults in their 70s and 80s are the
actions they did not take—never learn-
ing to swing dance or not switching
careers when they had a chance.

When young, people are prone to
avoid risks and potential failures in the
belief that they will rue any bad out-
comes. Asaresult, they miss out onop-
portunities that, asan older adult, they
will regret not having pursued.

It is helpful for younger adults to
deploy the mental capacity to travel in
time. Imagine yourselfat an advanced
ageand thinkbackon yourlife. Consider
the experiences that the older you will
likelyregretnothavinghad. Then, work
toward having those experiences while
youaresstill young enough todoso.

In my 30s, I realized that I would
regret not learning to play the saxo-
phone.Istarted lessons, hopingtobea
decent playerin10years. Fifteen years
on, Iplayinaband and have had many
transcendent experiences I would
neverhavehadifThad notlearned what
people come toregret.

TAKE THE
LONG VIEW
PRESENT IDENTITIES ARE SHAPED
BY WHOM WE HOPE TO BECOME.
by Susan Krauss Whitbourne

ATSOMEPOINT you willbe formulat-
inganarrative of your pastlife. Project
it outward to the future you, perhaps
age 45o0r 50.

What story will you tellabout your-
selfatthattime? Will youwish thatyou’d
left your partner when you had the first
inkling that something wasn’t right? If



you’ve putoffhavingchildren,and then
never did, will you feel that your life is
missing an important piece when you
could have become a grandparent?

Our identity in the present is
shaped in part by our view of the per-
sonwe hopetobecome. By checkingin
on that future perspective, especially
when big decisions come your way,
your hoped-for self can become the
selfyouachieve.

RESPECT YOUR
FUTURE SELF
SETBACKS ARE NO REASON TO JETTISON
BELIEF IN YOURSELF. by Glenn Geher

WHEN YOULOOKback, yow’llfind out
thatmuch of your life turned out differ-

ently fromyour plan. Random encoun-
ters shape your life a bit. And there are
always setbacks.

You need to be open to the fact
that, whenitcomestoyourfuture, any-
thingcanhappen. Sodon’tsell yourself
short. And realize that failure is part of
the dealin life.

Regardless of what’s happened in
the past, expect that you’ll be able to
succeed in the future. Give your future
self (the person that you’ll turn into)
the benefit of the doubt.

Overcoming failure and genu-
inely believingin yourselfis a winning
combination.

In teaching university students—
who often donot do well with failure—
I have found that my own story can
be pretty instructive. I started out a
very ho-hum undergraduate at the
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University of Connecticut, then the
No. 6 party school in the country, a
rankingIfelt obligated touphold.Isaw
my share of failure. Butat some point,
Irealized Iwasatschool fora different
reason and hit the books. I graduated
with a 3.22 GPA, good enough to have
some doors open for me.

Armed withaPh.D.,I’mnow chair
of a great academic department, have
anamazing team of research students,
and regularly publish our work. I'm
writing my seventh book.

Still, I can count far more fail-
ures than successes—jobs I didn’t get
(still waiting for that call, Harvard!),
research projects that didn’t make it,
grantapplicationsthatgotroasted.I’ve
truly come to thrive on failure. Expect
failure, learn from it, smile at it—and
move forward anyway.
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EMBRACE EXPERIENCE
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DON’T JUST
LOOK—OBSERVE
WORDS ARENOT NECESSARILY ENOUGH
FOR UNDERSTANDING. by Joe Navarro

WHENFIDEL CASTRO took over Cuba
in1959, my family fled asrefugees. Not
émigrés, for we always wanted to go
back. Fortunately the United States
welcomed us as exiles. For me, a child,
not knowing English was a hindrance,
but also a blessing, because it taught
me to observe.

Not just to look but to observe.
WhatdoIneed todotomakeandkeep
friends? Wholikes me? Who portends

you, but moreimportant, who doesn’t
like you and may cause you harm. You
learn whom you can relax with and
whom youmustguard againstbecause
they don’tlike newkids, ormaybe, just
maybe, they don’t like this foreigner,
who can’t speak English.

Life instructs, and catastrophes
instruct with permanence. Early on,
Ibegan to observe and catalog what
people felt, thought, intended, or
desired through their nonverbal com-
munication. Itallowed metodeal with
my new American reality and to help
my parents. It also helped later in my
career as an FBI Special Agent (a job
that is primarily people-watching).

0000000000000 00000000000000000000000000000000000000000

FEELING UNCOMFORTABLE
IS NO REASON TO REJECT AN

OPPORTUNITY.
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ill? Whom did I have to avoid? How do
youmake friends out of enemies? How
do people talk to each other? What is
too close when talking? What is too
loud?

What doIdo whenIdon’t under-
stand the rules of basketball, volley-
ball, kickball, or tennis? Whom should
I'hang around with and whom should
Iavoid? When they sing “Mary had a
little lamb,” what should I do? I don’t
know who this Mary is,and whatis the
point ofthe song? I had much curiosity
and many questions.

Ilearned torely onauniversallan-
guage, onelhad encountered before, in
Cuba—body language.

No matter what people said, I
knew I could rely on nonverbal com-
munications to guide me. You quickly
learn who likes you and who tolerates
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LIVED EXPERI-
ENCE IS A FINE
TEACHER

THERE'S ONLY ONE WAY TO LEARN HOW
TO BE A PARENT. by Jonathan Wai

CREATINGSOMETHING fromnothing,
going from 0 to 1, is fresh, unfamiliar,
and hard to do. For me, becoming a fa-
ther, in thesense oflearning to take care
of my son, was like anew creation.

Poor Richard’s Almanack claims
that “Experience keeps a dear school,
but fools will learn in no other.” As a
person who has spent much of his life
trying to gather wisdomfrom the minds
and words of others, from the day my
firstsonwasbornI’'vefeltlikealost fool,
resortingtotrialand error tostumblemy
way through fatherhood.

Atthestart, mysonseemed toneed

hismom, and Ididn’t know how to con-
nect with him. But my wife was work-
ing crazy hours in a medical residency.
Itook parentalleave, and for two years,
my son and I spent a lot of face-to-face
time together. Little by little, we found
ourway. Tothisday hestill seeks me for
comfort. We share a deep bond formed
in the crucible of those long hours. He
may not remember those moments
when he grows up, but I will cherish
how he took me from 0 to 1and taught
metobeafather.

Only when I became a parent did
Tunderstand my own parents—and es-
pecially why my mother kept seeing
me as a child and telling me what to
do. When a parent sees a grown child,
theyalsoexperiencean emotional time
continuum-—all the years and memo-
ries that came before.

COMFORT IS
OVERRATED
PRIORITIZING FEELINGS CAN FORECLOSE
MAJORACCOMPLISHMENTS. by Jean Twenge

NOT LONG AGO, I asked a graduate
teaching assistant to give a guest lec-
ture. “But ’'m not comfortable talking
in front of that many people,” she said.
At first, Iwas flabbergasted. What
was she doing in a program that often
leads to a teaching job? Then I remem-
bered: Sheis part ofagenerationreared
to believe that feelings are paramount
and thatlife requires trigger warnings.
Likemany things, theseideasgrew
from good intentions—combating prej-
udice. But they came to mean that no
one should ever feel uncomfortable.
This is a counterproductive, even
dangerous, notion. We cannot be pro-
tected from every risk and challenge. If
wewere,we’dneverlearnanything. The
bestway toget comfortable—and good—
atsomethingistodoit,eveninthepres-



ence of severe phobias. Research shows
that immediate exposure to a feared
experience is the best treatment.
Asagraduatestudent,Iwasdevas-
tated when my papers wererejected by
academicjournals. It seemedlikeacon-
demnation of my choice of a profession.
I thought it wouldn’t happen once I’'d
“madeit.”’'venowpublished morethan
120 papers, and most still get rejected
onthefirsttry.'mnolongerdevastated
by rejections—butIamnot comfortable
whentheyarrive. NorwasIcomfortable
writing my first book. It was a struggle.
Butifmy paperssailed through the
review process, they would be worse. If
Ihad decided to quit while writing the
book, or not start it at all, I would have
beenmore comfortableinthemoment—
butmissed the opportunitiesitopened.

If you are comfortable, you are not
learning. Feeling uncomfortable is not
areason toreject an opportunity. It’sa
reason to embraceit.

SET GOALS THAT
CAN BE MET

WENEVER OUTGROW THE NEED TO SHARPEN
OURGAME. by Ronald Riggio

THOSE OF USwhostudy psychology as
a profession run the risk of not putting
thelessons of psychologyinto practice.
Iplead guilty, although at some point, I
stopped beinga hypocrite.

First, tocountermy habit of settling
for good enough, Iapplied the research
on goal-setting to my life and career. I

setgoalsthatwerespecific, measurable,
achievable, realistic, and time-bound.
For example, Idecided thatIwanted to
gaintenureataspecificageandlaid out
the tasks needed to achieveit.
Ialsoused cognitive psychology to
tackle my insomnia. Rather than lying
inbed ruminating, I got up and worked
until I was tired. My expectation that
eight uninterrupted hours of sleep is
required was a big part of the problem.
To curb my social anxiety, I mar-
shaled acombination of cognitive strat-
egies and communication skills I was
studying—how to express or control
emotions properly, how to make small
talk, how to actively listen, and more.
I had the inside track on psycho-
logical knowledge. Butitcanbe under-
stood—and applied—by anyone. B
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L O V E

BEYOND

GENDER

IT'S AUNIVERSAL TRUTH THAT RELATIONSHIPS TAKE WORK, BUT THERES LITTLE
PRECEDENT FOR WHAT THAT WORK MAY INVOLVE WHEN ONE'S PARTNER COMES OUT
ASTRANSGENDER.FOR COUPLES WHO REMAIN TOGETHER THROUGH A GENDER
TRANSITION,IT CAN PROVOKE A COMPLICATED RECKONING WITH JUST HOW MUCH-
ANDWHO-HASTO CHANGE /// BY Alysia Abbott /// PHOTOGRAPHS By Max Gerber
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