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THE MIND MANUAL


INTRODUCTION


THIS BOOK ISN’T JUST ABOUT MINDS. THIS BOOK IS ABOUT WHAT IT MEANS TO BE A HUMAN BEING.


The Stoic philosophers of Ancient Rome had a saying: “live according to nature”. Whatever you want to do – whether you want to be happy, change the world, make money or be a better person – it’s helpful to understand the world, and understand yourself too. The more you know about your mind, and the minds of the people around you, the easier you will find it to get the life you want.


This book is an attempt to share some of what we have learned about the nature of our minds. It is intended as a guide to the odd experiences that each of us have, the moments when our minds do strange things, lead us astray or react in ways we can’t explain. It is a book, like so many others before it, about human nature.


A MANUAL FOR THE MIND


Since 2008, Mindapples has been starting positive conversations about looking after our minds, and sharing practical insights to help people improve their lives, work and relationships. It has worked with investment bankers, student nurses, festival-goers, company CEOs, parents, patients, carers and people of all ages and backgrounds, from New York to Sydney, India to Syria.


This book builds on Mindapples’ successful “5-a-day for your mind” campaign and training programmes, and shares some of the wisdom that it has gained from talking to thousands of people about their minds. Whatever you’re trying to do with your mind, from getting smarter to being kinder, feeling happier or making someone else happy, this book has something to offer.


Its starting point lies in the worlds of psychology and neuroscience. Thanks to new techniques like neuroimaging and cognitive science, we have learned more about the workings of the mind in the last century than we have in the whole of the rest of human history combined. It’s time we put this knowledge to the test, to help us make more sense of our minds, and the minds of people around us.


This book is not a synthesis of academic literature though, but an attempt to create something personal and practical, based not on abstract principles but on the insights shared with us through Mindapples’ campaign events and training sessions. Our minds are too sensitive and complex to lend themselves to top ten lists or prescription models. Each of us is unique, with different skills and struggles, and we each need to find the things that work best for us.


For all our advances in neuroimaging and experimentation, the human mind remains an elusive subject for study. Neuroscience can tell you which part of your brain feels love, but it can say little about why you miss your family. Science can give us things to think about, but only you know what it is like to be you.


To manage your mind the Mindapples way, you’ll need to think about things for yourself. Treat the concepts here as a starting point for a journey of self-discovery, and a chance to reflect on your own experiences. A manual can tell you how a tool works, but it won’t tell you what to use it for. What you do with your mind is up to you. As one great amateur psychologist, Bruce Lee, put it, simply take what is useful and develop from there.


WHAT’S GOOD FOR YOUR MIND?


The starting point for our work at Mindapples is always one question: what do you do that’s good for your mind? If we can look after our bodies by taking exercise, or eating five fruit and vegetables a day, then what is the equivalent for our minds? The process of learning to manage your mind starts with you. Each of us has a story to tell, and wisdom to offer. This is not a question that can be answered by the experts and mass-produced for everyone: you must play your part. After all, it’s your mind.


So alongside the ideas of psychologists and neuroscientists, we’ve included a completed mindapple at the end of each chapter (see here, for example), to give you an insight into just some of the amazing suggestions people have given us over the years about what they think is good for their minds. Some are wild and crazy, others calm and sensible; some might seem obvious, others you may never have thought about before. Some of them are just downright bonkers. Which is as it should be. The whole point is for you to find your own way, so we have even included some blank mindapples (see 1 and 2) for you to fill out yourself. As a wise man once said, we’re all individuals. We’re all different.


In every country, every community, wherever you are in the world, Mindapples wants to know what works for you. What’s the “5-a-day” that’s good for your mind? By sharing what works for you, you’re adding your wisdom to this conversation about what we need to feel happy and healthy, and hopefully inspiring others to share what works for them too. Through this, and through the many other ideas and questions explored in this book, we hope to start conversations all around the world about what each of us needs to feel good, get along and enjoy our lives.


Of course, a book like this can only scratch the surface of such a complex topic, but, hopefully, it will help you appreciate your mind a little more, and perhaps inspire you to get people talking about what their minds need and how we can all live and work better. It’s a chance for you to explore your mind, think about what it needs, and perhaps feel a bit more compassion for yourself and others.


So let’s start by exploring what it means to be you, and what you need to know about yourself in order to get the life you want. What’s it like inside your mind?
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MINDAPPLE
(mīnd-ăp-´el) • n.



a day-to-day activity that is good for your mind


You will see mindapples throughout this book. Some have been filled in using responses from the Mindapples community; some – like this one – are blank. Why not take a moment now to fill in your first mindapple?


Think about your mind. What works for you? What calms you down, wakes you up or makes you happy? What’s the 5-a-day for your mind?


Write down five things you do that are good for your mind. We’ll come back to this at the end of the book…
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HOW TO BE YOURSELF


“JUST BE YOURSELF”


Whether you’ve been nervous about a job interview, preparing for a first date, or just worrying about life in general, somebody has probably told you to “be yourself”.


It’s hard to know how to take this. After all, who else would you be? Like it or not, we are stuck with ourselves. So is it possible you aren’t being yourself? How can you tell when you are being you, and when you aren’t? Which one is the real you?


From the four humours to horoscopes, the study of what makes each of us unique goes back centuries. Modern psychologists continue to wrestle with this challenge today. A 2015 study conducted at the University of Houston identified four factors that can help you be “true to yourself”:





[image: illustration]   SELF-AWARENESS: Being curious about yourself, and aware of who you are, what you’re doing, and why you’re doing it.


[image: illustration]   OBJECTIVITY: Being unbiased in your thoughts, and accepting the truth about yourself.


[image: illustration]   CONSISTENCY: Doing what you say, and living according to your own values and principles rather than those of others.


[image: illustration]   HONESTY: Being able to be yourself and express your needs in the company of others, particularly in close relationships.





So let’s begin at the beginning. In order to be yourself, first you have to know yourself. What’s your comfort zone? What are your strengths and weaknesses? Where do you feel at home? To answer these questions, you need to understand your mind, know how it works, and what makes it unique. To get the life that’s right for you, you need to know who you are, and what you need – or else you could end up with someone else’s perfect life.
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IN TWO MINDS


Have you ever done something, and then wondered why you did it? One of the strangest things about being human is that often we do things we didn’t mean to do. You eat cake when you’re on a diet, shout at someone when you’re stressed, stay up late when you need an early night. Sometimes it can feel like your mind is running your life for you. So how can this be? Which of these impulses is the real you?


Philosophers have wrestled with this conflict for centuries. Classical Greek philosophers talked about reason and appetite, and Christian theologians spoke of grace and sin. Then, in the 19th century, the psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud and his contemporaries developed one of the most important ideas in psychology: the unconscious mind. The unconscious was first thought to be a place of dark secrets and wild desires, but modern psychologists see the unconscious rather differently. Unconscious mental processes are simply those that you can’t identify and control, and which happen without your choosing.


Most of what happens in your unconscious is actually quite dull. It digests food for you, lets you know when you’re feeling cold, alerts you to potential dangers, remembers your PIN number, and so on. Beneath your conscious thoughts, your mind keeps track of everything for you, from the tingle in your fingers to the heartbeat that keeps them warm, or the nagging doubt that you’ve left the iron on. Your unconscious is like a helpful assistant, handling all the boring things and leaving your conscious mind free to think about more important matters.


So when it comes to knowing yourself, your conscious thoughts are just the tip of the iceberg. To really know yourself, you need to look a bit deeper.








THE SPRINTER AND THE THINKER


Perhaps the best model we’ve found so far for making sense of the divided nature of the self is dual process theory, a model of the mind championed by pioneers such as the Nobel prize-winning psychologist, Daniel Kahneman. Dual process theory argues that we have two distinct types of thought: a first, quick, instinctive response and a second, slower, thoughtful response.


Writers have given many names to these two responses over the years. Social psychologist Jonathan Haidt in The Happiness Hypothesis calls them the elephant and the rider; psychiatrist Steve Peters in The Chimp Paradox calls them the chimp and the human; Daniel Kahneman in Thinking, Fast and Slow calls them System 1 and System 2. In this book we will call them the sprinter and the thinker.


These two responses aren’t separate; they are just two different thought processes that you use every day, and they work together. They are both you. The unifying idea at the heart of dual process theory is that your mind is best understood as two types of thinking operating in tandem.


THE SPRINTER


Your first response, the sprinter, leaps into the action quickly, reacting to your environment, always eager to help. It offers up basic reactions, such as a desire to approach or run away, feelings of fear, anger or curiosity, and connections to memories, associations and past experiences.


The sprinter evolved to navigate day-to-day life, watching your surroundings, spotting opportunities and reacting to threats. Some of its responses seem to be in-built, such as stress or hunger, but others develop from experience, as your mind learns to deal with common situations. From learning your times tables to remembering your friends’ faces, the sprinter is the key to getting through each day. Without it, you wouldn’t be reading this book; you’d still be lying in bed trying to figure out how to get up.
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SPRINTER
FIRST RESPONSE
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THE THINKER



Your first response is essential, but it isn’t always reliable, because many of the habits and associations your mind learns are wrong. You have lots of responses flashing through your mind, but you wouldn’t want to act on all of them. For this reason, you have also evolved a second response, the thinker, which you use when you put your conscious attention on something and think it through.


The thinker in you considers things more deeply, breaking down situations carefully and following logical processes rather than free associations. It is capable of complex analytic tasks such as logical thought or mental arithmetic – but it is slower than the sprinter. To work well, your thinker needs time to concentrate.


The thinker also requires more energy. Your sprinter is very economical in how it uses resources, so it can operate for a long time without running out of steam. Your thinker is more demanding. Thinking things through takes effort. It’s a form of physical work and it can tire you out. The more you use your conscious mind, the harder it gets to think things through until you stop to rest.


No wonder, then, that only a fraction of your behaviour is driven by your conscious mind. Most of what you do during the day is instinctive, handled automatically by your first response without you thinking about it at all. You simply don’t have the time, or the energy, to think everything through.
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THINKER
SECOND RESPONSE
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KNOW YOUR MIND


To know yourself, you have to understand your first response, learn what it needs and be aware of what it’s likely to do next. You need to know what your mind gets up to when you’re not paying attention.


HOW WELL DO YOU KNOW YOURSELF?


Most of us like to think we know ourselves pretty well. After all, we spend our lives inside our heads, so we should know something about what we want and need by now. But how sure can you be of how you’ll react in a given situation? For example, how do you react to uncertainty? Do you find it exciting or frightening? What’s your attitude to learning? Do you enjoy it or find it tiring? Do you cope well with arguments and conflict or find them upsetting? Do you find other people energizing or get tired in company? Do you need to plan ahead or would you rather just go with the flow?


It can be hard to step back and see yourself in an honest, objective way


Questions such as these can seem simple, but unravelling them can take a lifetime. For one thing, it’s hard to look at yourself objectively. Most of us – particularly men – tend to overestimate our abilities and imagine ourselves to be braver, smarter and stronger than we are, so being told the truth about yourself can be a blow to your self-image.


We also get confusing feedback from the people around us. Friends may tell us nice things to spare our feelings, and bullies may criticize us unfairly. Getting accurate information is difficult, and we often have no standard against which to compare it, because we never really know what other people are like. Faced with all this, it can be hard to step back and see yourself in an honest, objective way.


PERSONALITY PSYCHOLOGY


This is where personality psychology can help. The study of personality is the study of what makes each of us unique. There have been many decades of research on personality, and although it is necessarily a complex area to research, some helpful patterns are emerging. Understanding your personality is a good start for understanding yourself.




THE BIG FIVE


1. EXTROVERSION


2. SENSITIVITY


3. CONSCIENTIOUSNESS


4. AGREEABLENESS


5. OPENNESS
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FIVE TRAITS, MANY COMBINATIONS


The most widely used model of personality in modern psychology is the Big Five, which maps our personalities on five scales or traits. Each trait describes a different aspect of your personality, and you can be strong or weak in each trait, creating thousands of possible combinations.


Every one of the traits is healthy and normal, so the main lesson from the Big Five is just how much natural variation there is between us. We are a complicated and unpredictable bunch, but the model can help you figure out more precisely how you differ from other people, and what you need.


Over the following pages you’ll learn about the five traits. Don’t try to look at them all together yet: start by trying to understand where you are in relation to each individual trait, and then look at all the traits together to build a picture of who you are.
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LONERS AND JOINERS


The first trait in the Big Five is extroversion. People who are high in this trait enjoy external rewards and social interactions, possibly because their brains respond more strongly to external rewards. People lower in this trait are described as introverted, which is a tendency to focus on inner satisfaction, thoughts and ideas rather than the world around you.


This isn’t about being good with people – introverts can be very socially skilled, and extroverts can struggle in relationships – this is about where you get your energy. If you find yourself sitting at home thinking, “I should go out and see people; that will wake me up,” you’re probably more of an extrovert. If you’re out with friends, thinking, “I love my friends but I need to go home and read my book or I’ll be exhausted tomorrow,” you’re probably more of an introvert.


How high or low do you think you are in extroversion? Which sounds more like you?


There’s no right or wrong answer. Being introverted or extroverted are both natural and normal. Just think about what you prefer, and what you enjoy. If you are more introverted, you will enjoy your own company and need less attention from people around you – but you can still go out with your friends and have great relationships. If you’re more of an extrovert, you can still be on your own or listen quietly to people, but you might prefer going out more and love talking to people. Everyone has their own comfort zone.


Most of us are somewhere in the middle. Although some people are extremely introverted or extroverted, this isn’t about categorizing people into types. If you display some characteristics from each, you’re probably around 50 percent in the trait of extroversion. Some people might describe you as an “ambivert”.
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MANAGING EXTROVERSION


There’s nothing wrong with being introverted or extroverted, but both may need to be managed.


If you’re very introverted, you might need to push yourself to spend time with people, even though you find it tiring. If you’re very extroverted, you might need to make an effort to keep quiet and not dominate social situations. And that’s fine. Remember, just because you have a first response to talk, or to keep quiet, you can still choose to act differently. Think about the situation you’re in, and the way you want it to go, and manage your first response accordingly.


Extroverts do seem to be a little happier though, on average at least, and this might be because we tend to overlook introverts and give more opportunities to louder people. In her book Quiet, Susan Cain makes a compelling case for why introverts are valuable and needed, and why we need to make more effort to harness their skills, particularly in work.


So if you are an introvert, don’t try to change yourself, because you have a lot to offer, but you might want to push yourself forward from time to time to make sure you aren’t ignored. And if you’re an extrovert, try to make sure you don’t overlook the quiet people in your enthusiasm for life.














WORRIERS AND WARRIORS


The next trait in the Big Five is sensitivity, more technically known as neuroticism. This trait describes how responsive you are to negative situations, such as threats and criticism. People who are high in sensitivity will tend to feel bad things more deeply, in the same way that a strong response to good things is more associated with extroversion.


Being sensitive to negative responses will tend to make you more cautious, as you naturally want to prevent things going wrong. In extreme forms, this can be a burden, and people with higher sensitivity tend to be more at risk of depression and anxiety, but it’s perfectly possible to be sensitive and have a good life. In fact, this trait can be associated with pushing yourself and seeking achievement, rather than being satisfied with less. People lower in this trait, though, can handle setbacks better and are less stressed by everyday life – even if everyone has their breaking point.


How high or low do you think you are in sensitivity? Which sounds more like you?


There’s nothing wrong with being very sensitive, or being very resilient: each is useful in different situations. Wherever you are on the scale, it’s worth thinking about your sensitivity, and the sensitivities of the people around you.


People who are highly sensitive can still feel calm and happy, but they might need to manage their moods and way of life more to stay comfortable. Someone who’s lower in sensitivity may be able to bounce back more quickly from setbacks, but they will still get stressed and feel sad at times.


It’s not always comfortable being sensitive, and it can be tempting to envy people who are more robust and those who can shake off criticism and bounce back quickly from problems. However, this trait has been very important over the centuries, both for inspiring people to make the world safer, and for encouraging empathy for other people who feel bad, and helping them to recover.
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MANAGING SENSITIVITY


There’s no way around it: sensitive people will need to manage their moods and habits more carefully than their less sensitive peers. Being sensitive to threats means you’re cautious – because you will feel things more deeply than the people around you – so you may have to stick up for yourself when people are pushing you out of your comfort zone. Take note of the situations where you feel safe, and try to push yourself to take risks, but be kind when you need to stop. You might also have to remind yourself that people aren’t trying to upset you; they just see the world differently.


If you’re lower in sensitivity, you may find all this business of managing moods and thinking about your mind a bit boring: life is good so why worry? So you may need to force yourself to see things from other people’s perspectives and not be too quick to judge when someone is upset or scared. Think about how you feel doing something that really scares you, such as public speaking, and remember some people feel that way just going to a party or meeting your parents.


Although all the Big Five traits are separate, they will interact. If you’re high in extroversion, this will make you very sensitive to positive and negative events, meaning life can feel like an emotional rollercoaster. Many outgoing people struggle with their emotions behind closed doors. Conversely, sensitive introverts may be shy and avoid people altogether.














PLANNERS AND IMPROVISERS


The third trait is conscientiousness, which is linked to your capacity to control your behaviour and work toward long-term goals.


People high in conscientiousness have good attention to detail and a strong sense of how the world should be. They make a lot of plans, they are more likely to keep their promises, and they are also more likely to live according to their principles, such as by being vegetarian. People who are high in this trait tend to find it easier to stick with their decisions and persist at difficult tasks. Practising skills, resisting temptation, being organized, all come more naturally to someone high in conscientiousness. In extreme forms, though, they may struggle with change and be too rigid in their thinking, missing out on opportunities and finding it hard to cope with the messiness of life.


People who are low in conscientiousness can still plan ahead, but it doesn’t come naturally to them, and so they have to make more effort to follow through on their intentions. If your motto is “Let’s see what happens,” you may be lower in conscientiousness. If you find yourself shouting, “Just tell me the plan!” then you may be higher in this trait.


How high or low do you think you are in conscientiousness? Which sounds more like you?


Since conscientiousness is associated with high standards and increased willpower, it’s one of the more sought-after traits. Being able to control your impulses and work to long-term goals is advantageous in education, career development, relationships and self-management, so it is a good predictor of long-term success in life and work.


People who are low in conscientiousness may struggle to stick to plans and work toward goals, but they may be better at coping with uncertainty, going with the flow and tolerating the flaws of other people. Again, there’s no right or wrong way to be. Planning is important, but in uncertain times, when plans keep going wrong, it can be helpful to have people around who enjoy the chaos and can cope with uncertainty.
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