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‘One trait of history’s most creative thinkers – from Leonardo da Vinci to Albert Einstein – is that they are able to look anew and marvel at everyday things that most people have quit noticing: the alluring blueness of the sky, the passage of time, the way a light beam creates a spot of luster on a leaf. Look Again can help us all look in a fresh way at things around us. It’s a smart and fun read, and a valuable way to revitalize your life’ Walter Isaacson, author of Elon Musk

‘Timely and important. A clear and provocative book about the power of expectation and the endless mystery of the human mind’ Tara Westover, author of Educated

‘A very interesting book, recommended’ Tyler Cowen

‘In Look Again, Sharot and Sunstein offer an insightful look into the science of habituation. Their insights into the why and how of getting used to things teach us how to hack habituation to bring more joy to our lives. A surprising and delightful book’ Annie Duke, author of Thinking in Bets

‘Look Again is the perfect book to help you refresh your point of view. Sharot and Sunstein reveal why it’s easy to be lulled into complacency about anything and how to prevent falling into this trap. In the bargain, they’ll help you live a happier, healthier, wiser and more just life’ Katy Milkman, author of How to Change: The Science of Getting from Where You Are to Where You Want to Be

‘A sensational guide to a more psychologically rich life’ Angela Duckworth, author of Grit

‘Look Again is a fascinating guide to how and why our biased minds get used to stuff and how we can fight through our usual adaptations. It’s a must read for anyone who wants to feel happier, stay more present, and make healthier, more effective decisions’ Laurie Santos, Chandrika and Ranjan Tandon Professor of Psychology at Yale University and host of The Happiness Lab podcast

‘With intelligence and humor, Sharot and Sunstein provide guidance on how to refresh the spirit and see the world anew. If your world is starting to look grey and dull, this book might be your road map out of the comfort zone’ Kirkus

‘Sharot and Sunstein provide a revelatory investigation of a phenomenon that’s as complex as it is common. This enthralls’ Publishers Weekly
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To Livia, Leo, Ellyn, Declan, and Rían







A thousand things that had seemed unnatural and repulsive speedily became natural and ordinary to me. I suppose everything in existence takes its colour from the average hue of our surroundings.


—H. G. Wells1
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INTRODUCTION:


HOW WE HABITUATE TO EVERYTHING, ALL THE TIME

Habituation. It may be as fundamental a characteristic of life as DNA.

—VINCENT GASTON DETHIER1

WHAT WAS THE BEST day of your life? You might find it difficult to select the very best day. That’s fine; just choose a really good day.

Some people think back to their wedding day. Others choose the day a child was born or their graduation day. Others give more idiosyncratic answers: “The day I break-danced with my Labrador Retriever on the roof” or “The day I gave a speech about the fear of public speaking.” As long as it was a great day, it qualifies.

Envision reliving that day. The sun is out; the sky is blue; you are running on the beach in your yellow bathing suit. Or maybe the sky is dark; the snow is falling; you warm your red nose against that of a newfound love. Whatever it is—it’s joyful. Now imagine reliving that day. Again. And again. And again. And again. You are trapped in a “best day of my life” loop. What will happen?

What will happen is that the best day of your life will become less exciting, less joyful, less fun, and less meaningful. Soon the best day of your life will become tedious. The sun will not feel as warm, the snow not as magical, your love not so perfect, your accomplishments not as great, and your mentors not as wise.

What is thrilling on Monday becomes boring by Friday. We habituate, which means that we respond less and less to stimuli that repeat.2 That’s human nature. Even those things that you once found exhilarating (a relationship, a job, a song, a work of art) lose their sparkle after a while. Studies show that people even start habituating to the magic of a tropical vacation within forty-three hours of arrival.3

But what if you could restore your sense of amazement about those things that you no longer feel or notice? What if you could, to some extent, dishabituate?

That’s what this book is about. We will ask what could happen if people were able to overcome habituation in the office, in the bedroom, or on the athletic field. What would be the impact on happiness, relationships, work, community? And how would you go about doing that? We will see how temporarily changing your environment, changing the rules, changing the people with whom you interact, and taking real or imagined mini-breaks from ordinary life can help you regain sensitivity and start noticing what you barely see.

We won’t look only at how you can dishabituate to the best things, such as a terrific job, home, neighborhood, or relationship. We will also explore how you can dishabituate to the bad things. Now, you may think that is a dreadful idea. Why would you want to experience terrible things as if for the first time? If we made you experience the worst day of your life over and over and over, surely you would want a brain that habituates. You would want the pain of misery or heartache to weaken over time. That would be a blessing.

Fair enough, but here is the problem. When we habituate to the bad things, we are less motivated to strive for change. That Tuesday’s nightmare is Sunday’s snore becomes a serious challenge for fighting foolishness, cruelty, suffering, waste, corruption, discrimination, misinformation, and tyranny. Habituation to what is bad can lead us to take reckless financial risks, to fail to notice gradual changes in our children’s behavior that should raise concerns, to allow faint cracks in our romantic relationships to grow larger and larger, and to stop being bothered by stupidity or inefficiency at work.

So we will explore what happens when you habituate not only to the good, but also to the bad, and how to dishabituate. We will travel to Sweden, where switching the side of the road on which people drive led to a temporary decrease of approximately 40 percent in accidents, partly because of risk dishabituation.4 We will see how clean-air chambers may help people notice (and therefore care about) pollution, how stepping into someone else’s shoes can help us dishabituate to discrimination,5 and how taking breaks from social media can help you appreciate your life again.6 We will examine how looking at things anew, or from the side, can produce startling innovation.

But before we dive into all that, let’s consider why we are so quick to habituate to everything all the time. (Well, almost everything, and almost all the time. We’ll get to that.) We will consider why we have evolved a brain that is wired to want things (a fancy car, a big house, a loving spouse, a high-paying job), but then quick to overlook those things when we finally get them. We will ask why, despite being sophisticated creatures, we are relatively quick to accept dreadful things that become the norm, such as cruelty, corruption, and discrimination. To resolve these puzzles, we will use ideas and work from psychology, neuroscience, economics, and philosophy—some from our own research, some from others’.

Why are we quick to habituate? The answer is not that we are weak, ungrateful, or overwhelmed beings who do not appreciate threats and wonders. The answer has to do with a basic characteristic that we, two-legged, big-headed creatures, share with every other animal on earth, including apes, dogs, birds, frogs, fish, rats, and even bacteria.

HOW IT STARTED . . . WHERE IT’S GOING

More than 3 billion years ago, your ancestors appeared on earth.7 But you would not know it by looking at them. The resemblance is not apparent. They were smaller in size and less cultured. Fortunately, they were sophisticated enough to survive rough conditions. They did not have legs, but they could swim and tumble along in search of nutrient-rich environments. Yet even these primitive actions exhibited the hallmarks of habituation: when the level of nutrients in the environment was constant, your ancestors tumbled at a constant rate on a kind of autopilot. Only when the levels of nutrients changed did the frequency of their movements alter.8

Who were these early creatures? They were unicellular bacteria. As their name suggests, they were composed of only a single cell. In comparison, you have 37.2 trillion cells in your body.9 These cells interact, enabling you not only to swim and tumble, but also to run, jump, laugh, sing, and shout. But the behavior of even a single cell can habituate by inhibiting its own response.

Many years after unicellular organisms appeared on earth, simple multicellular organisms emerged. These organisms have neurons that can “talk” to each other. The likelihood that they will talk changes over time. After one neuron sends an initial message to another neuron—perhaps a sensory neuron conveying information about a stinky odor to a motor neuron—it will often reduce the frequency of its signals even if the odor is still present.10 As a result, behavioral responses, such as movements away from that odor, reduce.

These processes happen in the human brain too. This is one reason you may stop noticing the smell of tobacco after a few minutes in a smoke-filled room, and why you might be amazed to find yourself getting used to background noise that, at first, greatly irritated you.

To demonstrate this basic principle, let us go back in time to Vienna, Austria, in 1804. A twenty-four-year-old Swiss physician, Ignaz Paul Vital Troxler, was studying vision when he made an astonishing discovery.11 He noticed that if he fixed his eyes on an image for long enough at close distance, it seemed to disappear. Try it yourself. Locate the colorful image on the back cover of this book (it is a rectangle with a black point in its center). Fix your eyes on the black cross without moving them for about thirty seconds. The colorful clouds will soon disappear and turn into gray nothingness.

This happens because your brain stops responding to things that don’t change.* Once you move your eyes, you will immediately regain awareness of the colors. You see them again. By moving your eyes, you are changing the inputs your brain receives. Of course, it’s not only constant rainbow clouds that your brain stops noticing. Over time, you stop feeling the socks on your feet or hearing the persistent buzz of an air conditioner.12 (Perhaps you aren’t noticing some background noise right now?)

You get used to much more complex circumstances too (such as wealth, poverty, power, risk, marriage, and discrimination), and this type of habituation involves active inhibition between different neurons.13 For example, imagine that your neighbor, Ms. Wheeler, got a new dog, a German Shepherd named Finley. Finley barks a lot. At first the barks are surprising; you notice each one. But after a while your brain creates a “model” (that is an internal representation) of the situation (“Whenever I pass by Ms. Wheeler’s house, Finley will bark”).14 You anticipate the bark. When you experience it (“Finley barks”), your brain compares the experience to the model (“Whenever I pass by Ms. Wheeler’s house, Finley will bark”). If the experience matches the model, your response (neural, emotional, behavioral) is inhibited.

With more and more experiences of Finley barking, your internal model becomes increasingly precise and will better match the actual experience of hearing Finley bark. The better the match, the more your response is inhibited. But if the match is not identical (for example, the dog sounds louder, softer, or angrier, or jumps over the fence and runs in your direction), you will be surprised, and your response will be less inhibited.

Let’s try this ourselves. Look at the photo below.

[image: image]

If you are like most people, you were probably startled by the photo at first. You might have felt uneasy, disgusted, or even afraid for a second or two. But as long as the dog does not jump off the page and sink its sharp teeth into your smooth neck, your brain will respond less and less to its raised lips and raging eyes.15 As a result, the uneasy feeling will eventually disappear. You have become habituated. (Something similar happens if you encounter someone with an unusual physical appearance. At first, you will notice it and perhaps be preoccupied by it; after a while, you might be startled to see that it barely registers.)

Your brain seems to have evolved different mechanisms, from those involving a single cell to those involving more complex neural systems, that obey the same overarching principle. The principle is simple: when something surprising or unexpected happens, your brain will respond strongly. But when everything is predictable, your brain will respond less, and sometimes not at all. Like the front page of a daily news­paper, your brain cares about what recently changed, not about what remained the same. This is because to survive, your brain must prioritize what is new and different: the sudden smell of smoke, a ravenous lion running your way, or an attractive  potential mate passing by. To make the new and unexpected stand out, your brain filters out the old and expected.

In the chapters that follow, we will see how knowledge of how your brain works can help you to identify ways to revel in the good things to which you have habituated, so that phenomenal features of your life may “resparkle,” as well as ways to focus on, and seek to change, the bad things you no longer notice, including your own bad habits. We will consider health, safety, and the environment, exploring how you can perceive serious risks to which you have become accustomed. We will show how becoming aware that your brain responds less to repeated stimuli can help make you resilient in the face of repetitive misinformation from others and help you address the chronic stress and distraction that social media triggers. We will show how habituation and dishabituation offer lessons for business—about what keeps employees motivated and customers engaged. We will also consider how people get used to gender and racial discrimination and even to the gradual rise of fascism, until “dishabituation entrepreneurs”—rebels who combat the norms—make them salient.

All that being said, habituation is crucial for survival: it helps us adapt quickly to our environment. When people are unable to habituate (for example, to physical pain), that inability can cause great suffering. Some people are also less likely to habituate than others. We will see how slow habituation can lead to a range of mental health problems, but also to creative insight and extraordinary innovation (in business, sports, and the arts).

We hope that what follows will help you turn off the brain’s gray scale, to see colors again.

 

____________

* In this case it is also possible that your photoreceptors stopped responding to the image.






PART I
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WELL-BEING







1


________

HAPPINESS:

ON ICE CREAM, THE MIDLIFE CRISIS, AND MONOGAMY

If I was here for the last eighteen years doing that all day, every day, it probably wouldn’t still have pixie dust on it. But I go away, and I miss it so much. Then I come back, and it kind of resparkles.

—JULIA1

MEET JULIA AND RACHEL. Both women are living what many would consider charmed lives. They are in their midfifties; Julia lives in New Mexico and Rachel in Arizona. The two women have loving partners. Julia has three adorable children—two sons and one daughter. Rachel has two daughters. They both have fulfilling jobs they excel at, which have made them wealthy. They are also fit and healthy. Many people would say they have been, well, blessed.

But here the similarities end. While in many ways both women won life’s lottery, their subjective experience is quite different. Julia marvels at her good fortune on most days, but Rachel has become blind to her fairy-tale existence.

Julia is in awe of the miracles in her life, big and small. She says she has a “happy life.” When asked about her ideal day, she says, “When there’s harmony in the house and you get up and make breakfast and see everybody off to school. Then do some adventuring with my husband. We’ll take a bike ride or have a coffee or a meal somewhere, and then I’ll have time to myself and now it’s almost three o’clock. I’ll go get the kids from school. Lacrosse practice. Start making dinner.”2

Rachel has a word for such days: “Boring!” Sure, she is aware that she has been blessed with family, wealth, health, and friends. She is not sad or depressed, but she does not experience her daily life as “happy.” She says, “It’s okay.”

What crucial ingredient separates Julia from Rachel? It is not a personality trait or genetics. It is not the quality of their relationships with family and friends. The difference is small but significant. Julia travels for work often; she goes away for a few days, maybe weeks, and comes back home. She says, “I go away, and I miss it so much. Then I come back, and it kind of resparkles.” Being away allows her to focus on “the joy of the details of life.” She says: “If I was here for the last eighteen years doing that all day, every day, it probably wouldn’t still have pixie dust on it.”3

Rachel does not get to take frequent breaks from daily life, and as a result she doesn’t perceive the pixie dust that covers her world. She does not get to experience life without her husband, children, and comfortable home. Instead, those things are there, in front of her, every single day. As a result, they accumulate dust and lose their sparkle.

We have a secret to share: you’ve probably heard of Julia before. You might have spent time with her in your living room, eating popcorn in your pajamas. Julia is Julia Roberts, the celebrated actress (and the quotations are real). We know what you are thinking: “Of course, Julia Roberts is joyful and grateful. Could there be a more privileged person?!” But in this case, we think that Julia’s observations about her unusually privileged life can shed light on ordinary human experience. And we believe it may offer insight into how all of our lives can resparkle.

Now, while you have not heard of Rachel before (she is an acquaintance whose identifying details we have altered), you probably know someone who resembles her. In many ways she represents the lived reality of many people. She reflects the daily experience of many of us who might not have what Rachel has, but who do have precious things in our lives (perhaps a loving family, perhaps good friends, perhaps an interesting job, perhaps a talent) and tend not to focus much on those things, at least not from moment to moment or from day to day.

What might seem amazing to others, or what was once amazing to us, becomes part of life’s furniture. We habituate to it. For example, studies show that after getting married, people report being happier on average. Yet, after about two years of this joyful honeymoon period, happiness levels tend to decline to premarriage levels.4

So let’s try to understand why people such as Rachel stop seeing and appreciating the good things in their lives, and how Rachel can adopt a Julia perspective. Without becoming a Hollywood star with a stunning smile, that is.


ICE CREAM EVERY DAY

On a recent hike up the mountains in California, Tali and her then nine-year-old daughter, Livia, stumbled upon a gorgeous mansion on a cliff overlooking the ocean. Envision those stunning European mansions in old movies where Grace Kelly’s characters find themselves. (Julia might live there now.) After gasping, Tali asked her daughter if she would like to live in such a mansion.

“No!” said Livia.

“Why not?” asked Tali.

“Well, whenever I get ice cream or a toy, it is a treat, and it makes me very happy. But if you are that rich, you get ice cream and toys all the time and so you don’t appreciate it because you get it every day. It stops being a treat and you are not grateful.”

Livia’s point is well-taken. It is echoed by more mature thinkers. The economist Tibor Scitovsky, for example, said that pleasure results from incomplete and intermittent satisfaction of desires. This claim is worth repeating—pleasure results from incomplete and intermittent satisfaction of desires.5 That means that the good things in life (whatever your fancy—amazing food, great sex, expensive cars) will trigger a burst of joy if you experience them occasionally. But once those experiences become frequent, daily perhaps, they stop producing real pleasure. Instead, they produce comfort. Scitovsky believed that wealth in particular turns thrills into nice, but boring, comfort.

We think that Scitovsky’s general insight is correct, but only loosely associated with wealth. You don’t need to be rich to turn intermittent pleasure into mundane comfort. Consider macaroni and cheese. Many people (including Livia) enjoy macaroni and cheese a lot, even though it may be considered a basic dish. Maybe you like this cheesy, gooey-warm pasta too. But what would happen if you ate it every single day?

We know the answer because a group of researchers conducted a controlled scientific study to find out.6 They recruited a group of people and randomly assigned them to one of two groups. One group received a macaroni-and-cheese meal every day for a week. At the beginning of the week, the volunteers loved their meal, but gradually and with every passing day they found macaroni and cheese less and less pleasing. They simply habituated to it. Almost any stimulus that is experienced again and again close in time, whether it is a flower garden or piles of trash on the sidewalk, will evoke less of an emotional reaction, good or bad.

The other group of volunteers received a macaroni-and-cheese meal once a week for five weeks. They loved their meal on the first week. They loved their meal on the second week. They loved their meal on the third week. You see where this is going. There was no decline in how much they enjoyed macaroni and cheese, because pleasure results from incomplete and intermittent satisfaction of desires.

You may feel sad for the group who received macaroni and cheese every day. Please don’t. Those who received macaroni and cheese every day ate less of it over time, which made it easier for them to fit into their blue jeans. Those who received macaroni and cheese every week ate the same amount every week, and some had difficulty buttoning their pants.*

RESPARKLING

Julia has “macaroni and cheese” intermittently. Once habituation kicks in, it might be time for her to jet off and have potatoes and steak. When she returns a few weeks later, “macaroni and cheese” feels divine again. Rachel, on the other hand, has been eating “macaroni and cheese” every day for decades. She can remember the excitement of the very first spoonful—the first night in her home, those first few weeks in her incredible job, the first time she kissed her spouse. But as novelty wore off, so did pleasure.

Rachel reminds us of a tragic character named Henry Francis Valentine in the old television show The Twilight Zone. In an episode called “A Nice Place to Visit,” Henry, a criminal, is shot and killed by the police during a robbery. Waking up, Henry finds himself in the presence of his friendly guardian angel, Pip, who informs him he is dead. Henry is startled, but quickly learns that Pip is willing to give Henry whatever he wants: money, victory at the casino, beautiful women, anything at all. “I must be in heaven,” Henry thinks.

This is quite exciting at first. But after a few weeks, Henry starts to lose his mind with boredom. Apparently, money, champagne, and fast cars are not so enjoyable if you can have them constantly, any time of day. Henry cannot bear it anymore. He begs Pip to move him to “the other place”—you know, the one with burning-hot flames. “Whatever gave you the idea you were in heaven, Mr. Valentine? This is the other place! ” says Pip.

Rachel is certainly not confusing heaven with hell. But she does not fully marvel in the joys of her own heaven on earth, because she has habituated to it. What we mean when we say “habituated to it” is that she notices the lovely things in her life (clean kitchen, works of art, green trees) less; she reacts to them less; she appreciates them less. To feel joy again she may need to dishabituate. To dishabituate to something (a certain food, a loving spouse, a great job, the warmth of sunlight, the blue of the ocean), we need to stay away from it for a while, so that its goodness surprises us again.

Even small breaks can trigger dishabituation and elicit joy. For example, would you rather listen to a piece of music from start to finish or have the listening experience disrupted with small breaks? We are guessing that you would prefer to listen to the tune with no interruptions. Most people say this when asked. But if your aim is to maximize your enjoyment, your choice may well be wrong.

In one study,8 volunteers listened to enjoyable tunes either continuously or with small breaks and rated their enjoyment. While 99 percent of the volunteers predicted that the breaks would make their experience worse, in reality the effect was the exact opposite! People enjoyed the music more with breaks. They were also willing to spend twice as much money to hear the music in concert than those who listened with no breaks.

Breaks reduced the tendency to adapt to the good stuff, so the bursts of joy from the song lasted longer. Astonishingly, this was true regardless of what people did during the break. One group did nothing, another listened to annoying noise, and a third to another song. In all cases, breaks increased enjoyment of the original tune.

It seems, then, that most people underestimate the power of habituation and are generally unaware of the benefit of breaking up good experiences into segments. As a result, you may choose to consume good experiences (music, a massage, a movie, a vacation) all at once, instead of inducing artificial breaks that make you enjoy the experiences more (more on this in the next chapter).

Now, Rachel may not be able to jet away for breaks of a few days or weeks like Julia Roberts does, but even a night or a weekend away can trigger dishabituation. Time away, however short, will enable Rachel to perceive her life with fresh eyes—to break up her reality. But what if Rachel is unable to get away even for a weekend? Well, perhaps she can change her environment while staying in place? For example, when Tali had COVID-19 during the writing of this book (her symptoms were mild), she was exiled to the guest room in the basement of her home. She was surprised to discover that living in the basement felt a bit like an adventure. Once isolation was over and she rejoined humanity up on the ground floor, home life seemed, as Julia would put it, to have been sprinkled with pixie dust once more.

But you don’t need to use your basement as an impromptu vacation destination for dishabituation to kick in—you can use your imagination. Laurie Santos (also known as “Yale’s happiness professor”) suggests changing your environment using just your mind.9 Close your eyes and imagine your life, but without your home, without your job, without your family; create vivid images with color and detail. Not only is the experience horrific, but it causes most people to feel lucky about what they have.

It’s a bit like having a nightmare in which you lose a loved one—when you wake up and realize it was all a dream and the person is right there beside you, you feel especially thankful. Before the nightmare you may well have known that you had a good thing, but after you awake from it, you feel it too.

Even when you have habituated to something good, you might well still know that it is terrific. For example, if you are lucky enough to have secured your dream job, you may no longer feel the “Wow!” when you enter your office, but you are aware that it is a great position. This is because your explicit assessment of what is good does not habituate as fast as your feelings.

In a study conducted at Haifa University in Israel, in the lab of Assaf Kron,10 a group of volunteers were shown a series of photos of delightful things, such as an adorable puppy or a cute baby. Each photo was shown again and again—sixteen times. While the volunteers were observing the photos, their facial movements were measured using electromyography (EMG). EMG records the electrical activity produced by skeletal muscles. When you feel pleasure, the zygomaticus muscles move, which allows you to smile. These muscles extend from your cheekbones to the corners of your mouth.

When the volunteers first observed the cute photos, their zygomaticus muscles were activated quite a bit, and they reported feeling pleasure. However, over time they habituated—they reported feeling less and less pleasure with each repeated exposure to the puppy or the newborn, and their zygomaticus muscles moved less and less (a control condition showed that this was not due to fatigue). Yet the volunteers continued to rate the photos as wonderful. Although they knew the photos were adorable, they no longer sparked joy. What we appreciate intellectually can be dissociated from what we feel emotionally.

This separation between “feeling” and “knowing” makes sense if you consider that emotions are an old evolutionary response that human beings share with other animals low on the evolutionary ladder, while “knowing” can be seen as a much newer and in some ways more distinctly human capacity. The two rely on partially different brain systems. The “old” emotional response habituates fast, while the “new” intellectual response lingers on.

Why, though, does the emotional response habituate fast? Why have we evolved a brain that derives less and less pleasure from good things that are constant or repeated? Would it not be great if you marveled at your job/house/spouse just as you did at the very beginning?

Maybe, or maybe not. Habituation to the good drives you to move forward and progress. If you did not experience habituation, you would be satisfied with less. For example, you might end up being happy with an entry-level position many years after getting the job. Now, being satisfied with less may seem desirable, but it also means that you would have reduced motivation to learn, to develop, and to change. Without emotional habituation, our species may not have had the technological innovation and great works of art we do, because people might not have had the motivation to create them.

A delicate balance must be struck here. Habituation can lead us to be unsatisfied, bored, restless, and greedy. But without habituation (and dare we say some boredom, restlessness, and greed), we might have remained cave dwellers.

One reason why we are not all sitting in a cold and dark cave right now is that progress makes us happy. Joy often comes from perceiving yourself as moving forward, changing, learning, and evolving. Consider research conducted in London by two neuroscientists, Bastien Blain and Robb Rutledge.11 They had volunteers report their feelings every few minutes while playing a new game. They found that the volunteers were happiest not when they gained the highest amount of money in the game (although that did make them happy too), but when they learned about the game. Learning contributed more to happiness than money. You habituate to things—a fancy car, a large-screen TV—but you don’t habituate to the joy of learning because learning by definition is change. One cannot habituate to change.

In Oscar Wilde’s Importance of Being Earnest, Ernest Wor­thing tells his love interest, Gwendolen Fairfax, that she is perfect. She replies, “Oh! I hope I am not that. It would leave no room for developments, and I intend to develop in many directions.”12

Gwendolen is not alone; as Henry Valentine learned in The Twilight Zone, “perfect” is not a state people enjoy. In one study, Andra Geana and her colleagues at Princeton13 asked volunteers to play a computer game in which they had all the necessary information to perform perfectly. People did not at all enjoy this game. They quickly became bored. (“This is the other place!”) So Geana gave them another game to play instead. In this new game, players needed information about how to perform well—they had to learn as they went along. The volunteers were far more engaged in this new game. They had much more fun, even though they had to work hard if they aspired to perform perfectly.

Then Geana gave players the opportunity to shift from one game to the other. She found they were far more likely to shift from the game of perfect knowledge to the game of uncertainty and learning—and stay there. When we cannot learn, we get bored and unhappy.

MIDLIFE SAMENESS

When change halts—when you stop learning and progressing—depression kicks in. We believe that this is one of the core reasons for the dreaded “midlife crisis.” When you hear “midlife crisis,” you might well imagine a balding man in his fifties driving a red sports car. But the reality is quite different. The dip in happiness that people experience in their forties and fifties is observed in both women and men, in different countries, in individuals of different professions, and in different life circumstances—married, single, gay, straight. The dip has been found in at least seventy countries, based on surveys of thousands of people in each.14

The exact age at which people hit rock bottom does differ slightly across countries. For example, it is midforties in the United States, the United Kingdom, Canada, and Sweden; midfifties in India, France, Germany, and Argentina; and early sixties in Greece, Peru, and Austria. (Russia, Croatia, Poland, and Bosnia are the exceptions—there happiness reaches rock bottom only for people in their seventies or eighties.)


[image: image]

The age of greatest unhappiness around the world. The age at which happiness reaches its lowest point in countries around the world (where data was available and analyzed). The darker colors indicate “rock bottom” later in life (around sixty-two), while lighter colors indicate earlier descent (about forty-eight).15



Before hitting the midlife mark, many people may sense that they are learning and evolving, professionally and in other ways—learning how to be a friend, a nurse, a cook, a clerk, a teacher, a doctor, a spouse, a lawyer, an activist, a belly dancer, a pastry chef, a parent. When you are nineteen, anything might happen: you might fall in love, today or tomorrow, and you might learn something that will turn you upside down or change your life. But around midlife, many people sense that they are stuck. Their feeling is that things are stable and will remain as they are for a long time.

Stability is not a bad thing, and life may be “good” in the conventional sense. But there is less change, less learning, less that is unknown or unpredictable. People may have some great things in their life, but many of those are constants to which they have habituated.

But not to worry, unhappiness does not stick around forever. Happiness takes a turn for the better later in life. That image of the grouchy old man? The data does not support it. It may seem surprising, but happiness has been shown to rise post-midlife and continues to do so until the last couple of years of life.16 Maybe this is because during post-midlife (late fifties, early sixties) change kicks in once again—children leave home, adventures loom, people retire and seek new horizons. It is just speculation, but perhaps the need to restructure one’s life and learn how to be a different person under new circumstances jolts people from habituation into learning and dis­habituation.

By contrast, midlife “sameness” can be long and demotivating. Suicide rates (especially for men) are relatively high in people’s late forties.17 The reasons for suicide are complex and diverse, but lack of change, reduced learning, and a sense of halted progress may contribute to the uptick.

REFRIGERATORS AND WATCHES VERSUS BEACHES AND CONCERTS

To fight the midlife lull, individuals may try to induce change. Peter buys a motorcycle, Jacqueline moves from one place to another, Chloe changes jobs, Muhammad learns how to garden, Viola travels to China, and Thomas takes a creative-writing course at his local college. Who will be most successful in injecting happiness back into their lives?

Well, ample research shows that experiences (vacations, restaurant meals, sporting events, concerts, courses, learning a new skill) tend to induce more joy than new possessions (cars, houses, tablets, clothing, furniture, televisions, dishwashers). You may have heard of this well-known finding before,18 but you may not know why experiences (on average) make you happier than possessions.

Recall a purchase you made recently of a material good. (A new laptop? A bike? A refrigerator?) Great, now recall a purchase you made recently for an experience. (A trip to London? A meal at a steak house? Tickets to a football game?) Try to select two purchases (a material good and an experience) that cost roughly the same and that you made at approximately the same time (a few weeks or months ago). How satisfied are you with each?

If you are like most people, you are happier with the experience than the material good. Surveys show this, but we already know it, right? Here is the interesting part. When people look back at their purchases, they are usually happier with the vacation to South Carolina than the new sofa, the Broadway musical than the polo shirt, yet at the time of the purchases there is no difference in how happy these made people feel.19 What’s going on?

While satisfaction with material goods falls sharply over time, satisfaction with experiences does not decline. Research shows that it often increases! The joy you get from refrigerators and concerts may be roughly the same at first, but while you habituate to a KitchenAid with French doors relatively fast, the happiness that is triggered by the memory of watching Prince perform at the O2 Arena in London before his untimely death lasts a lifetime. The lingering impact of experiences on happiness relative to the fleeting impact of possessions may be one reason that people are more likely to regret not purchasing an experience (a trip to Paris, a pony ride) than not purchasing a thing.

We are not saying that all experiences are better than all possessions. Some experiences are awful, and some possessions are heavenly. As Samuel Johnson wrote, “Nothing is more hopeless than a scheme of merriment.”20

Nonetheless, on average many of us seem to underrate the value of experiences and to overrate the value of material possessions.21 One reason for this systematic error is that we think that possessions last for a long time while experiences are fleeting. It seems logical to think so—a fridge, a car, or an ornament will last for years. (Tali still wears pieces of clothing she bought when she was fifteen; that’s good value for money right there.) A hike along the coast, a bungee jump, a music lesson, a stay at a fancy hotel—these things last weeks, days, hours, or minutes. But in the human mind, the possession might be ephemeral, and the experience might last forever. After a short time, you might not notice a new possession. By contrast, an experience might have lasting benefits.

Think of a spectacular diving experience, a lecture that completely changed your view of the world, a trip to Alaska. All these might return to the mind—not a little but a lot. These memories still sparkle not despite their fleetingness but because of it. Think of a terrific romance. Short romances may have nostalgic pixie dust scattered on top for decades, while romances that lasted for decades may be recalled with no pixie dust at all.

WHEN PARIS, FRANCE, BECOMES PARIS, IDAHO

In Casablanca Rick and Ilsa experience fleeting romance. When it’s time to part, Rick turns to Ilsa and says, “We’ll always have Paris.” We are certain that Paris (and Casablanca) will be carved deep into their cortices till their dying days. But what if it were not World War II and Rick and Ilsa did not need to part? Instead, they got married, moved in together, had a couple of children, followed by a handful of grandchildren? And what if the Titanic never sank? What if Rose and Jack got off the grand ship together in New York City?

Oscar Wilde had a clear view on the matter: “It is very romantic to be in love. But there is nothing romantic about a definite proposal. . . . Then the excitement is all over. The very essence of romance is uncertainty.”22

Not long ago, Cass was attending a wedding in New York. The conversation at his dinner table naturally turned to love and marriage. By some kind of miracle, seated directly across from Cass was an expert on the topic—the renowned couples therapist Esther Perel. Her views on the matter are not vastly different from Wilde’s.

Perel has treated numerous married couples. She has observed that over the years intimacy and comfort increase between a husband and wife, or wife and wife, or husband and husband. Often love persists. But excitement, including erotic excitement, decreases.

“If intimacy grows through repetition and familiarity,” Perel says, “eroticism is numbed by repetition.”23 This, then, is the paradox: greater intimacy often marches hand in hand with a reduction in sexual desire, a dimmer sparkle.

In Perel’s view, eroticism “thrives on the mysterious, the novel, and the unexpected” (as Wilde had it, “uncertainty”) because “desire requires ongoing elusiveness. It is less concerned with where it has already been than passionate about where it can still go.” What couples forget is that “fire needs air.”

Novelty and change, which are central to desire, are inconsistent with safety and predictability, which people also cherish and need. “Deprived of enigma,” Perel says, “intimacy becomes cruel when it excludes any possibility of discovery. When there is nothing left to hide, there is nothing left to seek.” Habit and routine are anti-aphrodisiacs. As she puts it, “Desire butts heads with habit and repetition.”24

When you see your partner as fixed and predictable, passion is reduced or even eliminated. But that perception of predictability is only an illusion. We can guarantee that your partner has secrets, experiences, and views that you would be surprised to learn about, even if you have been together for decades. (We hope that none is of the dreadful kind, though some may be unpleasant.) The notion that you know your loved ones inside out is simply wrong, whether it is your spouse, best friend, child, or parent. Realizing that you see only a fraction of who your partner really is can keep excitement alive.

Think of a time when you were especially drawn to your partner. What was your partner doing? Where were you? When Perel asked people to describe an incident when they were most drawn to their partner, they mentioned two general situations. First, they were especially drawn to their spouse when they felt unfamiliar and unknown—for example, when they saw their partner from a distance or when they observed them deep in conversation with strangers. Second, they were especially drawn to their spouse when they were away and then when they reunited. After years of listening to couples in her clinic, Perel concludes that to avoid having Paris, France, become Paris, Idaho, less togetherness and more separateness are needed.25

Perel’s conclusion is supported by science. A study26 of 237 individuals showed that when people spend more time apart from their partner, they report greater sexual interest in them. Members of each couple may find their sweet spot—maybe weeks apart, weekends apart, or just evenings apart. It’s a delicate balance. People need quality time together and common experiences to keep a relationship going, but some independence may be just what the doctor ordered.

If something is constant, we often assume (perhaps unconsciously) it is there to stay. We thus focus our attention and effort on the next thing on our list.27 But if we can make the constant less so, our attention will naturally drift back to it, and if it is good at its core, it may just resparkle.

THE EXPLORER AND THE EXPLOITER

Cass’s family has a phrase: “It’s what we always do.” The phrase is meant as a (usually) fond rebuke of Cass, who tends to like his routine. Cass’s wife prefers novelty and adventures, and she’s fine with a high degree of uncertainty. Cass is more of an “exploiter” of what he knows, tending to make choices with known benefits (the staycation and the familiar restaurant), while his wife is more of an “explorer” of the unknown, preferring choices with uncertain but potentially greater benefits (the vacation in an unfamiliar place and the new restaurant).

Think about your own preferences. Suppose that you are going out to dinner this Saturday night. Would you like to go to a place that you know well, and that you know you like, or instead try a new place that opened just last month? Do you enjoy meeting new people, or do you tend to think that old friends are best? Are you adventurous? When you hear the word staycation, do you smile or frown?

To be clear, everyone (you included) will engage in some exploitation and some exploration. We all go back to places and people that we know from past experiences are great, but also at times take risks and explore unknown avenues. But the balance between the two can vary greatly between one person and another. Some people seem drawn, by nature, to exploitation, and others to exploration.

We speculate that people who habituate quickly will be drawn to exploration. The reduction in emotion associated with habituation to some status quo will spur a search for fresh experiences and discoveries. You may call these people sensation seekers. Sensation seekers pursue new and different sensations, feelings, and experiences.

You know what we mean—people who travel the world, bungee jump, take psychedelic drugs, or interact with a diverse group of people. These are people who risk exploring the unknown, in part because they tend to habituate quickly to the known. But a common way for explorers to explore the unknown does not require traveling or taking psychedelic drugs. To the contrary, one can stay at home with a cup of herbal tea and some reading material.

Dani Bassett, a professor at the University of Pennsylvania, and colleagues found that explorers—those sensation seekers who like to try new things—have a specific pattern in how they seek knowledge. In one study,28 Bassett asked 149 volunteers to search Wikipedia for twenty-one days and to record their every search. When examining the volunteers’ Wikipedia activity, Bassett found that people could be neatly divided into two groups.

One group, the “busybodies,” searched for information on diverse issues, creating a body of knowledge of weakly related concepts. For example, a person might read the Wikipedia page on television producer Shonda Rhimes, followed by the page on heart disease, followed by a page on artichokes. The other group, the “hunters,” created tight knowledge networks by searching for information on related concepts. For example, a person might read the Wikipedia page on Barack Obama, followed by the page on Michelle Obama, followed by the page on the Obama Foundation. The type of “knowledge seeker” a person was provided clues about the person’s personality—the busybodies were more likely to be sensation seekers (i.e., explorers) than the hunters.
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