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Introduction

In December of 2021, I was waiting for my lunch at a vegan restaurant in Miami when I got a call from the art director of the magazine where I work. She wanted a photographer to take photos of me to accompany an article of mine that was going into print production.

At first, my heart leapt. I glowed with flattery: Photos! Of me! Every woman for whom Sex and the City is canon has dreamed of having her headshot appear alongside her words. Briefly, the words “photo shoot” conjured a gleaming version of me—one who would look out, gorgeously yet somehow still intelligently, from the glossy pages. Outside, the sun beamed and South Beach hopped with promise. “Tofu BLT!” the counter guy cried.

None of this, I admit, evokes struggle. And if this were a different world—and if I were a different person—this is where the story would end. I would have sauntered home smiling, toting my sandwich and the smug knowledge that I had triumphed over my haters. I’d uneventfully drive to my first (and probably only) professional photography session, enjoy myself, and spend the next few days feeling nothing but cheer, gratitude, and most of all, serenity that my life was turning out well.

But I was not that person. At least not yet. Instead, I possessed a unique ability to find suffering in even the best of circumstances. I’d long wished I had a slightly different personality, and this tendency was one of the main reasons why.

Over the phone, the art director explained that she had planned everything: She found a local photographer. She arranged the COVID safety protocols. She came up with ideas for the poses. I just needed to buy a black shirt, which I could expense. Perhaps sensing that she would need to reassure me the way one would a skittish horse, the art director said this would all be fun and easy.

I thanked her and hung up. Then came my old friend, anxiety, gliding in to poison my day, dragging behind it endless, dire what ifs. I went home to fret. Though I understood that this was an amazing opportunity, the reality is that I hate having my photo taken—and this was a photo that hundreds of thousands of people would see. If I have enough time, makeup, and liquor, I can usually arrange my face into an image I can tolerate, but the process is more psychodynamic than cosmetic.

I was in Miami for a work-cation of sorts, staying in an old art deco building with tile floors and cologned hallways. I’ll just do a lot of primping beforehand, and it should be okay, I told myself as I examined my pores in the Airbnb’s cocaine-den mirror-walls.

My hair had grown long and splintered, and the only time I had for a haircut was right before the photo session. No problem. I carefully researched salons and booked an appointment at a well-reviewed spot for the morning of the shoot.

I walked into the salon feeling optimistic, but when my hairstylist introduced herself to me, I noted with some alarm that she was, herself, completely bald. (I did not work up the nerve to ask why.) I asked for my usual—a trim with discreet, blended layers. She said something like “You want some texture and some face shaping mid-length,” and I, a policy blogger with terrible taste, let out a quick and confused “Yes.”

About twenty-five minutes later, she was blow-drying my hair into a choppy, avant-garde mushroom. When she asked if I thought it looked good, I mustered an “mm-hmm” and avoided eye contact. Then I ran across the street to a Chipotle, chugged a Dos Equis, and wondered whether haircuts are legally actionable.

I drove to the photo studio, where I met the photographer, a thin, fashionable man with a bouncy energy. He asked me right away if I wanted to “fix my hair.” Then he said he was going to take some photos of me in profile.

“I’ll give you any amount of money right now to not do that,” I said.

I hate having my photo taken, but I especially hate having my photo taken from the side. Is this internalized antisemitism from growing up the only Jewish girl in the most goyish town in Texas? Probably. Is it nevertheless a very real and strong phobia? Absolutely. I tried to tamp down the panic climbing my throat. Just be cool! I yelled at myself silently. It’s not a big deal! Antisemites don’t read the Atlantic anyway!

The photographer said, “Sure, whatever you want,” and proceeded to click-click-click a bunch of photos of me in profile. The nature of the photos dictated that I not be smiling. Instead, I was to stare into the middle distance, my face fixed into my usual look of vague displeasure, the broad lights accentuating all my worst angles. When he was done, the photographer asked me to examine what looked, to me, like a plastic surgeon’s “before” picture.

“Looks great,” I lied briskly.

The shoot ended just as rush hour picked up. My mom was flying in that evening, but before she landed I needed to get to the grocery store to buy special food for the diet she was on for her gastritis. As I fought traffic, my boss messaged me about a different story that was going through edits. Pecking with one finger, I responded—and missed my exit. The highway whisked me away through a tunnel that led to a little island that cruise ships launch from, the circumnavigation of which added thirty minutes to my journey.

In my head, two dueling narratives duked it out: One reminded me that this was all fine, since my mom wasn’t arriving for hours and my boss knew I was doing the photos that day. The other, shriller, one insisted I was about to be fired and also about to strand my mom at Miami International Airport.

Eventually, I made it to the Publix. I bought the salmon and sweet potatoes and other stuff recommended by a site called something like “Heal Gastritis Naturally.” I wheeled the cart full of food back to my car—or tried to. I was parked on an upper level of the garage, and in the distance I could just see the gray roof of my Prius when the wheels on the cart locked abruptly. I was still about a dozen yards away.

I looked at the car. I looked at the food. There was too much to carry by hand. I began lugging the locked shopping cart, scraping it across the concrete floor of the sweltering garage in my photo clothes. A man watching me yelled, “Is it stuck?!”

Back inside the car, I checked my phone. The editor had messaged me more questions. He wondered if I could open the document and just fix the paragraph he was asking about. Sweat rolled down my face as I slid my seat back, opened my laptop, and turned my phone into a hotspot. I made the edits and sent the editor back the document while, in the trunk, the ice cream melted into soup.

I inched through more traffic, back to the Airbnb. I gathered up all the groceries and stumbled inside, arms loaded with lukewarm, gastritis-friendly foods. My boyfriend, Rich, put everything away. Then some membrane inside me ruptured. Without quite being able to describe why, I melted down.

“My life is nothing but nonstop stress and torture!” I screamed. “I hate everyone and everything! I can’t take this anymore!” Then, apropos of nothing, I added, “And we are not having a fucking kid!”

I poured wine to the brim of a glass and gulped hard between sobs. I felt awful to be crying, but I couldn’t stop. Why did it feel like everything good in my life always turned rotten? Why did seemingly every vacation feature a hundred-year storm, every glimmering prospect a dark caveat, and every new friendship a secret expiration date?

Or was that even true? Was I stitching together a few unfortunate events into a misleading pattern of misery? And ugh, why can’t I stop doing that!?

Rich looked on, mystified. Whether it’s because he’s an American, a man, a gentile, or some combination of the three, he doesn’t experience anxiety. This, along with his bald head and perfectly round, blue eyes, makes him look like a cartoon baby, perpetually tranquil and innocent.

He tried to comfort me: My hair didn’t look that bad! He would go pick up my mom! I didn’t have to get pregnant if I didn’t want! This worked about as well as blowing gently on a kitchen fire.

Of course, nothing I was saying was true; I knew my words were hyperbolic even as I spat them out. I was looking at a series of low-level aggravations in the worst way possible. Even as I stood there sobbing, I knew I was less a victim of circumstance than a victim of myself. Behind the terrifying projection, it was my small, scared personality talking.

Specifically, that day I was undermined by my extreme neuroticism, one of the “Big Five” traits that scientists say make up personality. Neuroticism, or a person’s penchant for feeling anxious and negative, not only fueled my wine rant, it also clouded my decision-making in the moment. Neuroticism turns the mundane into an emergency, and if I were less neurotic, I might have found ways to release the pressure building up inside me. Had my brain not clanged with worry, I might have thought to order the groceries to be delivered. I could have told my editor I wasn’t available to talk just then. And, as my dumbfounded boyfriend intoned multiple times that night, I could have remembered that everything worked out, anyway. I saw everyone—the hairstylist, the photographer, the Publix—as the enemy that day. But really, the enemy was inside me all along.

Seeing through the Mirage

That wasn’t an isolated incident. I often had moments like these, in which I snatched dissatisfaction from the jaws of happiness.

My life, after all, is and was objectively excellent: I have a solid relationship, an interesting job, and a stable place to live. But neuroticism kept me from enjoying this bounty, and it meant that when some calamity—unemployment, a health scare—did inevitably strike, I crumbled more quickly than most. My personality blinded me to the ways I could expand my life and make it even better, or even just appreciate my good fortune.

In addition to neuroticism, personality consists of four other “factors,” or traits: extroversion (which is basically sociability); agreeableness (or niceness); openness to experience (vaguely, creativity); and conscientiousness (or orderliness). Together, your levels of these five traits predict how you’ll respond to various situations—like, say, if you’ll relish your special photo shoot in a tropical paradise or have a cosmic breakdown.

I had always felt unusually neurotic, introverted, and disagreeable. Over time, I stuck those labels to myself proudly, and I mostly lived by them, even when doing so made me miserable. I avoided anything that didn’t suit my personality perfectly.

For instance, for years I almost reflexively declined to socialize. Rich had to invite me to his happy-hour group a dozen times before I agreed to make an appearance. You’re an introvert, remember! I’d tell myself as I watched TV alone again. Even as I wallowed in the comfort of yet another Great British Bake Off season, I wondered why I often had virtually no one to talk to, and why I relied so heavily on Twitter for social interaction.

I also knew I churned with anxiety, but I saw that as a good thing. I took any quiver of instability at my job as a sign that I should work even longer hours. The resulting back pain and physical-therapy appointments served as perverse signs of success. You’re right to be anxious, I’d tell myself. Anxiety is keeping you safe.

It was through my job, though, that I came across some scientific research that showed that you can change your personality traits by behaving in ways that align with the kind of person you’d like to be. If you don’t want to be quite so anxious or isolated anymore, you can live differently. A new and slightly improved personality, I learned, can make you happier, more successful, and more fulfilled. It can help you enjoy your life, rather than just endure it.

I took a scientific personality test whose results showed that my particular combination of traits correlated with unhappiness and dysfunction. Personality traits are supposed to help you achieve your goals, but my traits were thwarting me. I started to wonder if I could peel off those personality labels and throw them in the trash. Who would I act like if I could act like anyone? Though I had tried therapy and various medications, I decided to attempt something more radical, and possibly more lasting: to change my personality.

For an Atlantic magazine article on which this book is based—the one I was getting photographed for in Miami—I spent a few months performing a series of personality-changing activities. Over the course of a summer, I tried to make new friends. I reluctantly meditated, and I journaled like an unpopular teen on prom night. After three months, the personality-test website revealed that my experiment had worked, sort of: I had become slightly more extroverted and less neurotic. (Yes, that means the Airbnb tirade reflected the marginally better version of my personality.) For the article, I had gone through the motions of sociability, tranquility, and niceness, and my personality had shifted modestly. In science writing, we would consider this a small pilot study—a proof of concept that might hold up, but also might not.

After the story was published, I shelved my gratitude journal and meditation pillow and went back to being a high-strung misanthrope for a while. Who needs meditation when you have alcohol? I asked myself. Inevitably, as the day in Miami that winter showed, I backtracked.

However, some upcoming transitions prompted me to give personality change another, more serious attempt. Despite what I had said during my post-photo diatribe, Rich and I did want to try to start a family. But the daily travails of child rearing, I knew, would be far worse than a combination of bad lighting, a broken shopping cart, and competing work pressures. Parenting requires an ability not to form every molehill into a mountain, and to keep things firmly in perspective—not strengths I possessed.

What’s more, my score on agreeableness, the trait associated with niceness and benevolence, was low, and agreeable people make better parents. I wanted to be more like the very agreeable Rich, who has a calm, loving presence that children gravitate toward.

Rich and I met when I was in grad school in LA, as I was moving into his former room in a group house. Even then, it was clear to me that he brimmed with kindness. Because of a paperwork snafu, after he relinquished his room he had nowhere to stay for a few months, so, while I slept in his former bed, he slept on the couch in the living room.

During one of my first nights in the house, the smoke alarm in my/his room started beeping, jolting me awake the night before a big test. I had no idea what to do; my attempts to get any kind of assistance in LA at that point had generally resulted in my getting ripped off or yelled at. Of the seven people who lived in the house, Rich seemed like the one who would be the most willing to help me. I crept to the couch and stood over him while he snored.

“Rich, the smoke detector is beeping,” I whispered.

Without a word, he shot up, walked into the room, and, with a hyperextension of his six-three frame, jabbed the alarm into silence. Then he left me, a total stranger, to go back to sleep in his bed, while he returned to the couch. Even then, his presence felt load-bearing, a beam holding up my rickety structure.

Both because of his selflessness and his tolerance of middle-of-the-night noise, I knew Rich would make a great father. But for the sake of this Hypothetical Future Child, as we had taken to calling it, I felt I needed to become less sharp and critical and more cuddly and easygoing. I hoped to adopt the “bless this mess” attitude of cheerful Instagram moms. I figured I would like parenting more if I learned to see my child as an especially uncoordinated friend rather than an irrational enemy.

I was also tired of viewing my life through the dingy pane of neuroticism, the trait that signifies depression and anxiety. Over time, I started to notice that rather than protecting me, neuroticism restrains me. It cordons off choices that would have made me happy, robs me of the joy of an accomplishment, and keeps me so preoccupied with survival that the future becomes unfathomable. Another reason I hadn’t tried to have a baby yet was the neurotic tendency toward fear: I was terrified I’d be a bad mom.

On top of all this, we were hoping to relocate permanently to Florida—we liked it there, despite the long day of minor stressors. For years, my extreme introversion had kept me trapped in DC, a city in which I had never really wanted to live. I had always assumed the meager number of friends I had made in DC were all I would ever have as an adult, and that there was no way to meet new people after college, so I should never move. But while writing the article, my short experiment with extroversion suggested that a social life can be cultivated at any age. It had sparked a belief in second chances.

I saw my personality project as a midlife tune-up. I hoped to learn to socialize without dread—and maybe even without alcohol. I wanted to be described—literally just once!—as a “good friend.” I thought back to that glorious summer between high school and college, when everyone reinvents themselves and reenters the world projecting how they’d like to be seen. Who says you can’t do that when you’re thirty-six?

I wondered, what if I had spent more time on my personality-change experiment? Would I have been able to better handle mildly stressful days like the one in Miami? What if I found activities I liked enough to stick with them? What if I pushed past mild inconvenience to all-out, fidgety discomfort—like the discomfort of leading a Meetup group, of entering the forty-fifth minute of a meditation session, of making myself see new ways of living? What if, rather than trying to make everything in the world go my way, I changed the way I responded to the world?

I decided to spend at least a year trying to change my personality. I had completed my earlier, brief pilot study, but now, to extend the science metaphor, I wanted the large experiment that makes the lab technician rip off his bifocals in amazement. I decided to behave like the healthiest, happiest, and most successful people—the people with the scientifically “best” personalities. This book is for people who have ever thought about doing something similar. The circumstances of our lives will differ, and so will the personality traits we’re grappling with. But stress, loneliness, anger, distraction, impulse, and fear are universal—and they can change.

For the next year, whenever I hovered my cursor over a sign-up sheet for an activity that seemed truly daunting, I would force myself to click “submit.” I would act like the kind of person who wanted to do it. I embraced the words of Jorge Luis Borges, who wrote, “Personality is a mirage maintained by conceit and custom, without metaphysical foundation or visceral reality.” For those who yearn to see through the mirage of their own personalities, I hope to be an example.

But Why Personality Change?

Personality change is not the most intuitive concept. When I told one acquaintance that I was working on a book about personality change, she said, “You mean like from brain damage?” Another friend said that, rather than changing myself, I should focus on fighting the patriarchy, the real source of all our problems.

When I first heard about some of these personality-change studies, I, too, was a little skeptical. For one thing, there were parts of my personality that I found helpful. I always saw anxiety as my secret weapon, the edge that an immigrant kid like me had on my rich, pedigreed peers. Sure, they went to Yale, but I could have a huge panic attack about my career and work straight through the weekend like it was nothing. I knew I wasn’t perfect, but I worried that by changing my personality I would lose my drive, my intuition, and my determination.

But I would later learn that there are ways to hold on to beneficial traits—or even the beneficial aspects of certain traits—while adjusting the ones that aren’t serving you. Introversion, for instance, isn’t necessarily a negative quality—many introverts are thoughtful, witty, and sensitive. But in my case, introversion was too often becoming an excuse to withdraw from life. Not just sometimes, to recharge, but all the time. I hoped that becoming slightly more extroverted would make me happier—even if I still called myself “an introvert” in the end.

Whenever I’m feeling anxious, my therapist likes to say that I have a “true self” and an “anxious self” inside me. That is, my anxiety (aka neuroticism) isn’t really my true self; the True Olga is the one who knows her own capability. You can think of your less-desired personality traits this way, too: as false selves whose voices deceive you. I wanted to listen to the best of my personality and learn to ignore the worst of it.

When I started this project, Rich sometimes reminded me that I didn’t have to change my personality, because he liked me the way I was. Unlike with every other man I’d ever been with, with him I never had to do my “boiled frog” approach to dating, in which I’d create a fake, relaxed personality that I gradually faded into my real one, hoping the guy wouldn’t notice when months later he found himself arm in arm with just another sad girl who wanted commitment. Even early on, Rich seemed okay with my crying jags and my earnest passion for watchdog journalism. Being loved within my relationship, in fact, was how I started to love myself. At times I saw my own flaws soften under his infatuated gaze.

In part through that relationship, I came to see that I do have some strengths: I work extremely hard, I can be loyal, and my analytical side is indispensable when it comes time to pick a health-care plan or file taxes. Far from implying you don’t like yourself, learning new ways of being can be an act of self-love, just like learning to cook can be a way to nourish yourself. Personality traits are a spectrum, so wanting an increase in, say, agreeableness doesn’t mean you’re a self-loathing grinch. It just means there’s something about that trait that could improve your life, and you want to try it on.

If you don’t feel you need to do even one thing in your life differently, I congratulate you and humbly ask which SSRI you’re on. But studies suggest most people—around 90 percent—do want to change at least one of their personality traits. Even in global surveys across many different cultures, about 60 percent of people say they are currently trying to change their personalities. Personality change appears to be something many people want to undertake, even if they don’t always realize it. (I’m also not talking here about dissociative identity disorder, formerly called multiple personality disorder—a mental illness in which people develop distinct internal identities. Though a worthy topic, it belongs in a different book entirely.)

Personality change can feel like an overwhelming proposition, and I was privileged to spend hundreds of hours on this project—in part because I was on book leave and didn’t have children. Almost no one can go all out like this, and they don’t have to. Some of the activities I describe are short: brief bouts of meditating, quick conversations with acquaintances, an afternoon spent throwing away unnecessary belongings. In the studies that I cite, most interventions take just a few minutes a day, yet they’re enough to create meaningful personality change. You don’t have to put your life on hold to change your personality; you can introduce small habits that add up to a big difference.

The most important reason to change your personality, though, is that it might make you happier. Finding happiness, or at least contentment, often requires changing your daily thoughts and behaviors, and those happen to be the two elements of personality. Psychological research suggests that agency—the sense that you can create a positive difference in the world, or at least in your life—is linked to reduced levels of depression and helplessness. “Agency causes progress,” the positive-psychology pioneer Martin Seligman has said, while “lack of agency causes stagnation.” Agency imbues you with the sense that you can do something about your problems.

What I like about the idea of personality change is precisely this—that it allows you to seize the reins of your own destiny. In the brilliantly simple words of my (newfound) meditation teacher, “Sometimes things happen that we don’t like.” But you can still live in a way that you do like. You can use science, effort, and an unfortunate number of iPhone apps to behave differently—and eventually, to think differently. You can change your life, even if nothing in your life changes.





1

The OCEAN Within: 

What Is Personality?

I confess that before I became a science writer, I wasn’t sure what, exactly, personality was. In high school, I had taken a form of the Myers-Briggs test, which suggested I was judgy and should therefore become a judge. Wasn’t “INTJ” my personality? Or what about some of the Freudian theories we learned about in Psych 101—with all my gum-chewing and nail-biting, I was pretty sure I had an oral fixation. Was that part of my personality?

The layman’s definition of personality seems akin to “what you’re naturally like on the inside,” but I’ve also heard the term used as shorthand for a person’s likes and dislikes, their general mood, or even whether they have interesting things to say. (It turns out these all describe parts of personality, but not its entirety.)

I knew personality was partly genetic—a fact that was unideal for my change efforts. My father, for example, is so anxious that he once declined to buy a car manufactured near Hiroshima, Japan, because he worried that a particle of the residual radiation from the atomic bomb dropped there in 1945 might somehow have nestled into the glove compartment, and, upon the car’s arrival at Pat Lobb Toyota in Texas, would jump out and give him instantaneous, fatal cancer. Given this tremendous level of neuroticism running through my veins, could I even do anything about my personality? How can you change something that’s inherited?

Gradually, I figured out that to understand personality, you have to understand the stories of two prominent, early psychologists: Gordon Allport and Sigmund Freud. Our modern, scientific concept of personality arose from a day these two men met—and clashed—in 1920.

Allport was then a midwestern twenty-two-year-old with a budding interest in personality. He took psychology courses as an undergraduate and found he liked to “help people with their problems,” he wrote. From early in his career, Allport was obsessed with one question: “How shall a psychological life history be written?” He seemed to be rummaging through the pottery shards of early psychology, wondering, What is personality?

Allport had just left Constantinople, where he had spent a year teaching English during the twilight of the Ottoman Sultanate, and he was headed to Boston, where a PhD program at Harvard awaited him. Along the way, he made a pit stop in Vienna, and, with the characteristic moxie of a twentysomething, wrote Freud to ask for a meeting.

Freud, meanwhile, was a white-bearded man in his sixties who had already significantly influenced the science of the mind. Freud believed our behaviors resulted from subconscious conflicts between the pleasure-seeking id, the moralistic superego, and the realistic ego. To Freud, these battles were rooted in childhood and were often sexual in nature. His famed “talking cure,” or psychoanalysis, had already swept continental Europe, and it would eventually colonize wealthy American neighborhoods, too. Freud was, in short, a very big deal. Allport was just some kid.

Still, Freud agreed to the meeting, and on the appointed day, Allport entered Freud’s “red burlap room with pictures of dreams on the wall,” as he later described it. To Allport, it was an encounter of “pungent significance.”

At first, Freud stared at Allport in total silence.

In an attempt to make conversation, Allport told Freud a story he thought would appeal to him: On the tram on the way over, Allport had seen a four-year-old boy who refused to sit on the soiled seats. The boy kept saying everything was “schmutzig”—dirty. The boy appeared to have dirt phobia, Allport noted.

When he finished his story, Freud “fixed his kindly therapeutic eyes” on Allport.

“And was that little boy you?” Freud asked.

Allport was surprised that Freud had misunderstood the situation so dramatically. Of course it wasn’t him. To Freud, everything seemed to be about repressed neuroses. Allport thought that was too simplistic an explanation for human behavior. The experience, Allport wrote, “taught me . . . that psychologists would do well to give full recognition to manifest motives before probing the unconscious.” Not everything has a hidden meaning, in other words. Sometimes people know what they’re like.

What made people have different personalities, Allport would later determine, was not whether they harbored secret urges to marry their mothers or kill their fathers, as Freud would have it. It’s that we all have different traits that determine how we pursue goals, think about the world, and react to adversity. Eventually, this view—trait theory—would come to define personality psychology and would give rise to the five-trait model of personality that most psychologists use today. (These are the same five that appeared on that online personality test I took—the one that prompted me to try to change my personality.)

Scholars did not arrive at these five traits easily, though. Psychology is a young science—Harvard didn’t have an independent department of psychology until 1936—and the modern concept of “personality” was little-discussed before the late 1800s. Much earlier, ancient Greek philosophers like Aristotle and Theophrastus pontificated on human nature in interesting but not very accurate ways. Theophrastus at one point outlined what he considered to be the thirty different types of “characters,” including the “arrogant man,” who “is not likely to admit a visitor when he is anointing himself, or bathing, or at table,” and the “gross man,” who “will spit across the table at the cup-bearer.”

But then came early Christianity, and along with it a chilling effect on the study of human individuality. “The religious view of the human race held by the societies of that period was that it was intrinsically flawed—and had been since the original transgressions of Adam and Eve,” writes Frank Dumont in A History of Personality Psychology. There was no point in probing human nature, since humans’ reward was thought to be in heaven, not in personal betterment on earth.

That began to change with Enlightenment scholars like Gottfried Leibniz, who in the early 1700s speculated that people have subliminal thoughts—he called them petites perceptions—that motivate their behavior. The thing we now know as “personality” came later, with the rise of Freud, psychoanalysis, and a growing interest in differences between people.

Still, early psychologists tried—and often failed—to reliably measure personality. In the 1920s, the psychoanalyst Carl Jung argued that the world consists of different “types” of people—thinkers and feelers, introverts and extroverts. (However, even Jung cautioned that “there is no such thing as a pure extrovert or a pure introvert. Such a man would be in the lunatic asylum.”)

Jung’s rubric captured the attention of a mother-daughter duo, Katharine Briggs and Isabel Briggs Myers, who seized on Jung’s ideas to develop that staple of Career Day, the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator. Though they lacked scientific training, they hoped to create a test that would help people pursue vocations that were best suited to their natures. “The more you know about what a man is like, the more effectively you can work with him or under him, or assign him to the right job,” Isabel Briggs Myers wrote.

The test took off thanks to Isabel’s job in human resources, as Merve Emre describes in The Personality Brokers. But in time, it turned out to be virtually meaningless. Most people aren’t ENTJs or ISFPs; they fall between categories. Personality traits aren’t a “type,” they’re a spectrum. The organizational psychologist Adam Grant once compared the Myers-Briggs to asking people which they like more: shoelaces or earrings.

Others thought the best way to measure personality was by offering people a confusing picture and judging their reaction. The Swiss psychiatrist Hermann Rorschach asked people what various inkblots brought to mind, and along with a couch and an armchair, the inkblot became a trope of psychology. But many scientists now criticize the Rorschach test as being too subjective and inaccurate. Normal people, seeing a reflection or a cupcake in the blots, are wrongly deemed egotistical or dependent. One detractor even said psychologists would be better off reading tea leaves.

This is where Allport’s view of personality as a constellation of stated attitudes, rather than of hidden impulses, gained momentum. Allport would later return to Harvard as a psychology professor intent on studying personality. Rigorous and dutiful, he perused the 1925 edition of Webster’s New International Dictionary in search of words that might “distinguish the behavior of one human being from that of another.” Eventually, he identified 4,500 such traits, including words like “airy” and “zestful.”

A series of researchers later built on this work by winnowing these 4,500 down until they felt they had identified as few distinct, stand-alone traits as possible. (Some of the traits from Allport’s list, like “taciturn” and “quiet,” were basically synonyms.) This period, roughly the middle of the twentieth century, was a bit like Babel, according to Lewis Goldberg, a professor emeritus at the University of Oregon. “Each personality theorist had his or her own theory of personality. There was no unified theory,” Goldberg told me.

Raymond Cattell, a British-American psychologist, narrowed Allport’s list of traits down to 171, and then to 16. In 1949, he debuted his Sixteen Personality Factor Questionnaire, which included traits like “privateness” and “perfectionism.” In the decades that followed, Goldberg, the Oregon psychologist, and other researchers decided that really, Cattell’s sixteen could be reduced to five main traits. Goldberg had been administering personality tests to his students and found they were basically describing “the Big Five,” as they are sometimes bombastically known: openness, or how receptive you are to new ideas and activities; conscientiousness, or how self-disciplined and organized you are; extroversion, or how sociable and energetic you are; agreeableness, or how warm and empathetic you are; and neuroticism, or how depressed or anxious you are.

The traits can be remembered with the acronym OCEAN:

	O	- Openness to experience

	C	- Conscientiousness

	E	- Extroversion

	A	- Agreeableness

	N	- Neuroticism

When Goldberg presented that idea to other personality researchers, they seemed to agree. After all, things like “liveliness” and “tension,” which appeared in earlier theories, sound a lot like extroversion and neuroticism. The fact that the Big Five took off, while other iterations didn’t, suggests “there really is something to evidence,” Goldberg told me. “And the others did not have much in the way of evidence.”

Starting in the 1970s, Freudian psychoanalysis began to lose its shine, and the trait theorists—Allport’s successors—ascended. Though he was in some ways a visionary, many of Freud’s ideas about childhood psychosexual development—that personalities are orally or anally fixated—didn’t withstand the rigor of modern research. Later studies showed that personality can’t entirely be chalked up to childhood: Short of abuse or extreme weirdness, parents don’t seem to shape their kids like lumps of clay. If they could, brothers and sisters raised together would resemble each other, but siblings often have no more in common than strangers chosen off the street. (I know this firsthand, as the allergic, aggressive, sun-worshipping sibling of an indoor-kid pacifist who loves cats.)

So what is personality? It’s habit, but it’s also reflex. “Personality is what you do habitually, automatically, without thinking about it, whether it’s how you think about things, how you feel about things, or whether you do certain things,” says Brent Roberts, a prominent personality psychologist at the University of Illinois.

Your personality affects how you approach life. Do you take small inconveniences in stride, or do you see them as a personal attack? When you come across a new idea, do you recoil or thrill to it? Personality encompasses your preferences, your mood, and your interaction style, and also the texture of your soul.

Roberts likens personality to a tapestry—an intricate composition in which every stitch matters, but pulling on just one thread won’t unravel the entire creation. Your friends, your job, your marriage, your hometown, and your genes all shape your personality, but it’s not the result of any one of those forces alone.

“I Radiate Joy”

One July weekend, Rich and I had gone to Ocean City, Maryland, for a short beach getaway. The city, which is named after its only redeeming quality, is crammed with mobile homes, mini-golf courses, and bright-red college students on their crab-and-beer Rumspringas. Most of the action sits alongside a single highway with the beach on one side and past-their-prime hotels on the other. There is one “nice” restaurant and many less-nice restaurants that will serve you a mix of vodka, Sprite, and orange juice in a sippy cup. Saint-Tropez this ain’t.

It is also the closest beach to DC, and therefore all of Washington flocks there every summer weekend. We had paid $300 a night to stay in a run-down Best Western, in the kind of room where you try not to let your entire foot touch the carpet when you take a step. The first day, we sat on the beach for an hour. Then it started raining—hot, heavy droplets that sent everyone fleeing to the bars.

I wish I was one of those people who could enjoy rainy days during a beach vacation. Instead, I get mad at God, who never seems to respond by making the sun come out. Rather than find indoor things to do (Museum of Wildfowl Art?), I castigated myself for not checking to see if it was an El Niño year before booking a nonrefundable hotel room.

This all made me wonder whether my personality traits might contribute to my inclination toward senseless anger at things beyond my control. I decided to kill time by taking my first personality test, to get a baseline reading of my inner self. Sitting on the disgusting hotel bedspread, I logged into PersonalityAssessor.com, a personality-testing website created by the Southern Methodist University psychology professor Nathan Hudson. The site measures your personality by comparing your responses to the million or so other people who have taken its tests.

Clicking through a series of multiple-choice screens, I answered dozens of questions about whether I like poetry, whether I like parties, whether I “act wild and crazy,” and whether I work hard. The prompt “I radiate joy” got a “strongly disagree.” I also disagreed that “we should be tough on crime” or that I “try not to think about the needy.” I had to “agree,” but not strongly, that “I believe I am better than others.”

The point of these questions was to identify where I fall on each of the Big Five traits. I scored in the 23rd percentile in extroversion—“very low,” especially when it came to being friendly or cheerful. This seems plausible: I never say things I often hear other women say, like “I’m overjoyed for you” or “my heart is so full.” Extroverts feel comfortable around lots of people and make friends easily. They like to be the center of attention, and to have sex. Enviably, they experience more positive emotions, and are always stoked about one thing or another. Introverts like me get stoked, too, of course—but about, say, reading a lyrical memoir or diving into a knitting project. We flinch whenever someone says “karaoke.”

Meanwhile, I scored “very high” on conscientiousness and openness—my two strengths apparently being organizational skills and a general YOLO-ness. Conscientious people enjoy making plans and sticking to them. They are self-disciplined and goal oriented. You want a conscientious person to plan your vacation but not necessarily to tag along on it. Openness to experiences, the most nebulous trait, involves appreciating complicated art, being politically liberal, and feeling chills on the back of your neck when you see or hear something especially beautiful. Open people are creative, imaginative, and tolerant.

On agreeableness, I scored “average,” my high levels of empathy for other people making up for my low levels of trust in them. Agreeable people are warm, altruistic, and often love children. They get along with pretty much everyone.

Finally, I came to the source of half my breakups, all my therapy appointments, and most of my problems in general: I was in the 94th percentile on neuroticism. “Extremely high.”

Neurotic people are addled by stress and threats, real or perceived. “High neuroticism infuses everything with suffering,” writes the behavioral scientist Daniel Nettle. (Neurotics’ opposite, emotionally stable people, may not even be familiar with the sensation of anxiety at all, bless them.) Neuroticism is the advance runner on a whole relay team of disorders, from depression to anxiety to bipolar.

People tend to be happier and healthier when they’re higher on all five traits—for the neuroticism category, this means higher in its opposite, emotional stability. Ideally, we would all be friendly, dependable, open-minded extroverts who don’t carry around emergency Xanax. My results showed I was far from that paragon, on multiple levels.

The Big Five is, perhaps unsurprisingly, also not without its weaknesses. The framework only really applies in Western, industrialized countries, for example. But despite its limitations, the five factors at least form a common standard, a shared language for documenting our proclivities and penchants. Personality researchers have now replicated the Big Five in many different studies, and it’s the personality model they use most often.

Rather than feel restricted by the five-factor breakdown, I was soothed by its regimentation. I liked that the Big Five would allow me to track each element of my personality over time, rather than pursue vague goals like “be happier” or “reduce your stress.”

Taking the personality test reminded me of the first time someone told me that I have anxiety; that it’s not normal to feel on alert all the time. Growing up, I was never diagnosed by a doctor. Instead, one day a high school teacher made fun of me in class for worrying excessively. (“I bet Olga’s like, ‘Oh no, I’m never gonna get this done on time!’” she said to my classmates with a wink. Texas is not very “trauma informed.”) I had never considered that it was possible to worry too much. It felt like stumbling into a dark basement and flipping on a flashlight. Sure, what you see is dust-coated, and in desperate need of repair. But at least you can see it. Understanding yourself can be freeing, even if the first step toward freedom is realizing you’re trapped.

The Plaster Softens

With that, I had my Big Five score—a B minus at best. But I still wanted to change my score, not just know it. And when you start to explore the idea of personality change, you quickly encounter a big, unyielding, 180-year-old stick-in-the-mud—one who influentially dismissed the idea that personality changes. His name is William James.

James, now known as one of the earliest American psychologists, was born into a wealthy and cosmopolitan New York family—you may have heard of his brother, the novelist Henry. But his early home life, in the mid-1800s, was chaotic. James’s father, Henry Sr., devoted himself to writing long, mostly unread books, and he moved the family around constantly: By the time he was sixteen, James had lived in eighteen different houses, not including stays in various hotels.

In his early adulthood, James wandered, too. He first studied art, then went on an ill-fated expedition to the Amazon, then pursued medicine. He then fell into a severe depression (“neurasthenia,” it was called at the time), agonizing over the meaning of life and what it meant to be free.

Ultimately, James became more interested in philosophy than in medicine, and in 1890, he published an influential philosophical tome, The Principles of Psychology. The book takes, at times, a bleak view of humanity: “Habit is thus the enormous fly-wheel of society,” James writes. “It keeps the fisherman and the deck-hand at sea through the winter; it holds the miner in his darkness, and nails the countryman to his log-cabin and his lonely farm through all the months of snow.” We are all, he implied, frozen in the amber of our routines.

Perhaps his itinerant childhood prompted James to seek stability and fixedness. This might be why Principles also includes an idea of James’s that has haunted personality science ever since. “In most of us, by the age of 30,” he writes, “the character has set like plaster, and will never soften again.” James seemed to think personality didn’t change. Instead, it calcified.

For years, personality psychologists thought James was basically right about this. Important studies in personality psychology even used “set like plaster” in their title, tipping their hat to their depressive forebear. Researchers believed there was little hope for personality change once people reached adulthood.

But fortunately for people like me, the “plaster” hypothesis turned out to be wrong. This is obvious to anyone who has ever looked up a Facebook status they posted ten years ago and found themselves staring at the words of a stranger. Personality does change over time—even if you don’t really try to change it. And if you do try, it changes even faster.

People naturally grow less neurotic and more agreeable and conscientious with age, a tendency called the “maturity principle.” When I learned about this, I was reminded of the times in college when I would begin writing a paper that was due the next day at midnight (a sign of low conscientiousness) and would then freak out that the resulting grade would tank my career prospects forever (a mark of high neuroticism). But in time, I evolved: Today, I get started on assignments as soon as I get them, and I only sometimes worry they’ll doom my career. Maturity, in a way.

We change a bit during adolescence, a significant amount in our early twenties, and we continue to evolve as we marry and get jobs. One study that measured the personalities of American high school students in 1960 and again fifty years later found that 98 percent of the participants had changed on at least one personality trait by the time they were in their sixties. Another, which followed hundreds of Californians over the course of forty years, found that personality changes throughout a person’s life, across all the traits. Yet another found that, on some traits, people change more after the age of thirty than they do when they’re younger. Few of us, to paraphrase James, die nailed to the same log cabins in which we were born.

This new way of looking at personality comports with the Buddhist concept of “no self,” or the idea that there’s no core “you.” To believe otherwise, the sutras say, is a source of suffering. As the Zen philosopher Alan Watts put it, “Ego, the self which he has believed himself to be, is nothing but a pattern of habits or artificial reactions.” This belief in the flexibility of the self has percolated through various schools of Western philosophy, too. Jean-Paul Sartre wrote that “existence precedes essence,” meaning that people decide what to make of themselves. “Man first of all exists, encounters himself, surges up in the world—and defines himself afterwards,” Sartre explained. Or, as Nietzsche cryptically instructed, “Become what thou art!”

Much of personality change occurs because of something called social investment theory, or the idea that as we take on new social roles, we face new expectations and rise to the challenge. When they get jobs, twentysomething partiers start forgoing weekend keggers in order to polish up slide decks for work. Avowed ladies’ men will deliver heartfelt odes to monogamy at their weddings. (Researchers have found that in cultures where teens take on adult responsibilities earlier, their personalities mature faster, too.) The people around us set the norm for our behavior, and we sculpt ourselves to meet it.

Some researchers even define personality as existing primarily within social relationships. “We all have multiple selves,” writes the Stanford professor Brian Lowery in Selfless. There is no “stable, unchanging” you, he argues. Instead, “your self is a flux of interactions and relationships and your feeling of your self is created in that same flux.” This view is sometimes called the “looking-glass self,” implying we reflect the situations in which we find ourselves. This may be why I strayed so far, in my views and interests, from my own family: I left Russia when I was three, and I left suburban Texas when I was eighteen. Now most people who meet me say I’m “very DC”—a reflection of the conscientious, neurotic city in which I’ve spent most of my adult life.

This mutability of the self may explain why, especially in our twenties, we tend to become more like our friends and coworkers: Having more extroverted friends tends to increase extroversion, and working more tends to increase conscientiousness. You might have noticed this phenomenon if you went to college at a liberal arts school in the Northeast and gradually became more liberal, like your dorm-mates, or if you started working in sales with a bunch of extroverts and grew more outgoing. To a great extent, you are who you socialize with.

Falling in love can also shape personality. One study found that people between the ages of twenty-three and twenty-five who entered romantic partnerships became more conscientious, more extroverted, and less neurotic. We seem to become the brighter versions of ourselves that our partners see. “The process of coupling, and then committing, brings with it the fact that you can’t just think about yourself . . . you have to think about and be responsible for somebody else,” says the psychologist Brent Roberts. It’s fortuitous, then, that I met Rich at twenty-four, the sweet spot of that study. Otherwise maybe I’d be even more neurotic than I already am.

Heritability and Malleability

The fact that personality changes can be a point of disbelief. In a well-known study published about a decade ago, the psychologist Dan Gilbert and his coauthors found that younger people predicted their personalities wouldn’t change much over the next decade, but older people reported they had actually changed quite a bit. People find it difficult to imagine how they might change, so they think they probably won’t change. This is the fallacy that keeps tattoo artists and divorce lawyers in business. “Human beings are works in progress that mistakenly think they’re finished,” Gilbert has said. “The person you are right now is as transient, as fleeting, and as temporary as all the people you’ve ever been.” Even if you don’t try to change your personality, that is, it might change anyway.

One reason why personality can seem permanent is that personality is, in fact, partly genetic. In the words of Philip Larkin, “they fuck you up, your mum and dad”—but mostly before you’re born. Through research on identical twins separated at birth, scientists have estimated that about 30 to 50 percent of the differences between any two people’s personalities are attributable to their genes. They chalk the remaining 50 to 70 percent up to “environmental factors,” which includes the way you were raised, yes, but also your other life experiences and your peers—a combination of myriad small influences.

If something is even partly genetic, it can feel like you’re doomed to be just like your parents—forever. But just because genetics explains between 30 to 50 percent of the variance of personality does not mean we “get” 30 to 50 percent of our personalities from our parents. We receive only half our genes from each parent, and those genes are shuffled, interacting with each other in unpredictable ways, explains Kathryn Paige Harden, a behavioral geneticist at the University of Texas. Therefore, though we inherit elements of traits from our parents, we end up fairly different from them. You may feel like you’re becoming your mother, but, for better or worse, that’s biologically unlikely.

Think of it this way: Say your parents are a pantry of ingredients. They contain milk, eggs, flour, baking soda, and if they’re Russian like mine are, there’s some dill in there, too. But they only pass some of those ingredients down to you. And whether you end up as quiche, pancakes, or an inedible goo depends on which ingredients you inherited and how those ingredients interact with your environment. How hot is your oven? Did you whisk the eggs or fry them? Just as you wouldn’t look at a pantry and think, This is definitely waffles, you wouldn’t look at a person and think they were predestined to have a particular kind of child.

Harden told me about an experiment in which mice who were genetically similar and reared in the same conditions were one day moved into a big cage and allowed to play with one another. Over time, these genetically similar mice developed dramatically different personalities. Some became fearful, others sociable and dominant. Living in Mouseville, the mice carved their own paths of existence, and people do that, too. “We can think of personality as a learning process,” Harden says. “We learn to be people who interact with our social environments in a certain way.”

Plus, genes and the environment interact. Our genetic predispositions may lead us into environments that then change our personalities. Happy people smile more, so people react more positively to them, which makes them even more agreeable. Open-minded adventure seekers are more likely to go to college, where they grow even more open minded. “Heritability,” the Stanford psychologist Carol Dweck told me, “is not the same thing as malleability.” Just because something is genetic doesn’t mean it can’t change.

This is something even William James might have agreed with. Posterity perhaps dwelled too much on his “set like plaster” comment. James occasionally adopted a more flexible take on habit, but these more broad-minded views aren’t quoted as often by his successors. “James was almost obsessed with overcoming the limitations of habit formation,” says John Kaag, a philosophy professor who has written about James. In his writing, James at times even praises people who act against their natures, recommending that one should “be systematically ascetic or heroic in little unnecessary points, do every day or two something for no other reason than that you would rather not do it.” He argued that people do have natural tendencies, but that they can also override those tendencies—and sometimes should.

In fact, James himself became different after he turned thirty, the age at which people are supposedly “set like plaster.” When he was around that age, he recovered from his depression by reading the work of the philosopher Charles Renouvier, who inspired James to believe that you could will yourself to be free. “My first act of free will shall be to believe in free will,” James wrote, and soon after that he emerged from his “great dorsal collapse.” (Would that we could all be so invigorated by an inspirational quote or two.)

Over time, James grew nicer in his writing, and more realistic. Later in his thirties, he got married, secured a permanent position at Harvard, and recommitted himself to his work. He produced most of his best writing after he turned forty.

William “set like plaster” James did change. I hoped I could, too.
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