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I want, by understanding myself, to understand others.


I want to be all that I am capable of becoming.1


—Katherine Mansfield
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INTRODUCTION
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Health is not valued till sickness comes.1


—Thomas Fuller





My first question is this: Would you like to improve your health? My second one is: What did that question bring to mind?


Answers to the second question will vary, but I doubt many of us would answer the first with a firm No. Who doesn’t want better health?


These are trick questions meant to highlight an obvious and relevant point. When most of us think about attaining or maintaining a sense of healthiness, we typically think in physical terms: run a half marathon, lose those ten pounds, or cut down on the potato chips and eat more leafy greens. We generally know what it takes to get into better physical shape. But when it comes to mental health?


Not so much.


You don’t need me to tell you how woeful our collective mental health is. You’ve read the books, heard the news, and scrolled on social media. But pause to consider the breadth of these tragic facts: More than one in five US adults (59.3 million people in 2022) live with a mental illness. Only half receive treatment, meaning that nearly 30 million people are likely fighting lonely battles.2 Whether it be about the economy, politics, or climate disruption, adults in the US continue to report that they feel more anxious than they did the year before.3


For the longest time, we’ve been encouraged to think of mental health in purely binary terms, as if our psychological well-being were an on-and-off switch set either to Good Enough or Needs Professional Intervention Right This Second!


I have a lot of issues with that oversimplification. Chief among them is the erroneous notion that we’re all either mentally okay or fundamentally messed up, broken, or weak. The fact is that mental health, like most things, exists on a spectrum. Your comfort zone or optimized place on your spectrum is different from mine. Your spectrum is even different from mine.


To revisit the physical analogy, let’s say you’re somebody who feels okay about their physical fitness, but you’re not quite where you’d like to be. No problem, you tell yourself. I’ll just renew that gym membership and carve out a couple of hours every week. Would you then just pick one weight station or muscle group and commit yourself to doing one physical exercise (a biceps curl, maybe) endlessly? Of course not. In addition to looking silly, you’d soon suffer from overuse injuries. And everyone knows no one exercise can accomplish everything for you.


When it comes to addressing your psychological well-being, I’ve met far too many people who feel like a failure. Maybe they found a psychotherapist online, gave therapy a shot for a few visits, and felt remarkably little benefit from their efforts. For others, a primary care physician or a psychiatrist prescribed them something that didn’t work or made them feel weird. These things happen, of course. The problem is that instead of seeking (or being encouraged to seek) different options, people often internalize the negative results, blame themselves, and give up on mental health care altogether out of frustration or shame. To make matters worse, the healthcare industry sets us up for this unfortunate result. The industry’s approved therapies and medicines are generally those that save money or can be packaged together conveniently. Whether the treatments are effective is too often an afterthought.


Keep in mind who’s saying this. As you’ll discover soon enough, I’m not always the best at following the rules, but it’s not like I’m an outsider. I received my medical education and training at Stanford and Harvard, and I’ve spent much of my life doing my best to help people in one healthcare setting after another.


And I’m certainly not alone in pointing out that healthcare needs to change. To start, we need to be more focused on how to truly help people, and we need to empower them to understand and take care of themselves. We need to be more invested in lasting, positive change, not just what’s convenient to the industry or cheaper in the short term. If we really want to make individual lives and society better, we need to place these concerns at the forefront of healthcare.


For all the increasing and well-intended mental health resources at our immediate disposal, why are all the metrics trending the wrong way? Where did we go wrong?


Better yet, how can we go right?



MY JOURNEY TOWARD BETTER MENTAL HEALTH


The environment I grew up in was not the easiest, and it brought a lot of challenges. This was true of the neighborhood and the home. I was born and raised in Trenton, New Jersey, in an Italian immigrant family. My father had academic difficulties, partly from dyslexia and partly from behaviors that arose from his frustration. However, he started a business, worked hard and with integrity, and built enough success to support his family and send his kids to college. He provided for us, but mostly in the material sense. Like most men of his generation, he wasn’t exactly what I’d call nurturing. My brothers and I were sometimes berated for being weak or unmanly, and from an early age we learned to protect ourselves, mainly by keeping our feelings bottled up or hidden or by acting out. I’m grateful for my parents and what they gave us, but I’m also aware that I grew up with some familial dysfunction and a lot of important missing pieces I’ve had to discover, reshape, and learn to put together along the way.


Like many of you, I knew a few things about trauma long before I’d even heard the word (and certainly decades before I wrote Trauma: The Invisible Epidemic—How Trauma Works and How We Can Heal from It). Had my family shared our feelings and emotions more, had mental illness not been so stigmatized at the time, I would’ve known there was a lot of psychological distress and trauma on my father’s side of the family—depression, schizophrenia, suicide, and more. But mental health just wasn’t something we talked about. Mental health was something for weak or broken people.


As a result of that attitude, several vulnerable people in my family were left out to dry, including, to some degree, my brothers and me. Childhood is full of challenges for most kids, and doubly so when you’re discouraged from communicating your feelings, what’s going on inside you, and your victories and daily battles, internal and external. Where I grew up, talking in this way just wasn’t something that men did; it was deemed feminine and weak. It’s no wonder so many of us—myself included—often drank too much, gaining some momentary relief while making our problems worse. This was socially normed, essentially deemed “okay,” when it was anything but okay.


My parents’ reticence and hesitance to discuss matters of emotional importance first became apparent to me when my youngest brother became sick as a teenager. They didn’t let on how serious it was, and I was studying abroad at the time, so I had no chance of figuring it out. A rare digestive disorder made it nearly impossible for Jonathan to eat. His body weight plummeted, he was in and out of the hospital constantly, and his life became an increasingly unendurable series of painful procedures. Jonathan had been so fun and playful as a kid, but when he got out of the hospital, he was much more serious and with an angry edge. And even though his mental health had clearly taken a turn for the worse, he didn’t receive any follow-ups on that front.


When he was just twenty years old, Jonathan killed himself with my father’s pistol.


The shock of his death by suicide devastated my family. It threw my life into unexpected pain and chaos. I was five years older than him and working long hours at the business job I got after college when it happened. I felt responsible. I felt terribly guilty. I didn’t know much about therapy at the time, but I knew I wasn’t okay, that I was getting worse, and that I needed help. Eventually, I found a skilled therapist who encouraged me to talk about my feelings, which, as you can imagine, considering my upbringing, was initially a challenge. But I threw myself into the process, and before long I was able to understand how ashamed and horrible I’d been feeling because I was absolutely convinced that Jonathan’s death was my fault.


As part of my treatment, my therapist introduced me to a process of self-inquiry that helped me discover I’d been living under a series of shoulds—about my career, about my relationships, about my family, about who I was as a man in life. I learned that I’d been pushing my intrusive thoughts and feelings down and away my whole life. Only when I decided to look at them clearly was I able to make sense of my brother’s suicide and properly grieve his death. Therapy helped me bring to light the unconscious beliefs and patterns that were running me down and making my life such a struggle to begin with.


I emerged from that difficult time with a degree of self-understanding and self-compassion I’d been lacking, and I also emerged with a new professional plan. I left my career in business and returned to college to take all the premed classes I hadn’t taken, with the hope of gaining admission to medical school. In my mind, the long journey toward becoming a doctor would be worth it if I could understand life and health better and help people like my brother. And, like most journeys we undertake, the destination wasn’t anything at all like I expected.


After I graduated from Stanford and finished my training at Harvard, it seemed to me that many of my peers seemed to think they already had all the answers. I often felt overwhelmed by questions. And one question I couldn’t shake was why we were expected to treat patients in broad, generalized strokes, the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (aka DSM) in hand, and required to box patients into some categorized disorder? That didn’t make sense to me. Everyone I met was so unique. In my experience, one person’s experience of anxiety or depression or addiction is always utterly different from anyone else’s.


I also wondered why, in our society, and in the conventional wisdom of medicine, the default way of approaching mental health has always been biased toward the negative. The field of mental health is dominated by the DSM—a 1,120-page book literally comprised of problems.


While we are all unique, there are crucial factors of neurobiology and etiology that are ignored by the DSM. The DSM has elevated the status of mental health within medicine, yes, but its approach does not conceive of mental health as an incredibly positive aspect of ourselves that we can learn about, nurture, and improve.


Bucking convention, I strongly feel that often the best place to start addressing our mental health isn’t in focusing on what’s going wrong, but what’s going right.




Common sense is not so common.4


—Voltaire






WHAT WORKS: GRANDMA GRACE AND THE GENERATIVE DRIVE


This isn’t just another book for you to use to identify your problems and elaborate on what’s going wrong in your life. It’s mostly about uncovering and tapping into what’s already going right.


Even if you’re experiencing a lot of confusion and suffering, you can uncover and rely on the things that are going right inside you. That’s true no matter what. At any point in time, you have the capacity to look under the hood, learn more of what you’re all about, gather your tools, and make whatever changes you deem necessary. This doesn’t mean doing it by yourself, because in my experience we get a lot more out of working together when each of us is doing our part.


“But, Paul,” you may be thinking, “don’t you see what’s going on in the world? How can I look for what’s going right within when everything outside seems to be going wrong?” I hear you and I understand you. There are plenty of valid reasons to feel discouraged (but not cynical) about the state of the world today. That can make it hard to feel hopeful, solution-oriented, personally responsible, and committed to positive change. So many people I encounter feel scared, confused, and alone. Divisiveness is prominent in the United States right now, and it’s not just a matter of red and blue states. Our families and communities are struggling, too.


I personally believe that the richness of our diversity is one characteristic that makes our country unique, but there’s a tendency for us to hyperfocus on our differences right now, be they political, religious, racial, sexual, or otherwise. This book isn’t meant to hide or ignore the things that make us distinct; it’s just more focused on what we share as humans in this universally challenging time. My hope is that you will find something that resonates with you in here—no matter who you are, no matter where you’ve been. And it’s my driving intention that this book helps you connect with your existing strengths and helps you build your mental health such that you’ll not only survive your personal challenges but thrive because of how you face them.


So, to answer your question again, “Paul, how can I look for what’s going right?” The answer to that, and the heart of this book, is what’s called the generative drive. What it is and its profound meaning to us as humans is how we get there. But before we get into the weeds, let me tell you a little story that sets the stage for my paradigm-shifting approach.


My maternal grandmother was the living embodiment of compassion. Grandma Grace (born Maria Gracia) immigrated to the US with her Italian parents in the early part of last century. They eventually settled in Trenton, where my grandmother grew up in a cramped row house with eight or nine other people. She didn’t receive much formal education, never took a class on mental health, and probably never even looked at a self-help book. Even so, long before I came into the world, Grandma Grace was renowned for her generosity, kindness, and leadership. During WWII, my grandmother and other women took factory jobs while thousands of men were away in Europe or the Pacific, and they used this work to improve the lives of their families, even saving up enough to send money back home (in my grandmother’s case, to her family back in war-torn Italy).


During this time, Grandma Grace came to know a girl who was not receiving what she needed at home. My grandmother nurtured this child, providing love and support despite the pressures and limitations of her own circumstances. The girl grew up to become a responsible and thoughtful person who made a difference in the lives of others. She credited my grandmother as the person who changed her life, opening up the possibilities that let her shine as an adult. When my own mother (Grandma Grace’s daughter) was terminally ill, this woman dropped everything she had going on in her own life to take care of my mom in her final days. With a feeling of immense gratitude to her and to my grandmother, I will always remember her saying, “I would do anything for your family.”


I sometimes wonder if I would have made it without Grandma Grace. When she saw that our parents were working hard to make a better life for us, my grandmother stepped in to help raise me and my siblings—feeding us, getting us up for school, and doing everything else she could think of with kindness and good humor. I also remember how she was always making something with her hands, mostly knitting or crocheting blankets, scarves, and sweaters. She enjoyed making gifts to warm and clothe, but not as much as she enjoyed giving them away. In her mind, it cost very little to make a gift like that, and there was always somebody who needed one.


So, the real reason I’m talking about my grandmother here is to formally introduce you to a core concept of this book that I spoke about earlier: the generative drive. I’ll dive more into it in chapter 3, but essentially, the generative drive is a primary factor that’s already going right in each of us. It pertains to the part of you that wants to help, that wants to give, that wants to make life worth living for yourself and others, and that, when activated, brings you peace, contentment, and delight.


The generative drive is you at your best and optimizes your mental health. The generative drive helps you get things done in life. You solve problems creatively, you cherish kindness and growth, and you help others with a sense of agency and gratitude. You feel part of something larger than yourself, grateful to be alive, empowered to do the things you want to do. You experience more peace than panic, more contentment than complaint, more delight than disappointment. When activated, the generative drive brings you peace, contentment, and delight.


The generative drive has long been ignored or overlooked by the mental health establishment in favor of two other fundamental drives: assertion, which has historically been called aggression, and pleasure. These drives, too, are essential to life and offer us wonderful gifts: assertion is about motivation and taking action, while pleasure is about the human urge to seek gratifying experiences and feel safe and good. But too much or too little can bring negative impacts to our mental health.


The generative drive is proof that humans aren’t simply the selfish (or inherently self-centered) creatures we sometimes cynically think we are.


Clearly, we humans aren’t perfect. We can be selfish, greedy, shortsighted, inconsiderate, and even cruel. But if that’s all there were to us, there’s no way humans would have made it as a species these past hundreds of thousands of years.


A healthy dose of cynicism can come in handy here and there in life. But one thing I learned from my grandmother is that it’s possible to be street-smart, safe, sophisticated, and savvy without giving way to cynicism. Cynicism is seductive because it’s easier to critique the world and the people in it than to do something positive to change yourself. We falsely believe cynicism will protect us from the overwhelming vulnerability we feel at times, but cynicism isn’t as much of a shield as it is a self-made prison. Technically, I guess we’re safe from the external world when we’re inside a prison; it’s just that the world we’ve entrapped ourselves in is small, dank, and—let’s face it—boring.


This book is anti-cynical. It asks you to do the hard work of not merely sitting back and pointing out what’s wrong with life. Instead, I’m inviting you to align with what’s going right, identify what could be better, and come up with a plan to do something about it.


All of us feel lost from time to time. When you feel lost, how can you tap into your generative drive to keep moving forward?


All of us go through periods of feeling stuck and hopeless. When you feel that way, how can you reconnect to your hope, self-confidence, and innate capacity to change?


All of us suffer from thoughts, behaviors, and feelings we don’t want and sometimes feel ashamed of. When you’re experiencing such lows, how do you regain your ground so that you once more feel positive and powerful inside, knowing that, despite your struggles, you’re doing your best? Or knowing that you can do better and resolving to do so?


And just as our bodies occasionally become ill, our mental health fluctuates over the changing seasons of our lives. How can you build up your mental health to meet these challenges with strength, generosity, and kindness?



HOW TO GET THE MOST OUT OF THIS BOOK


In the pages that follow, I want to help you ask and answer empowering questions with curiosity and kindness—so you can connect with your generative drive—with what’s right, and what promotes health and happiness in our lives. We’ll begin in part 1 of the book by looking at a basic framework of the self. It’s been my experience that when people better understand how they’re put together (chapter 1), how the self functions (chapter 2), and how three fundamental drives (including the generative drive, all covered in chapter 3) steer each of us through the rugged, unpredictable terrain of life, that comprehension alone will often lead to substantial positive change.


From there, part 2 of the book applies what you’ve learned in part 1 to help you meet inevitable life challenges, flourish in the face of them, and rely increasingly on the power of your generative drive. Some of the tools you can expect to learn are:




	Techniques for self-inquiry and meditation in chapter 4



	Practices to manage anxiety, stress, shame, and intrusive thoughts in chapter 5



	Tools to foster empowerment, humility, agency, and gratitude in chapter 6



	Ways to maintain peace, contentment, and delight in chapter 7 (with a special emphasis on utilizing life narratives)


	Skills to balance and reset your drives, as well as techniques to work with envy and demoralization, in chapter 8






The conclusion aims to pull it all together and talk about how to live your best life. Because of how I’ve structured the book, I suggest you read part 1 first. Part 2 is less sequential, although it still might be best read in a linear fashion. You certainly don’t have to try every exercise in here, but I do strongly invite you to give at least one or two in each chapter a go. That’s where the heart of the work is—in trying these techniques out for yourself and seeing what works for you. Other than those two recommendations, I’ll leave you to it.


This book is not anti-medication; medication can play an important and essential role in combating our mental health crisis. Nor does it rely on futuristic precision medicine, which frankly isn’t proven yet in psychiatry. It is an approach to mental health that I have been using for decades in my own practice that can help millions of people unstick thought patterns that prevent them from living the kind of lives they deserve.


What this book offers isn’t revolutionary. I haven’t invented anything groundbreaking, although I do believe that I have a few new ideas to share. Most of what I have done is synthesize ideas and approaches I have found most helpful and effective in my years as a physician and psychiatrist. This book unpacks the psychological functions and structures we all share in simple, everyday terms while also giving you practical tools to optimize your mental health. My hope is that at least a few things in here will benefit you, and ideally, way more than a few.


This book is meant to be uniquely empowering for anyone who wants to take the driver’s seat in their life. It’s meant for people who are interested in asking questions about themselves—often difficult questions—that aren’t easily answered. And it’s for people who yearn for real, lasting, positive change and who also believe in the power of curiosity and compassion—for themselves, for the people they love, and for the greater world.


May this book help empower you toward greater meaning, satisfaction, agency, connection, happiness, excellent mental health, and everything else the generative drive has to offer.
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Take a deep breath. Let any worries of your past and anxieties of your future quiet down a little. Let your mind relax as much as it can, because in just a couple of seconds I’m going to ask you something—a simple question that will guide the rest of your journey through this book.


Who are you?


It’s a broad question, I know. If you need some prodding to answer it, to help you get the most out of what you’re about to read, just think of one word to finish this sentence:


I am a [image: ].


While your complexity and uniqueness certainly can’t be reduced to one word, distilling your identity down might help you see yourself clearly. And you can learn a lot about your current state from whether your word has positive or negative connotations.


Self-reflection is essential to mental health. It’s a fundamental practice to understanding what’s going right in our lives and how to leverage that when faced with what’s suboptimal. Too many of us are too busy or anxious or struggling with the difficulties of life that we don’t pause to simply think about who we are and who we could be. As a result, we spend too much time stumbling through our days as if we have no agency. We respond to life’s slings and arrows as they fly our way, often playing catch-up or keep-away, acting on instinct instead of wisdom. We yearn to change things for the better, to magnify our gifts and hard-won lessons, but too often we bog down in cycles of frustration and futility.


Here’s a hard truth: When you act without understanding, you’ll never experience the change you desire. Understanding imbues action with wisdom. Without knowing yourself—why you think what you think, why you do what you do—your actions will remain misguided, counterproductive, and sometimes detrimental. Truly understanding yourself empowers you to make realistic, helpful, and appropriate changes in your life.


This is the crux of this book: You can understand yourself. You can change for the better.


So, as we begin this trip toward building your mental health for the real world, take a moment or two and truly explore this question: Who are you?


Keep your answer in mind as you read the following story.




[image: ]





When Tim first visited me, his answer to that question was clear: “I’m an alcoholic.”


Unlike other patients who may need weeks or months to open up to me, Tim was vulnerable from the outset. He told me about his unhealthy marriage, his disappointed wife, and his estranged children. He’d lost one job after another and was at the time working in a low-paying position far below his sober capabilities. In other words, there wasn’t a lot Tim could point to that was going right.


He knew something had to change, namely his relationship with alcohol, but he just couldn’t stop drinking. It felt like a joyless duty that was forced upon him day after day. Strangely, Tim didn’t have cravings, and he didn’t experience camaraderie at the bar. He didn’t even really experience euphoria or relief when drunk. He drank because that’s what he did. That was his identity.


After several months of therapy, during which we tried a few medicines targeting alcoholism, Tim hadn’t experienced any relevant change. So I went back to what I’d learned from an experienced supervisor early in my career: When you’re stuck, go back to the beginning.


Starting with his childhood, we reviewed Tim’s narrative of self, the long-forgotten memories of how he saw himself while growing up. I was pleasantly surprised by his enthusiasm. It seemed like he’d never engaged in such a lengthy, introspective self-inventory before. In fact, as we worked through his timeline, he told me that these memories had “floated away from my mind as if they’d never existed.”


As is often the case for many of us, a blend of time, shame, and denial had combined to cloak the real Tim from the one in front of me. As he continued to review his past and reflect on it, a distinct theme arose.


Tim had grown up in a normal family by all outward appearances: nice house and cars, beloved pets, good-enough grades, friends, and success in sports. His parents were respected in their church and community, but the truth was hidden behind closed doors, much like his mother’s bruises beneath an additional layer of makeup. On a good day, it was only criticism and insults. Then there were the days when Tim’s father physically hurt her.


Tim adored his mother. If there was anything lasting and good in his life, it was her. She was the type of mom who was always at school assemblies and baseball games, who was always at the ready with a kind word when he’d had a rough day. Tim tenderly recalled how encouraging she’d been after he’d had his heart broken by his first love, and she had a knack for keeping him focused on the good in life, even when it seemed impossibly hard.


Remembering his father’s cruelty and abuse of his mother, the normally soft-spoken Tim became tense, loud, even coarse: “He didn’t deserve her. He didn’t love her. My dad only cared about what people outside the house thought about him, about us. He was a bully, and he was weak.”


During one breakthrough session, as Tim ranted against his father and his violent ways, he stopped in the middle of an explicative-laden sentence to ask the question that had haunted him since childhood: “Who are you if you can’t protect your mom?”


At that moment, he turned the white-hot rage from his father to himself, and I witnessed the adult Tim berating a powerless teenage version of himself: “Why didn’t you stand up to him? Why didn’t you defend her? Why didn’t you at least tell someone what was going on? You should have gotten her out of there. You should have hit him or something. You should have called the cops! Why didn’t you? Why didn’t you do anything? You just let him hit her over and over again! You’re just as bad as he was! It might as well have been you punching her.”


His shame and anger filled the room like smoke. I let his words and the decades of pain they carried run their course, and once the room had cleared a bit and Tim had come back to himself, he revisited that question I asked you to answer a couple of pages ago.


“Know what? Maybe I’m not an alcoholic after all,” he said suddenly. “I think maybe my problem is that I hate myself.”




[image: ]


Sometimes what’s going right in our lives lies hidden or just beyond our grasp until our awareness realizes it was there the whole time. Tom’s recovery only came about because of his courage, vulnerability, authenticity, and willingness to self-reflect, all qualities he walked into my office with on day one.


Who we think we are often masks who we really are. The symptoms of our suffering regularly disguise the cause. Sometimes it takes a skilled and trusted mental health professional to help us unearth what we’ve long buried, but I’m convinced that most of us can do it ourselves. All it takes is regular introspection, a growing understanding of ourselves, and self-directed mental health exercises like the ones you’ll find in this book.


Before you can make positive adjustments in your life, you must first understand how your mind works, how your thoughts and beliefs translate into action, and how three core drives propel you through life, often without you knowing it. If you really want your mental health to change for the better, like Tim, you must start by looking within. I wish that were as easy as it sounds.


Are you ready?
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“What’s Going Right is a peerless mental health guide that belongs in every home.”
—ANDREW D. HUBERMAN, PhD, professor of neurobiology,
Stanford School of Medicine, and host of the Huberman Lab podcast
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