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PRAISE FOR


Ordinary Magic


“This book addresses the deepest questions we ask ourselves—Can I succeed? Do I belong? Does my partner really love me?—and shows us how to approach these questions in ways that enhance well-being and success for ourselves and others. Greg Walton is one of the great psychologists of our time and Ordinary Magic is a life-changing book.”


—Carol Dweck, author of the international bestseller Mindset


“This book reveals how small steps can lead to giant leaps. Drawing on his groundbreaking research, Greg Walton shares what it takes to increase success in school, reduce stress in marriage, and boost happiness in life. It’s an eye-opening look at how we have more power to improve our lives than we realize.”


—Adam Grant, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Think Again and Hidden Potential


“Rare is the book that changes the way you understand yourself and other people. And rare is the psychologist who can pioneer the science and explain it plainly. This is what makes Ordinary Magic nothing short of extraordinary. Greg Walton pulls back the curtain on how we navigate those pivotal moments of uncertainty that launch us on upward or downward spirals—depending on how we answer questions of belonging, identity, and competence that confront us all. This book is a kind of manual for becoming a psychologically wiser human being by one of the most respected and sincere scholars I know. I cannot recommend this book more highly! I loved it!”


—Angela Duckworth, New York Times bestselling author of Grit: The Power of Passion and Perseverance


“The most important popular psychology book of the year, from one of the most important psychologists in a generation, Ordinary Magic shows how to make your mind work for you, not against you, when tackling life’s most meaningful questions.”


—Kelly McGonigal, author of The Upside of Stress


“It might seem fantastical that a set of simple techniques can make people happier, improve romantic relationships, reduce child abuse, reduce the achievement gap in schools, reduce dropout rates in college, reduce recidivism among troubled teens, reduce school suspensions, improve interactions between the police and citizens, reduce global poverty, and much, much more. But in this brilliant book, the pioneering social psychologist Greg Walton explains how “ordinary magic” can accomplish all of this. Even better, he does so with an accessible, poignant, and engaging writing style that makes it the best of both worlds—a book that is fun to read and will change your life.”


—Timothy D. Wilson, author of Redirect: Changing the Stories We Live By


“Ordinary Magic is required reading for anyone interested in making positive change in the world—an essential how-to guide from one of the most important psychologists working on the challenge of behavior change today.”


—Laurie Santos, Professor of Psychology at Yale University and host of The Happiness Lab podcast


“Do life’s biggest problems feel insurmountable? Greg Walton has the answer in his remarkable book Ordinary Magic. Using cutting-edge behavioral science, he shows how to break big problems into bite-sized goals we can all accomplish.”


—Arthur C. Brooks, Harvard professor and #1 New York Times bestselling author


“This is an inspiring book by one of psychology’s greatest architects of how to change behavior for the good—in relationships, in one’s personal life, in the schooling of minority and low-income students, in building institutional trust, even in how to reduce global poverty. The reader learns how, through the recursive processes they launch, small interventions can move hills and, in time, mountains. It’s an exciting book whose time has come—a must-read by anyone interested in seeing our society improve.”


—Claude M. Steele, author of Whistling Vivaldi: How Stereotypes Affect Us and What We Can Do


“Ordinary Magic breaks it down. Here are the secret ingredients to conjure the magic of more confidence, trust, and belonging for ourselves and others. Blending stories, engaging descriptions of research, and straightforward, evidence-backed advice, the result is a bold, accessible, and inspiring book.”


—Hazel Rose Markus, co-author of Clash!: How to Thrive in a Multicultural World
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FOR LISA, LUCY, AND OLIVER.


And for kids everywhere, young and old,


learning and becoming together.









They say life is like a box of chocolates, and I’d agree. But it’s also full of questions.




Can I do it?


Do I belong?


Am I enough?





Here are these questions. Here’s why they come up. Here are the spirals they start. And here is how we can set them to rest.









Prologue


[image: A line drawing of a crayon.]


One of my favorite books as a child was Crockett Johnson’s Harold and the Purple Crayon. You might remember it. Harold is a little boy with a magic crayon. Whatever he needs, he just draws. When his absent-minded scribbling transforms into deep water, he quickly draws himself a boat and clambers aboard. When he’s done sailing, he simply sketches a shoreline upon which to disembark.


If only we had magic crayons to create new realities for ourselves and erase the problems that cause our minds to spiral. But, of course, life isn’t a storybook. There are no magic fixes for the problems we carry with us all day long. Never mind the world around us. There’s no easy way to scribble out big feelings like shame and mistrust (Am I a bad person? Are you a bad person?). A poster that proclaims “You’re #1” won’t eliminate the fear of falling short (Am I smart enough?). You can’t just “snap out of” impostor syndrome (Do I belong here?). There’s no “nudge” for the kind of rumination that sparks vicious cycles of worry in a marriage (Is our relationship in trouble?). But, perhaps, if we understood these questions more deeply, why they come up and how they work, we could find answers that will set us free.


This book is about change, and how to achieve it. It’s about how things go wrong in our minds and our lives, in our relationships and our communities—and how we can set them right.


Our focus will be on all the things that matter: our most important goals; our belonging in spaces we care about; our closest relationships; conflicts that threaten to rule our lives; our health. Often persistent problems can feel permanent, as if they were locked-in features that constrain us, hold us back. But in fact, we have vast opportunities for change. And the tools to achieve this change are at your fingertips.


I could tell you this whole story as a series of magic tricks. Here’s one. Did you know that three questions can improve your marriage? No, really, just three. That’s what happened in one study of Chicagoland couples. Seven minutes a pop every four months for a year made couples closer, more satisfied, and more intimate. “21 Minutes to Save a Marriage” was the headline. Here’s another. Did you know a one-page letter could keep kids out of jail? That’s what happened in Oakland, California, with kids coming back to school from juvenile detention. That letter cut recidivism by forty percentage points. A third: A San Francisco hospital sent former patients a string of postcards. That cut suicide rates by half over two years. So, yes, the “tricks” in this book can get you more love and sex, keep kids out of jail, and save lives. Ba-da-bing!


If you’re feeling skeptical, experiencing that waaaait a minute!—this is “too good to be true”—feeling, I get it. I really do. So, we’re going to slow down. That’s why there’s a whole book ahead.


Two and a half decades ago, when I entered grad school, there’s no way I would have believed that this sort of change was possible. It completely violates our intuitions. What is this, some kind of weird action-at-a-distance? A crumpling of psychological mind space so something tiny and trivial here (twenty-one minutes) transforms something huge and far away (the quality of your marriage a year later)? Some of the stories I’ll share will seem magical. More science fiction than science. The tools of change I’ll describe seem so small, so quick, so easy it’s hard to believe they really can produce enormous gains. But the data are real. In fact, these tools are the products of decades of basic work by ingenious teams. We have dynamic models that explain how and why these seemingly magical results happen. And the best part is, this is a power we can harness.


It’s worth thinking, just for now, that we already know that big changes can come from humble beginnings. An hour-long surgery can change your life forever. Is there any reason a precise psychological exercise—something that helps you think through a question that has pressed and re-pressed on your mind—can’t do the same? This book will present hard-won, peer-reviewed, well-replicated evidence to show why seemingly small moments can make a world of difference.


So, I could tell you this story as a series of magic tricks. But I won’t. For that wouldn’t do it justice. For you and me and all of us all around the world are not mere spectators in this drama, sitting in plush chairs in some fancy theater watching magicians perform onstage. No, all of us are actors in this show. The true value of the story I have to tell is to pull back the curtain and invite you in. I’ll introduce you to the scientists and professionals who have designed these catalysts and conducted the basic research. In their stories, we’ll see how transformative change is not just possible but, in fact, completely ordinary. It’s ordinary magic. By the end of this book, I hope you’ll find examples like these both commonplace and extraordinary all at once (as I do now). And I hope you’ll find them useful (as I also do). For this science gives a new vision of what is possible for ourselves, for our relationships and our communities, for our institutions, and for our world at large. It helps us understand how extraordinary change can happen and what each of us can do to make it happen. So, this book is the big reveal.


There’s another reason it would be wrong to tell this story as a series of magic tricks. We’re not going to put a select few magicians onstage as models for the rest of us to marvel at. No one has a monopoly on the kind of wisdom needed to make change happen. We’re all on a journey to understand ourselves and others more deeply, to see more clearly the circumstances that we and others are placed in. That’s the wisdom that allows us to act. So, we’ll learn from many different people in many different circumstances. And I’ll share my own experiences—both my successes and where I’ve screwed up and learned. My goal is for all of us to learn together to become wiser in understanding the challenges that life presents and how we can navigate these challenges well. And critically, we’ll learn from a science that clarifies the crucial processes and tests what actually makes a difference in the most rigorous ways possible.


For more than two decades now, I’ve been privileged to be part of a wonderful community based primarily in social psychology. It’s a community focused on challenges in life and what helps people navigate them well. Much of this work has been conducted quietly, often beginning in laboratory settings far removed from the public eye. It’s work with deep connections to all the major problem spaces in life: to school, and how we learn; to health, and how we thrive; to relationships, and how we connect; and to work, and how we achieve. At key points, psychologists and skilled professionals have come together to build, step-by-step, practices that short-circuit vicious cycles of doubt, rumination, and conflict. It’s a way to bring science and practice together to create meaningful, measurable, and lasting improvement in people’s lives.


So, I’ll take you on a journey with me. I’ll explain the science behind the seemingly magical results in detail, with vivid examples. I’ll introduce you to the women and men whose collective insights have advanced this work one step at a time.


The mechanisms we’ll uncover aren’t like the butterfly whose flapping wings change the weather. It’s not random. They’re more like flicks that set off chain reactions. We can predict when troubling questions will come up for ourselves or others. We can learn how to answer these questions well. We know that this can make a difference in people’s lives. And, increasingly, we can predict the settings in which these answers will be helpful and the settings in which they won’t. This is wisdom you can take to the bank—to achieve your goals and to be a better partner, a better parent, or a better educator, health professional, or other professional for those you serve.


These precise psychological exercises? These tools of change? In my community, we have a name for these things. We call them wise interventions.


In one case, my colleagues and I found that just an hour helping new college students surface and work through the question of whether they could belong in college helped them stay engaged, build relationships with mentors, and achieve at a higher rate over the next three years. Ten years out, participants in our study were happier and more successful in their careers than peers in the control group. That’s an hour to change a life.


Gains like these amaze us. But what we should really marvel at is the power of the underlying psychology: the potency of the questions that people are asking in specific contexts (Can people like me belong in college?); the viciousness of the spirals, both psychological and relational, one can go down when the answer seems negative (Maybe not); and the extraordinary opportunities we have to get to better answers.


Over the course of this book, we’ll travel far and wide. We’ll glean insights from research undertaken in my lab and labs around the world; from wise educators and other professionals; from a variety of individual people of deep wisdom; from my own kids and students; and from children’s books, which I’ve always seen as inspiring interventions of their own. Some of the best picture books, books like Jacqueline Woodson’s The Day You Begin, animate troubling questions about the most important issues we face—like identity and difference—and gracefully guide us to wise answers, an expanded sense of possibility, whatever our age.


Before we go further, it might help to say what we’re not doing when we do wise interventions. We’re not telling students, “You belong!” or giving out T-shirts that proclaim it. And we’re not telling people what to believe and then blaming them if they don’t.


At Stanford, I share a lab with my close friend and colleague Carol Dweck. Dweck is well known for her groundbreaking research on growth (versus fixed) mindsets of intelligence. I’ve conducted a good deal of research with her and others on growth mindset. It’s one of the most important wise interventions I know.


Unfortunately, the word “mindset” has been subject to some misunderstandings. There’s a current in the popular zeitgeist that casts “mindsets” as a matter of personal responsibility. I’ve had countless college students tell me they were told in high school that they “should have” a growth mindset, as if a student struggling in school who feels judged as dumb could just wield a growth mindset like Harold’s magic crayon. But in many ways, we live in a fixed-mindset culture. A student might attend a “gifted and talented” program, take a test presumed to evaluate inherent ability, or be told, “You’re so smart.” That culture saddles students with a looming question, especially when they struggle, Am I smart enough?


When our culture places nasty questions on the table, we can’t just will them away. The world is full of exhortations, “Believe that you belong,” “. . . that intelligence can grow,” “. . . in yourself.” Just believe? I don’t know about you, but when I feel a creeping doubt, I can’t just ignore it.


It takes a process. Dweck calls it “a journey.” It’s because of this confusion I won’t use the word “mindset” much in this book. And I won’t use “believe” as a command. The questions we face are legitimate. Do I belong? Can I do it? Am I loved? Can I trust you? They come up at specific times, for excellent reasons. They come from our culture and our contexts. Then we must contend with them.


This is where wise interventions come in. They create the right space to think through real questions we face.


Often, others help us get to better answers. It’s the good friend who helps you see that a challenge you face, a doubt you feel, is fundamentally normal, that there’s nothing wrong with you, that there are ways to make progress. It’s a way to release those catastrophic fears. You might have ten opportunities for a conversation like that today. And when we plan for this, when we anticipate the icky questions that come up and create opportunities for people to contend with them honestly, all of us can spiral up. That’s what allows three questions to change a marriage, a letter to improve the trajectory of a child’s life. The drama here is below the surface. The change is quiet. The magic is ordinary.


So, in school, tools like growth-mindset interventions offer students better answers to troubling questions they commonly face. A student fails a test. Does this mean I’m dumb? No. Challenge is how you learn. Students can use answers like these to good effect. With these tools we have more power than we commonly realize to make things better for ourselves, our partners in life, and our communities. All of us do. Far more power.


But that power has limits. For not every school is one in which all students can belong. Some schools are discriminatory. And not every classroom is one where every student feels safe acting on a growth mindset—taking on challenges, making mistakes, or raising their hand when they’re confused. So, institutions have crucial responsibilities too, to create better climates for those they serve. Change happens on several tracks.


In part 1 (“Spirals”), I’ll introduce the key concepts you need to understand wise interventions: What are core questions? When do they come up? How do they set off downward spirals? And, lacking magic crayons, how can we reverse this process to spiral up? Then, in parts 2 and 3 (“Me” and “You”), we’ll dig into five of the biggest questions we face—and how we can answer them well to thrive. Questions about belonging (chapter 3); whether you can achieve your goals (chapter 4); your identity and how you’re seen (chapter 5); your closest relationships (chapter 6); and trust and respect out in the world (chapter 7). Finally, in part 4 (“Us”), we’ll step back to think about the world we live in together and what it will take to make it wiser and better for all of us.


My goal is that this book will serve as a wise intervention of its own: to help all of us see more clearly the questions our lives present, both the questions that you face and the questions that other people face. All too often these questions stay below the surface, under our radar, stealthy and working against us. There they fester. But by seeing these questions clearly, by surfacing them and understanding their logic, we can answer them.


So, this book is for everyone. And it’s a story of science. As we explore, we’ll see areas where our understanding is strong and well developed. I’ll share how that knowledge developed. But we’ll also find areas where our theories are so far less well developed, and we’ll learn how scientists are seeking to fill the gaps, to revise our theories by learning from and with the people contending with “bad” things here and now.


Along the way, you’ll meet many people. Some, I suspect, you’ll be sympathetic to. Maybe they’re in a situation you’re familiar with, or one you’ve faced yourself. Others you might not like so much. Some do foolish or even terrible things. But this book isn’t about casting judgment. It’s about understanding the questions that come up for all of us, in our different roles and perspectives, as we navigate life in all its twists and turns. It’s about following the logic of these questions, seeing where they lead, and learning how you can answer them well for yourself and help others do the same. For, in becoming a little wiser, we can do a little more good.


We’ve been taught that change is hard. That relationships take work. That there aren’t shortcuts to self-improvement. There’s truth in all of that. But when that truth is overstated, things can feel hopeless. It can make us resigned, as if we were stuck with problems. A life in science has taught me that we don’t have to settle for incremental progress. A small initial insight, a small change in direction, can lead us to vast new lands.









PART 1


Spirals









Chapter 1


Spiraling Down
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Single starting errors . . . multiplied through time into a fan-shaped array.


–IAN MCEWAN, LESSONS





I was four years old when I first got caught in a spiral. At least it’s the first one I remember. My family had moved from Michigan to California for a year and a half, and my new preschool had a “No running” rule, inside or out. I was a willful child with lots of energy, no friends, and little regard for dumb rules. So I spent every day chasing the other kids around the playground, breaking that rule. Most days ended with me in the bleachers in “time-out.” I just wanted to play!


Things might have kept on muddling along that way but for a telling event on school picture day. At least it was telling to me. A teacher sat me right in the middle of the group and made a point to ask me, among all the kids there, to hold the school sign. Why would she do that? I wondered. Was this supposed to make me like her, or this terrible school? Slowly it began to dawn on me that maybe I’d become “the bad kid,” the one who must be pacified, the troublemaker.


But I wasn’t a bad kid! They were the evil ones. My anger began to boil. A fine moral outrage rose up within me. No future child could suffer my fate. Impelled, I began to follow the director around as she showed the school to prospective parents—and told them exactly what I thought of the school.


For the director, that was it. She ushered my parents in for a meeting and told them I would not be welcome back. “We’ll tell the other parents whatever you like,” she said. My father, wonderfully antiauthoritarian, responded, “How ’bout the truth?”


Things don’t go wrong just at once. Often, they start small, sometimes in tiny, almost imperceptible steps. A little feeling, a small thought, an action taken or withheld. But then they gather speed, and before you know it, they’ve spiraled out of control. You get locked in a conflict with a teacher and decide they’re your enemy. Your partner is late for date night—again—and you decide they don’t love you. You fail a test and conclude, “I’m not a math person.”


How do we get there? And how can we get out of these cycles or, better yet, prevent them from starting in the first place?


I’ve thought a lot about spirals, both as a kid and now as a partner, a parent, and a general-purpose human being. And as a social psychologist, a teacher, and a professor, I’ve studied spirals, the bad thoughts and feelings that set them off, and what we can do about them. Through these experiences, I’ve come to appreciate three foundational ideas.


The first is that, almost all the time, the self-doubt and mistrust we experience don’t just pop into our heads randomly. We’re not crazy, with wanton worries, at least not most of the time. Our doubts are triggered. The situation gives you your worries. In preschool, I was getting in trouble every day. I had reason to wonder if I was seen as “the bad kid.” That question was on the table. That’s why the event at school picture day was telling to me. It wouldn’t have been telling to my friend George. He wasn’t getting in trouble every day. Or take a student in the first generation in her family to go to college. She has reason to wonder whether she will belong in college; her family hasn’t previously. Then, if she’s excluded from a party, say, or criticized by a professor, it will mean something a little different than it would to a student whose parents have advanced degrees. Our doubts are legitimate responses to the world as it is. That means we can’t expect to excise them quite as a surgeon would a tumor. But we can learn to recognize them, to predict them, and then to contend with them.


The second big idea is that the doubts and worries that preoccupy us often take the form of questions—big, existential questions. Here are three of them:




Who Am I? Questions about how we see ourselves and, often especially, how other people see us: Am I seen as a bad kid?


Do I Belong? Your place in the spaces that matter most to you: Do people like me belong here?


Can I Do It? Your goals and abilities: Am I smart enough to do this?





These aren’t beliefs we hold with confidence. They’re not firm knowledge of your faults and failings, at least not at first. They’re things we’re trying to figure out: fearsome prospects, threats in the air, specters of all sorts and kinds. They might start small, a little fear, a shadow of doubt, but then, when just the right thing (the wrong thing) happens, that fear looms before you. Then you must contend with it.


Do you know the white bear study? Years ago, researchers showed that if you tell people not to think about something (“Don’t think of a white bear!”), they can’t help but do it (Did you?). But when it’s one of these mental bugaboos, that’s even more true. Am I seen as a bad kid? First a question like this threatens to take over your mind. You might deny it or try to push it away, but it pops up again and again. It’s all-consuming. That’s because the question is important. It matters for your sense of who you are, for relationships you care about. So you want to figure it out.


After taking over our minds, questions like this threaten to take over our lives. They act like leading questions. They point us toward negative conclusions; then those conclusions can quickly become self-fulfilling. The sad irony is that when we act on the basis of these thin slices of evidence, we risk making our fears come true.


At my next and much better school, the teacher did a very California thing. She had all of us five-year-olds sit in a circle on the rug and asked each of us to share what we were feeling. When it got to my turn, I said, “I wish I was a bee and could sting all of you.”


I did myself no favors berating my new classmates. Clearly, that question was still on my mind. But I got lucky. The teacher gave my parents a call, a kind call. My parents explained why I might be a bit mad, and the teacher reacted well. She pulled me closer. A downward spiral was averted. But I wonder, sometimes, how else that story might have gone. I was a little White boy and my parents were academics. Even by preschool we have stereotypes about misbehaving kids. Would a teacher have been so kind to a little Black or brown boy? Would she have pulled him closer? Or might she have thought, Maybe he’s a little troublemaker?


One of my all-time favorite studies shows how spirals can start in relationships. The social psychologist Sandra Murray at the State University of New York at Buffalo brought couples into the lab where she’d designed a provocative situation. In one group, each person got a worksheet that asked them to list “important aspects of your partner’s character that you dislike.” So, both people wrote briefly and then moved on. Everyone was fine. No problem.


In Murray’s second group, however, even though she said both people would do the same task, they actually got different instructions. One person was prompted to list their grievances, but the other was asked to list all the items in their home. That left the first person sitting there, watching their partner write away for nearly two minutes longer, on average. Imagine you’re that person, watching your partner scribble on and on, filling page after page with your failings. Ouch.


Murray’s study was designed to see how that experience might affect people with high versus low self-esteem. When you don’t think highly of yourself—you think you’re not so fun, not so attractive, not so kind—it’s easy to doubt that someone else could think well of you. And in fact, when the people with low self-esteem saw their partners writing away, seemingly unable to stop, they rated their partners more negatively and felt distant from them.


Questions like Am I really loved? make us see the world differently, and if we see things differently, we react differently. If you read your partner’s irritation as more evidence that they’re tired of you—instead of, say, that they had a bad day—you might withdraw emotionally or lash out. That generates still more irritation from your partner—and more evidence for your pessimistic hypothesis: Now I know I’m not loved. Before you know it, you’re spiraling down, out of control. Will that initial question come to define you, or at least your relationship?


But this cycle isn’t inevitable, and that’s my third point. This is a process, and that means it’s not fixed. It’s answers we are looking for when we face defining questions. When we find better ones, we can flip the script, free ourselves, and spark spirals that propel us upward. The things we worry about most are the issues that will define our lives: Does my partner love me? Will I be a good parent? Can I accomplish what matters to me? We can get better at anticipating these questions and recognizing them when they come up, both for ourselves and for other people. We can develop an ear for psychological questions. Then, by accepting these questions instead of suppressing them, we can find answers that are “wise” to our situations, answers that are legitimate and can help us thrive. In doing so, we can become more resilient: in Murray’s study above, people who had high self-esteem were unfazed by watching their partners write on and on about their shortcomings. Maybe we can learn their secret.


The small but powerful tools that reverse these negative spirals? Wise interventions.


BREAKING IT DOWN


Could a postcard save a life? Could a red Volkswagen make you better at math? Could seventeen words increase the odds middle school students go to college? Could twenty-one minutes save your marriage?


Of course, all that seems ridiculous. It doesn’t match the canonical wisdom about success. Big gains seem to require heavy lifting. Sometimes, internal gifts are presented as the deciding factor. The people who succeed are the smartest, the most brilliant, the geniuses among us. Or perhaps it’s the people with the greatest self-control, those highly disciplined human beings who always resist the one tempting marshmallow in order to get two. Sometimes we’re told it isn’t about the person at all but being in the right place at the right time—growing up in the right neighborhood, going to the right school, having the right advantages.


The problem with all these accounts is that they aren’t very useful. They don’t help us see what we can do to make things better (Just be gritty? Become advantaged? Change neighborhoods?). But the fact is, sometimes small things move mountains. To understand how, we must dig deeper to understand exactly how spirals play out in our lives—how one thing leads to another, how we can gain confidence or lose it, build trust or erode it. Often these cycles start with a question.


Say you’re a senior member of your team at work. You’re twelve minutes late to the weekly staff Zoom. Once you’ve “joined audio,” the first thing you hear is your old friend’s voice. “There you are! So glad you could fit us in.” You laugh and explain the disastrous traffic, difficult drop-off at your kids’ school, or whatever it was that messed up your morning. The moment passes and the conversation moves on. You turn to the job at hand, focused and ready to go.


But what if you’re a junior staffer, still feeling your way. Same thing happens: You’re twelve minutes late to the weekly staff Zoom. Once you’ve “joined audio,” the first thing you hear is the boss’s voice. “There you are! So glad you could fit us in.” A few colleagues chuckle. You consider making excuses—about traffic, drop-off, whatever it was—but the moment passes, and the conversation moves on.


Your mind doesn’t, though. It’s still ruminating. Was that snark in my boss’s voice? Were they talking about me before I logged on? Do I fit in here? Am I any good at this job? You might not be fully aware of these questions. Your mind works quickly on multiple tracks at the same time. And those questions are nasty; they threaten your sense of belonging, your worth, and your value, at least at work. So you try to push them away, to suppress them. But they’re still there. And once they’ve been triggered, it might feel like the evidence keeps pouring in.


Someone makes an inside joke in the chat. You don’t get it. I don’t belong here. Someone rolls their eyes while you’re talking. They don’t respect me. The boss ignores you for the rest of the meeting. No one sees me. Again, these thoughts may not be fully conscious. But there’s no mistaking the fact that your motivation to get back to work has waned by the time you log off. What was it you were supposed to look into?


Next thing you know, you’re idly messing around online when a text comes in from the person who rolled their eyes. “You ok? You seemed out of it at the meeting.” You ignore it. But your mind doesn’t. It’s busy composing possible replies. The full spectrum from passive-aggressive to career imperiling. Eventually you pick up your phone. What will you text back?


This is how self-defeating spirals start and how they gather speed. Let’s break down the moving parts:




1. A circumstance places a big question on the table—about identity, belonging, or adequacy: You’re new at work. You want to succeed and belong, but you wonder . . . That question looms, latent and inactive, but present.


2. A “bad” thing happens: Your boss is a little snarky.


3. That question gets triggered: You read the room for answers, drawing negative inferences from ambiguous evidence. You’re distracted from the task at hand. Your pessimistic hypothesis becomes more entrenched.


4. You act on that pessimistic hypothesis, making matters worse.





Maybe you send that colleague a snarky text back. And what do you know: When you see them a few days later, they’re cold to you. Now you aren’t talking. Maybe you flub that assignment your boss gave you, and they lose confidence in you. Fast-forward a year and you’re at a new job. Tensions are emerging with the new co-workers. Or are they? How will this story end? Do you have any control over it?


Yes, you do. We all do. Negative spirals or feedback loops like these aren’t inevitable. In fact, there are very small things we can do both for ourselves and for others to nip them in the bud—and prevent catastrophic outcomes months and years into the future. Better yet, there are ways we can launch positive spirals—dramatically increasing our chances of future happiness, success, and flourishing. The very same processes can either propel us upward or pull us down.


To understand how all this is possible, let’s get more precise about sequences like 1–4. There are three key concepts at play: “core questions” (No. 1), meaning making or “construal” (Nos. 2 and 3), and “calcification” (No. 4). Think of these as “the three Cs” of spirals—whether positive or negative.


[image: A diagram illustrating the causes of spiraling down versus spiraling up.]




Description

The process of spiralling down is shown as core questions unaddressed, construals pessimisstic, and calcify a worse trajectory. The process of spiralling up is shown as core questions addressed, construals hopeful, and calcify a better trajectory.




CORE QUESTIONS. There are the fundamental questions all of us face, at one time or another. For example: Who am I? Do I belong? Am I enough? I think of these questions as “defining” because they help define you and your life: your sense of self, what relationships you’ll have, and whether you’ll be able to do and be the things you aspire to. There might be long stretches when you don’t think about a given question much because it’s settled for you then. But at critical junctures specific questions flare up, unsettle, and preoccupy you. Then they begin to shape what you see and how you act.


CONSTRUAL. It’s natural to think that we have an unfiltered view of the world. That light hits your eyes and you just see what’s out there. But it’s more that we read the world, interpret it, drawing inferences based on what’s already in our heads. We pick up on themes that seem relevant or important to us, not noticing or screening out other details. “Construal” is the word psychologists use to describe this process, although I won’t use that word much because frankly it’s a mouthful of taffy.


This filtering can be so rapid, so automatic, so “natural” that it becomes invisible to us. One finding that helped me understand this looked at early language development. When babies are first born, they can distinguish every sound in every human language. So, a newborn baby in Japan, say, will perk up when a series of ls is interrupted with an r, a phonological distinction that isn’t made in Japanese and one that poses notorious difficulties to adult Japanese speakers trying to learn English (“Hello” versus “Herro”). Or a baby learning English will notice the distinction between the English th (θ) and similar sounds in Hindi [image: ], which are also nearly indistinguishable to adult English speakers. What happens? By the time babies turn one, they’ve learned which distinctions are made in their native language and which aren’t. The first baby has learned to read the world as a Japanese speaker; the second as an English speaker. They’ve learned what they can safely ignore, so they can focus on the distinctions that matter for them. And now they can’t “hear” what’s not marked. (This is why a person learning a second language as an adult can have a leg up if they heard that language as a baby. They may not remember any grammar or vocabulary. But they might be able to hear the novel phonological distinctions that others struggle with.)


But it’s not just in the course of development that we learn what’s relevant to us and then read the world that way. It’s every day, in every interaction, in all our little goals too. A friend once told me of an ingenious class demonstration that helped her begin to understand this process. A professor split the class in two and then spoke to the first half alone, telling them of his love for travel and a recent trip to Libya. Next, he spoke to the second half about shopping and how hard it was to find the right size shoe. Last, he brought the class together and said a single word. He asked the students to write it down. Students in the first group wrote, “Tripoli.” Those in the second wrote, “Triple E.”


Construal is like a kind of focus. As you look out at the social scene, what snaps to attention? By learning what people see clearly, how they read situations, we can learn what questions guide their view.


If you’re anything like me, one of the most powerful guides is whatever could pose a risk to you, could threaten you. If you’re walking through a forest where a tiger is said to prowl, you might hear that tiger in every rustle of leaves, see it in every sway of reeds. But in the social world, we don’t all face the same threats. That’s why my friend George wouldn’t have minded if he’d been asked to hold the sign at our preschool’s picture day. He wasn’t at risk of being “the bad kid.”


There’s a lovely picture book by Brendan Wenzel called They All Saw a Cat. Wenzel depicts a cat on every page. Only it’s never the same cat. A child sees a pet, warm and fluffy, worthy of a back scratch. A fox sees a fur ball to chase. But the mouse? It sees a demonic monster in blood red with looming yellow eyes, gnashing teeth, and sharp claws. They all see a cat. But only the mouse sees a threat.


When a core question is unsettled for a person, it functions like a lens through which you see the world. We seek answers that can help us resolve that question. Is it true? we ask. Are my doubts and fears well founded? Then, if a “bad” thing happens, it can seem like proof of your negative hypothesis. We aren’t neutral observers on the lookout for evidence one way or the other. We’re in the grip of confirmation bias, attuned to evidence that corroborates our preconceived theory.


Digging Deeper with Construal: Tifbits. Sometimes “bad” things are bad unto themselves: like an episode of depression, a racist comment, an infidelity, or failing a test. But it’s only partly their inherent quality that makes these events bad. One thing is the depression. Another is troubling questions it might provoke, questions like Is there something wrong with me? or Will I be able to accomplish what I want? And sometimes those questions are what is most problematic. Suppose you fail a test. If it’s a good test—that is, a valid test—that means you haven’t learned the material yet. You might have to put in more work, or try a new approach to learn the material. That’s too bad. But somewhere, in the back of your mind, do you think, I’m dumb and I’ll never get it? Do you try to push that thought away, only to find it pop back up? Do you never want to look at the material again? That is what would make a failed test truly “bad.”


I put “bad” in quotes to refer to this second kind of bad. That’s when an event triggers or seems to confirm a negative hypothesis.


It can be easier to see how this triggering works when the event itself is neutral or even positive on its face. That was me at age four being asked to hold the school sign. There was nothing inherently bad about being asked to hold the sign. Or consider a quiet Friday night at home alone. Maybe you take a bath, read a book, or watch a movie. If you’re a busy adult in the “rush hour” of life, that prospect might be pleasant, even blissful. But if you’re in the first year of college, do you think, I haven’t been invited to anything. Am I being excluded? Will I ever make friends? Those questions begin to pose threats, to define you and your prospects negatively.


So, a core question (Am I seen as a bad kid?) can be on the table for people in one case (me) but not another (George), and then the exact same situation feels completely different. This is a layer of complexity we’ll return to again and again. For tricky as it can be to truly understand the questions that you face, it can be trickier yet to appreciate the questions that other people face.


Sometimes it’s comical when one person sees a threat and another does not. Or a pet, which, of course, has its own concerns and ways of seeing the world. Once our dog, Tomato, lovable but dumb, became convinced that a stump caught in the surf was a fearsome sea monster out to get him. He spent a good five minutes chasing the stump, diving back whenever it attacked on an incoming wave. Even after I’d hauled the log out of the water, he struck a defensive pose. I laughed, but for him that stump was the rustle in the leaves.


Of course, I’m not immune. When I was a kid growing up in Michigan, my family often took advantage of the long summer days to go canoeing, a week or more, on rivers as far afield as northern Ontario, great rivers that flow north toward Hudson Bay. So, from an early age, I was comfortable in a canoe, skilled in the intricacies of the “J” stroke, a strong paddler.


One weekend when I was about ten, we took a trip on the Sturgeon River, billed as the fastest in Michigan’s lower peninsula. The outfitter gleefully reported that 80 percent of canoeists flipped at some point. “Plan on getting wet as many of our guests take an unplanned ‘refreshing’ dunk!” they said. The Sturgeon is a small, windy river with quick turns and, most dangerous of all, sweepers—spreads of branches that overlay the outside portion of a turn, right down to the surface of the water. That lets the current pass through unobstructed, but can trap a boat and turn it broadside. Then, with a little wobble, the current will rush in, and down you go.


All through the day we navigated the river with aplomb. We tracked the tight curves, back-paddled when necessary, and kept well to the inside whenever sweepers appeared, far from the swift current that could suck us into the danger zone. We swept past boat after boat of less experienced paddlers caught among the branches. I sure was proud when by mid-afternoon we hadn’t flipped yet.


It was then that we approached a quick but unremarkable right-hand turn, no different from dozens of similar curves we’d already navigated. There was no sweeper, no hidden log just beneath the surface, no protruding rock to dodge. Just fast water, bearing right.


Paddling in the bow (the front), however, I felt some minor turbulence. The boat shifted left, stronger than I expected. That 80 percent figure flashed before my mind. Sure we were going under, I dove right in, the better to get out of the way. And that, of course, is what flipped the boat! My father paddling stern got dunked and came up sputtering—sputtering at me. All our gear floated off down the river. We lost a good hour, a pad, and a life jacket. And I lost any credibility.


Worried I’d flip the boat, I’d flipped the boat.


For me, it was just a momentary doubt, and all that got dumped was the boat. But for my brother, an inference ended a relationship. Living in New York City in his twenties, he met a woman through his work as a musician. Six months in, he thought the relationship was going well. Then, seemingly out of nowhere, she broke up with him. When he asked her to explain her reasoning, his now ex-girlfriend said, “Do you remember that time we went to Macy’s?” My brother had a vague recollection of an entirely uneventful shopping trip.


“Yes,” he said.


“I had to tell you to tuck your shirt in,” she explained, pausing. “I can’t be with you.”


When my brother told me about this later, we christened it a “tifbit”—tiny fact, big theory.* It was silly, and we laughed. But I have always wondered: What did her reaction betray? What question was in her mind that made this event stand out among all the others? Why did an untucked shirt define for her who he was and how they could never be together? How did that reading then shift the trajectory of their relationship? We never did learn what questions were on the table for her.


With wisdom and kindness and a little distance, we can laugh at ourselves in situations like these. But we should pay attention. For beneath every tifbit is a real question, and it’s almost always a reasonable one.


In my first year of college, I was biking back through campus one lovely fall day when I saw a large group of fellow students gathered enthusiastically around a truck from the California burger chain In-N-Out. Maybe they craved a taste of home. But in Michigan, where I was from, there are no In-N-Outs. I’d never heard of it. Feeling excluded from the burger party, I biked off in a huff to eat my lunch in the dining hall alone. I remember thinking, I’m not standing in line for a burger!


What was my problem?


As an eighteen-year-old, I certainly didn’t want to think of myself as feeling that I did not belong in college. And I definitely didn’t want to think that an In-N-Out truck could trigger that feeling. How ridiculous that would be. Who thinks they don’t belong because of a burger truck?


It was ridiculous. Of course not knowing about In-N-Out didn’t mean I didn’t belong in college. But that’s the point. For looking back now, I know the truth is I was homesick. I felt so far from home and all the people I knew and loved. So I wondered, Will I make friends in California? Will I fit in? Seeing all those classmates crowded together, eager to get lunch from a place I’d never even heard of, just triggered those anxieties.


Big responses to small experiences can help us see what lies beneath the surface. For a tifbit is never just a tiny fact. It’s a clue to the bigger questions that define our lives.


CALCIFICATION. Calcification happens when our negative thoughts and feelings get entrenched—often as a consequence of our own actions. You have a bad date and think, Am I unlovable? Will I be alone forever? Pretty soon your next date isn’t going well either. Rinse and repeat long enough, and you’re stuck in a romantic rut. It could have happened to me at age four. Had I been judged a troublemaker, would I have come to love school, to love to read, to love to learn?


When you start to look, you can see spirals everywhere. You fail an important math test. You think you can’t succeed, and stop going to class. You feel sick from a treatment designed to help you overcome an illness. You think it means your illness is especially strong and resistant and so avoid treatment. You have a fight with your kids. You think you’re a “bad parent,” and then yell at them even more the next time. This is self-sabotage, and one step at a time it costs us our achievements, our health, our relationships, and our well-being.


Yet if our struggles arise, in part, from the inferences we draw, we have an opportunity. With a little prompt, I could have known that almost everyone feels homesick at first in college, that we’re all in some sense far from home, even the kids from California, that everyone was trying to find new communities. Maybe then I would have joined the line at the In-N-Out truck. I could have asked someone to tell me what In-N-Out was. Why do they love it? What is “animal style”? I’m sure they would have been thrilled to share. I probably would have had a better lunch. Maybe I would have made a friend, too.









Chapter 2


Spiraling Up


[image: A line drawing of an open door leading to an ascending staircase.]




Why, Sal, that’s nothing to worry about. That means that today you’ve become a big girl.


–ROBERT MCCLOSKEY, ONE MORNING IN MAINE





One Morning in Maine, Robert McCloskey’s classic picture book, opens in crisis. Sal has a loose tooth! “ ‘Ma-a-a-ma!’ she cried. ‘One of my teeth is loose! It will hurt and I’ll have to stay in bed! I won’t be able to eat my breakfast and go with Daddy to Buck’s Harbor!’ ”


For Sal, the loose tooth provokes sharp questions: Who am I now? Will I be able to do what I love? That’s when her mother intervenes. She doesn’t dismiss Sal’s concern or ignore it. She just helps Sal to a new way of understanding the predicament a loose tooth poses to a young child: “That means that today you’ve become a big girl.”


Sal begins to try on her mother’s answer for size. “Did your baby teeth get loose and come out when you grew to be a big girl?” she asks. Her mother reassures her, “Yes, and then these nice large ones grew in.” Will baby sister Jane’s teeth get loose too? “Yes, but not for a long time, not until she stops being a baby and grows up to be a big girl like you.”


Out on the beach, Sal tells a fish hawk and then a loon, “I have a loose tooth!” When she meets her father, she shares, “Daddy! I have a loose tooth!” He affirms her mother’s answer, “You’re growing into a big girl when you get a loose tooth!” Offered a different answer to the deep questions a loose tooth posed her, Sal takes it up. “I’m a big girl,” she says, “I can . . . dig a lot of clams, fast.”


I thought of One Morning in Maine when our daughter, Lucy, had her first sprained ankle. “I can’t go to school!” she wailed. My wife, Lisa, and I told Lucy all about our own long histories of sprained ankles, how they happen to everyone at one time or another, that the sprain would definitely get better, and that it was certainly not cause to stay home from school.


These are examples of wise interventions: graceful, often fleeting moments that help us answer core questions as they come up. For Sal, the question was, Is a loose tooth a catastrophe? For an adult in an intimate relationship, it might be, Does my partner really love me? For a parent struggling with a colicky baby, it could be, Am I bad parent?


In this chapter, we’ll dig into the conceptual tools that undergird wise interventions. These are the tools you can use to launch upward spirals in your own life, for yourself, and for the people you love, teach, serve, and work with. To begin, I’ve found it useful to be explicit about what I mean by both “wise” and “interventions.”


Some people associate “wisdom” with philosophy or religion. With ancient Greeks or Buddhist monks. And the word “wise” does have ancient roots. Aristotle distinguished “theoretical wisdom” (sophia) and “practical wisdom” (phronesis). But “wise” as my colleagues and I use it doesn’t mean timeless advice about how to live a good life. It’s not static and unchanging or rooted in the observations of Dead White Men. It has more in common with the “wise” in words like “streetwise.” It’s about being “wise to the situation,” especially to the questions that come up here and now and for whom. It is responsive, dynamic, and specific. “Wise” in this sense is eminently practical. There’s nothing old or far away about it. This is knowledge for doing: “know-how” to contend with the problems you face right now.


This use of the word “wise” comes to us from the gay community in San Francisco in the 1950s, where the sociologist Erving Goffman observed that people used the word “wise” to describe straight people who “got” gay people, who saw their humanity despite the prevailing homophobia of the time, and then interacted with them as normal human beings. Later, in the 1990s, my colleague and mentor Claude Steele described “wise schooling” as practices sensitive to the predicament of students laboring under negative stereotypes, practices that could help students succeed. Synthesizing these influences, I think of wise as being sensitive to the defining questions that people face about themselves, other people, and the social structures they seek to navigate. Wise interventions know when these questions come up. They help people answer these questions well.


Historians have a lovely term to describe social or cultural analyses that are detached from an understanding of their historical roots: “ahistorical.” It’s a bit of an epithet. In just this way, I’m going to use the term “a-psychological.” It’s the opposite of wise: it’s being insensitive or tone-deaf to the psychological circumstance someone is in. It would be as if Sal’s mother told Sal, “Just eat your breakfast. And don’t forget to clear your plate!”


To use “wise” in this way means that intervening well is equal parts art and science. It requires thoughtful listening to limn the sometimes tacit yet defining questions that arise for people in a setting. It involves recognizing what answers are possible and developing graceful ways to help yourself or others toward these answers. Wise interventions require humility. There is no guarantee of success. They don’t always work. Sometimes they backfire. (Wise doesn’t mean “effective” or “better than other approaches.”) But we can learn from these failures and try to do better. And for me, part of this wisdom is using the methods of science to see if the answers we offer really will make a difference in people’s lives. Data matter.


“To intervene” just means, quite literally, to come between a cause and an effect to achieve a better outcome. Wise interventions aren’t flashy spectacles worthy of reality TV. This is not confronting the family alcoholic with an “us or the bottle” conversation. Often, the influence of wise interventions is subtle, below the surface, more quiet rethinking than dramatic confrontation. Sometimes a well-designed intervention is so graceful, so seamless, that people don’t even see it. In one study I ran in graduate school, an hour-long experience I created to quell a worry about belonging among new college students raised students’ grades over the next three years. But at the end of college, almost no student remembered what they had done in that session three years earlier. Almost none thought that session had had “any” effect on their college experience.


So wise interventions are quiet, not loud. One reason is that the activities they involve are ordinary. Every day, we reflect on our experiences and think and talk through whatever is pressing on our minds. The difference is that science helps formalize the approach, and that lets us act with far more intentionality, clarity, power, and impact.


Another reason wise interventions don’t loom large over us is that they are often preventative rather than reactive. They aim to prevent a problem from spiraling out of control, often by helping us set aside a persistent psychological question with grace and deftness. In that study of social belonging, we know the intervention improved students’ grades and experience; it was a rigorous randomized controlled trial with a true control condition. But in a larger sense that one-hour session played a very small role. For what was the “real” cause of students’ success? It was the upward spiral that the intervention unleashed. Once students felt more confident, they worked hard on coursework, developed strong friendships with classmates, and reached out to professors and developed mentors who guided and inspired them. The intervention was like slipping engine oil in the right place at the right time to clear an obstacle so the gears could come together, so a person and a system could succeed.


It’s useful to distinguish wise interventions from other prominent techniques to shift behavior, especially “nudges.” Nudges are small tweaks to a setting that make it more likely that people will act in ways someone wants. For example, it’s marginally easier to acquiesce to a default than to opt out. If being an organ donor is the default, then you might get more donors than if people had to opt in. Similarly, if a cafeteria puts the apples at eye level and the cookies on the tallest shelf, it’s easier to pick an apple. But nudges aren’t “wise” in my sense. They don’t even pretend to interface with the big open questions that seek to define us. Nudges treat people like water, whose flow must be directed by the “choice architect.” This can be helpful in certain cases. I’m glad when a cafeteria is laid out so it’s easier for me to choose healthy options. But tweaks like these don’t make for lasting changes in people’s lives. They don’t give you something you can take with you to the next situation.


And if we tried to apply them to the defining questions of our lives, the results would be absurd. I wouldn’t want my agency over the things that matter most to me to be “nudged.” You wouldn’t “nudge” a friend’s marriage. That would be disrespectful and manipulative. Wise interventions, by contrast, take what we already want—the goals, relationships, and lives we are striving toward—and help us toward good answers to troubling questions that come up along the way. When we find these answers helpful, we can use them to flourish on our own terms. That’s what Sal did when she picked up her mother’s answer. She used it to dig a lot of clams fast and have a great day at Buck’s Harbor with her father and sister Jane.


So how can you intervene effectively—in your own life, for yourself and for those you care about?


This chapter elaborates the basic template. At a high level of abstraction, the idea is (1) to figure out when a defining question predictably and reasonably comes up for you or for others, understand that question and how it shapes how you or others make sense of experiences, think, feel, and act; (2) if that question would lead one down a bad path, to develop a more positive answer, one that you or others could endorse as legitimate and put to good use; and (3) to learn how to offer that answer well, with grace and dignity, whether to yourself or to others.


STEP 1: LISTENING FOR QUESTIONS


Wise interventions always start with listening—listening not so much for answers as for the questions that arise in specific circumstances. We have to listen because, truth be told, we don’t already know what we need to know. We don’t know which questions matter, when, and for whom. We have to learn.


Most of the time, we’re getting the kids to school. Preparing for the next meeting. Making dinner. Trying to find our keys. We’re living our lives. Then, when core questions come up, we’re blindsided. So, our first move is to anticipate when questions might come up. When should we make a special effort to listen for questions and understand them?


An acronym can help: “TICs,” Transitions, Identities, and Challenges.


When to Listen


TRANSITIONS: RATS, SNUGGLES, AND EARLY BLOOMERS. First, it’s often in transitions, when the world is in flux, that we’re trying to make sense of things. It’s no accident that it was in my first month of college that the line at the In-N-Out truck spooked me. I was just joining a new community. How will people receive me? Will I make friends? Will I be able to work toward my goals?


That’s why some of the most powerful wise interventions focus on transitions. A classic study addressed teachers and the impressions they form of students very early in the school year—impressions that can quickly calcify to lock in productive or unproductive patterns of interaction.


This being psychology, the story, of course, begins with rats. In the 1960s, the Harvard psychologist Bob Rosenthal was teaching a class on learning. He’d taught his students about a research program at McGill University in the 1950s that had bred rats to be especially fast, or especially slow, at navigating a maze to earn a tasty treat. For their last assignment, Rosenthal told his students that they’d get to replicate the work from McGill. Each student would get five rats. Some students would get “maze-bright” rats: “[You] should find your animals on average showing some evidence of learning during the first day of running. Thereafter performance should rapidly increase.” Others got “maze-dull” rats: “[You] should find on the average very little evidence of learning in your rats.”


There was, in fact, a research program at McGill in the 1950s that had bred rats to be “bright” or “dull” at running mazes. But these weren’t the rats that tricky Bob Rosenthal gave out. His students just got standard-issue lab rats. Rosenthal wanted to see what would happen if they just believed that their rats were “bright” or “dull.”


When Rosenthal looked at the data, he found that those expectations made a big difference. When students were told that their rats were “maze-bright,” the rats solved the maze in two minutes and twenty-one seconds, on average. They showed a sharp growth curve, “a monotonically increasing function.” Every day, they did better than the day before. But when students thought their rats were “maze-dull,” the rats took much longer, three minutes and twenty-eight seconds. After some initial improvement they plateaued. Same genetic line. Same task. Same practice. Different label.


What was happening? It looked like magic, and sometimes Rosenthal talked about it that way. But actually, it seems, it came down to snuggles. Students said they liked the “maze-bright” rats more. And they were more friendly and gentle with them. Was that helping the rats learn?


Now, who cares about lab rats and how long it takes them to navigate a maze? Not me! But I do care about kids and learning in school. And so did Rosenthal. Would what worked for rats work for schoolchildren?


After all, when a new school year begins, teachers might worry whether their students will grow academically. And they might have that worry especially for students who aren’t at a high level yet, or who are stereotyped in our society as less able. So, Rosenthal went to South San Francisco, California, a working-class community just north of the airport, and gave out an official-sounding test (the “Harvard Test of Inflected Acquisition”) that, he said, would identify those kids who were most likely to be “academic bloomers” that year. Then he gave teachers the results, identifying the likely “bloomers” in their class. Of course, unbeknownst to the teachers, this label was actually applied at random, just like the so-called maze-bright rats. Students themselves were told nothing. Yet eight months later, at year’s end, kids labeled bloomers, especially those in the earliest grades, showed extraordinary gains in IQ scores, far outdoing the unlabeled kids. Teachers had elicited the growth they’d been led to expect.


Rosenthal’s study unleashed a firestorm. Some took better expectations as the magic bullet education was waiting for, as if nothing else mattered. The belief a kid can succeed matters enormously, but it’s more the engine oil than the engine. School requires many things, not just better expectations but well-designed lesson plans, skilled teachers, and committed administrators. There are no magic bullets.


In the research world, a generation came of age one part inspired by Rosenthal’s work and one part dubious. So predictably, a wave of studies tried to replicate the results. Some “worked” (labeled kids did better); some didn’t. We now know that there are key details of Rosenthal’s study that mattered. First, he didn’t tell teachers that students were “smart.” That might backfire if a kid then failed an early assignment. He called kids “bloomers.” The expectation was for growth.


Second was the timing, and this drives home the importance of transitions. Rosenthal gave the bloomer label within the first week of the new school year. It’s during these early days when a teacher is trying to make sense of a new crop of kids (Will this child learn and grow? Will that one? Or will he just goof off all year long?). That’s when a good label might stick and start a better spiral. But after teachers have set their views, a too-late label will wash away. In fact, in later studies when labels came after several weeks, they had little effect.


IDENTITIES: STEREOTYPES AND LIVER FOR DINNER. Part of the impetus for Rosenthal’s work was the knowledge that, implicitly or explicitly, some children are labeled dull. The bloomer label was a way to undo that presupposition in the mind of a teacher. But more questions come to the table when you know that some aspect of your identity—such as your race, your gender, your age, or any other aspect of your self—could be the basis for people seeing you as less able than others.


It was research on identity that first showed me the incredible power of psychology. For me, it’s a flashbulb memory. Sitting on the old white couch in my parents’ living room at the age of fourteen, I read a story in The Atlantic Monthly about an amazing study by my now colleague Claude Steele. Steele and his collaborator Josh Aronson brought together Stanford undergraduates to take a challenging test. In a first case, they explained that the test was carefully designed “to provide a genuine assessment of your verbal abilities and limitations.” Indeed, the problems came from the GRE, a test used in admissions to graduate school.


In this circumstance, Black students got only about five problems right in the time allotted, while White students got ten right. This despite the fact that all the students were well prepared, and analyses equated for any difference in preparation. It’s a disparity found so often Steele would later call it “almost lawful.”


For me at fourteen, it was depressing. In social studies class, I’d been learning about the persistence of inequality in America, despite many investments and programs. It was hard to reconcile the idealism of the American dream with the idea that other young people in my generation wouldn’t have the same opportunities I had. It went without saying, it seemed, that there was nothing you could do in the short term to level the playing field.


But you could. For Steele and Aronson created another circumstance and then, on the exact same problems, within exactly the same time limit, Black students’ performance soared. In fact, equating for students’ preparation, Black students did just as well as White students, even a little better. What was the difference? It was just a little thing, it seemed. It was how the task was presented. In the second case, Steele and Aronson didn’t call it a test. They said the problems weren’t evaluative in any way. They were just a series of verbal puzzles, hard ones designed to help psychologists understand how people solve puzzles.


When I first learned about this research, it blew my mind. Something as basic as test performance, and an inequality as old as racial gaps in achievement, could be mitigated with a “simple” change in instruction. What was this power? I had to know.


Steele argued that the first circumstance created a “predicament” for Black students. Vast stereotypes in the United States pose people of African descent as less able than others. Less smart. That’s upsetting. In our terms, a so-called evaluative test puts questions on the table. If I do badly, will people take that as proof of the stereotype that Black people aren’t smart? Will I let down my whole group? Now, hundreds of experiments later, we know that the very desire to disprove a stereotype is distracting and makes it harder for people to perform well. Steele called it “stereotype threat.”


In the second case, all Steele did was tell students that the task wasn’t evaluative. But that’s not a little thing at all. It’s huge. Now questions that come from stereotypes need not come up. Now all students were free to perform well.


In just the same way, when you tell people that a math test has been specially designed to be “gender-fair,” that women perform just as well as men, women’s scores rise. If you ask people to read an article that refutes stereotypes about age differences in memory, older adults do better on memory tasks. One team even built a mini golf course in the lab. When they called it a measure of “natural athletic ability,” playing on the stereotype of White people as unathletic, it took White students nearly twenty-eight strokes on average to navigate the course. But when they called it a measure of “sports intelligence,” White students got through in just twenty-three strokes. Black students, who face the opposite stereotype, showed exactly the opposite pattern.


These are all examples of performance, intellectual or athletic. But stereotypes can also muck up everyday conversations. Say you’re at a party with a diverse group and the conversation turns to a sensitive subject like affirmative action. If you’re White, you could wonder, Will I say something wrong? Could I be seen as racist? If you’re Black, you might wonder, Will I be respected and valued? Will I experience racism? Research finds these mutual questions can lead people to avoid tough topics, and make them awkward if they do engage in them. These questions undermine learning and mutual understanding. So when our identities are on the table, we should listen up. What risks does a person with a particular identity face? What questions are on the table for them?


In high school, for me, research on stereotype threat wasn’t just fascinating. It was tantalizing. Could we harness this power? Could we make real-world situations more like the puzzles condition? Could that help kids succeed and make our world more fair and equitable? In many ways, that inspiration is the origin of this book, thirty years coming.


Identity isn’t just about stereotypes, though, or how you might be seen by outsiders. People also want to fit in with their group. If you think a new behavior might put your standing at risk (Is this what people like me do?), you might hold back—even if that behavior is the right thing to do. Recognizing this question contributed, in its small way, to the American war effort in World War II.


During the war, the United States faced meat shortages, yet “cheap meats” like heart, kidney, and brain were going underused. The War Department wanted to get people to eat more of these organ meats, so it turned to Kurt Lewin for ideas. Lewin, a German Jew, had fled Nazi Germany for the United States in 1933 to become one of the founders of social psychology. He’s one of my intellectual heroes.


So, in 1942, Lewin set to work interviewing people in a small midwestern community about their food choices. The first thing he saw was that almost all meals were eaten at home and housewives controlled what food came into the kitchen. Because housewives were the gatekeepers, he focused his efforts on them.


In one case, Lewin did the obvious thing, mostly to show it wouldn’t work. He gave housewives compelling lectures about the virtues and importance of eating organ meats, including tasty recipes, detailed nutritional information, and the importance for the war effort. It was all led by the town nutritionist. Great stuff. No effect. Over the next week, exactly 3 percent of housewives served organ meats to their families.


Why didn’t that work? What Lewin had seen when he’d talked with housewives was that these foods were stigmatized in this particular community. “Kidneys or certain viscera are considered . . . as food only for poor people,” he wrote. Lewin saw that the prospect of serving these foods provoked questions for housewives. Is this something people like me do? If I served these foods, how might I be judged? No matter how compelling, the lecture didn’t address these questions.


So, with a second group, Lewin engaged housewives in a group discussion. A facilitator talked about the war and the efforts of the government to change health habits. He asked the participating women, “as a representative group of housewives,” what they might do to help, what obstacles stood in the way of serving organ meats, and how these obstacles might be overcome. At the end, the nutritionist shared the same recipes. Then, to close the conversation, the facilitator orchestrated a key detail. Women were asked for a show of hands. Who would serve organ meats to their families in the next week? As hands started to rise, a woman could see the norm of what “housewives like me” do shift. And if you raised your own hand, you’d be making a public commitment in front of your peers to the new norm. It was a way to answer those questions. Yes. People like me can do this. No, I won’t be judged poorly. Over the next week, 32 percent of housewives served organ meats.


As Lewin later wrote, from one vantage point, these results were deeply counterintuitive. “Perhaps one might expect single individuals to be more pliable than groups of like-minded individuals,” he wrote in an article published the year after his death. “However, it is usually easier to change individuals formed into a group than to change any one of them separately.” To do that, you had to address the question of what it is that “we” do.


Identities can be tricky because they depend inherently on perspective. My question might not be your question, and your question might not be mine. And a question that comes up at one time might not come up at another. For certain members of my family there is no worry about eating heart and kidney. It’s just, More please.


CHALLENGES. The third circumstance that often elicits core questions is when we face challenges, when things are hard, when we struggle or fail. Some challenges are obvious. It could be a bad test score. Does this mean I’m dumb and will never learn? But it could also be Sal’s loose tooth. For me, there was the line at the In-N-Out truck; the tremble that made me flip the boat; and being asked to hold the school sign in preschool.


Tifbits.


There’s nothing inherent in these events that makes them challenges. Sometimes, even if you live them, you have to figure out why they get under your skin. I didn’t understand myself when I got pissy with the In-N-Out truck. I doubt the women in Lewin’s study could have easily articulated the deeper barrier to serving brains to their families (Is this something people like me do?). They were just saying, “Yuck!”


It can be hard to see with clarity the challenges you face. Harder yet is understanding the challenges another person faces. So knowing when to listen isn’t enough. We also have to learn to listen well, both to others and to ourselves. Suppose you’re my brother, mystified at his ex’s reaction to his untucked shirt. The proper response is not, “You’re overreacting.” The proper response is, “Please help me understand. What does this mean to you?” And then you have to listen.


How to Listen


PERSPECTIVE TAKING, PERSPECTIVE GETTING. When you or someone else has a big reaction to a small event, it’s like an alarm bell. Ding, Ding, Ding! Something is up. You know there’s a question to figure out. But how can you do that? In One Morning in Maine, Sal makes it easy. She says her worries out loud (“One of my teeth is loose! It will hurt and I’ll have to stay in bed! I won’t be able to eat my breakfast and go with Daddy to Buck’s Harbor!”). But often things are more opaque.


The standard advice to understand other people better is to take their perspective. But often that’s absurd. If my brother just tried to take his ex’s perspective, it would have clarified exactly nothing. For an untucked shirt meant nothing to him. Sometimes perspective taking is presented as the cure-all to improve understanding and overcome conflict. But it’s not.


A few years ago, a team of psychologists led by Tal Eyal at Ben-Gurion University of the Negev in Israel found that people consistently believed that if you tried to take someone else’s perspective, you’d be better at understanding them—whether it was understanding a stranger’s emotions or your spouse’s preferences about what to do on a Saturday night. But people were spectacularly wrong. Across twenty-four separate experiments, Eyal found that making an effort to take another person’s perspective didn’t improve people’s understanding of the other person. If anything, it made people worse.


How disconcerting is that? And if we have trouble understanding our spouses, it sure doesn’t bode well for understanding people with vastly different lived experiences.


But in a twenty-fifth experiment, Eyal tried something different. She did what Sal did with her mother. She gave people a chance to talk.


The participants in the study were couples. In the key group, Eyal let them talk first for five minutes about what they liked and didn’t. Would you rather spend a year in London or in Paris? Would you rather spend a quiet evening at home or go to a party? And with that conversation people became far more accurate at understanding their partners. Eyal concluded that we can’t just take someone else’s perspective. But we can get it. She called it “perspective getting.”


Several years ago a close friend moved with her family to Dresden, Germany, to take a new job. Her husband was often away during the week working in Switzerland, leaving her to solo parent two young boys as she worked full-time. The kids could make their way home from school all right in the afternoon. The trouble was that sometimes they literally couldn’t open the front door. It was sticky, and on hot days the wood would expand and the boys were just too small to shove the door open.


So my friend turned to a neighbor in the building, a retired woman who was usually home in the afternoons, and asked if she could help her kids out. The neighbor was hesitant, but one warm day that fall when the boys couldn’t open the door, she let them in.


That night the neighbor knocked on my friend’s door. To my friend’s shock, the neighbor asked her to please never request that she open the door for the boys again.


Oh, the thoughts that coursed through my friend’s mind! That selfish woman! Why would she be so unkind?


But she stopped. Was there something else? Was there something she didn’t know?


That’s when my wise friend made a small gift and brought it to her neighbor. She explained her circumstance. That she was a working mom. That she had meetings all afternoon and couldn’t just leave work. That her husband was out of town during the week. She expressed her thanks for the woman’s help that afternoon. And then she listened.


As they talked, my friend learned that her neighbor was deeply uncomfortable with the idea of opening someone else’s door. It violated the very strong notion of privacy she held for a person’s home, a value of particular importance in this area of Germany. As my friend listened, she saw the question on her neighbor’s mind (Will I be invading their privacy?). And once that question was on the table, she found she could answer it (Absolutely not!). And then she found her own angry question (Why would she be so unkind?) evaporate.


With this new understanding, my friend and her neighbor became close friends. And the neighbor never failed to let the boys in when the door stuck.


If I’m a man, I can’t just guess what it’s like to be a woman. If I’m forty-five years old, I can’t just guess what it’s like to be fifteen and growing up today, or ninety and living in a retirement community. I can’t even guess what it’s like to be my spouse—and it’s been lockdown and we’ve been living together 24/7.


But I can ask. And you can share. And I can listen. And if we do that well and sincerely, we can start to learn. So, maybe we do have a magic ingredient—language.


For the writer Ijeoma Oluo, finding the language to talk about race gave her community. Oluo begins her book So You Want to Talk About Race by describing the centrality of race in her life, “one of the most defining forces,” and the value she gains when she finds a community with whom she can share race-related experiences. “This is not just a gap in experience and viewpoint. The Grand Canyon is a gap. This is a chasm that you could drop entire solar systems into . . . [but] we can find our way to each other. We can find a way to our truths. I have seen it happen. My life is testament to it. And it all starts with a conversation.”


Kurt Lewin left Germany in August 1933 with his wife and children. His mother and sister, who went to Holland instead of the United States, would be captured and killed by the Nazis. That May, Lewin wrote to a longtime colleague, Wolfgang Köhler, at the Berlin Psychological Institute, describing his decision. He began, “I think it is practically impossible for a non-Jew to gauge what being a Jew has meant for a person, even in the liberal era of the last 40 years.” But then he goes on to describe this circumstance:




There have probably been very few Jewish children of any generation who have not been singled out from the natural group of their peers between their 6th and 13th year. Quite suddenly and without any kind of predictable cause, they have been beaten up and treated with contempt. Whether instigated by teachers, by students, or simply by people on the street, these recurring experiences pull the ground out from under the feet of the young child.





So, Lewin begins to help his friend into his experience of the world.*


Sometimes when people are trying to share their experiences with people of different backgrounds, they use a linguistic device called “generic yous.” It’s a way to make your experience normal and general, so anyone can relate to it. Here’s a story shared by an older man about his experience as one of the first Black students to enroll at an all-White boarding school in Virginia in 1967. He’s telling the story on This American Life, on National Public Radio—that is, to an audience with many White people. He speaks almost entirely in the second person:




If you could imagine yourself being in bed, asleep, and somebody throwing your sheet over your head and you’re suddenly being pummeled by a bunch of guys. That’s pretty intense. At fourteen years old, feeling that you have no sanctuary at all, feeling that you’re really not safe from getting beat up, and that you’re doing it not just for yourself, but for a movement that’s larger than yourself, taking that kind of beating, and it hurts when you get hit.


Then you don’t sleep the rest of the night because you don’t know if they’re coming back. You’re crying. You’re angry. You’re hurt.


The next day, when you go out to breakfast, you’re looking around, trying to see if you can identify everybody that did it because of how maybe they’re looking at you. You wonder if everybody else knows, and if they’re laughing behind your back. It’s humiliating, but it also made me angry. It made me hostile in some ways.





Only at the very end does the first person emerge. That second person is a way to invite others into your circumstance, to consider, “What might that be like?”


DETECTIVE WORK. Sometimes we don’t have the luxury of talking directly about an experience. Sometimes it’s more a process of figuring things out. Then you have to follow the clues. You begin with an idea of a question that might be on the table for a person at a given time. As evidence comes in, you update your beliefs. You put it together and, if the process goes well, an image is cast in sharp relief.


My grandmother Ginny died in the summer of 2015, following a long and joyful life. That December, my extended family gathered for a memorial in Rhode Island. Later we would scatter Ginny’s ashes in a favorite park along the shore where she and my grandfather David had liked to walk and watch the birds.


The night before the memorial, I was putting Lucy to bed. She was three at the time, so I thought the whole thing might be a bit confusing for her. I decided to talk with her some about what was going on.


“Nini [Lucy’s name for my mother] is going to be sad tomorrow,” I said. “It’s her mother’s memorial.” I paused. “Everybody dies.”


“But I won’t die?” Lucy said.


“Well, yes, you will, a long, long time from now.”


“But you won’t die?”


“Yes, I will, a long, long time from now.”


Lucy was quiet for a long time. I wondered if she might be upset. But then she said with perfect calmness, “Then there will be no more people?”


“But there are the babies.”


Lucy thought some more. And then she said, “It’s like in and out, in and out.” And she made this beautiful circle motion with her hands.


“Yes!” I said.


I had thought that death might be a fearsome prospect to Lucy. That watching the memorial might provoke troublesome questions for her. And I wanted to get ahead of that, in the safe space together, just the two of us before bed. But I was wrong. For Lucy, it wasn’t an emotional topic at all. There was no big question or worry for her, at least not then. She was just trying to understand the facts. I saw then that talking through big, complex subjects is not something we do just once but many times. There are many layers. It begins with getting the facts on the table.


In that case, I projected a bit. I assumed that Lucy had worries she didn’t have. The conversation helped me learn my mistake and understand her a bit better, as I think it helped her.


But more often, we’re blind to the worries that someone else has, because they’re not our own. In the year after grad school, I took a year off research to do a fellowship in the U.S. Congress. I ended up working in the office of Senator Hillary Rodham Clinton. The experience was fabulous, and there were many adventures (and misadventures) along the way. Toward the end of the year, I staffed a meeting for Senator Clinton with the president of an Ivy League university, certainly a powerful person in his own right, along with the university’s general counsel. It would be a friendly meeting, mostly a catching up. There were only a couple items on the agenda, and no major issues. So, for the most part, I was just looking forward to an interesting conversation.


The meeting was held in Senator Clinton’s office in the Russell Senate Office Building. I sat on the long yellow sofa next to the senator across from our guests. As the conversation proceeded, I noticed that the president’s leg kept jerking back and forth, up and down. It wasn’t just a little swaying, but some real twitches. Big movements. What’s going on here? I thought. Is he okay? Is this some kind of medical event? Am I going to have to get the paramedics in here? I was mesmerized by those legs, jerking this way, jerking that.


Only then did it dawn on me. “Ah shit! He’s nervous! Of course he is! He’s meeting Hillary Clinton!”


You might think it’d be easy to know what bothers you, what gets under your own skin. After all, who’s more knowledgeable about your inner experience than you? Ha! If only we were so wise. The truth is that, often, we have no clue. You might also think that as a psychologist I’d have some special advantage in understanding myself. And you would be wrong. It’s not just the In-N-Out truck. I regularly confound myself. Once, toward the end of grad school, a dentist asked me, “Have you been under a lot of stress lately?”


“No,” I replied, completely truthfully.


“Are you sure?” he asked. “Because it looks like you’ve been grinding your teeth at night.”


“Really?” I said. “I don’t think so.”


“I do,” he said.


As I thought about this later, I realized there had been a lot going on. I was trying to apply for jobs and figure out what to do after grad school. A relationship had ended. I wasn’t sleeping well at night. If I thought about stress scales, it added up to a lot. In fact, if I were my friend, I’d say I was definitely under a lot of stress. But I had no direct experience of it. It took the dentist to cue me in. So now I pay attention. If I’m grinding my teeth at night, I know I’m stressed out. And I ask myself why, what might I be stressed about? That’s detective work. (And I got a night guard, so I’m not toothless when I’m sixty-four.)


It’s easy to think that our privileged access to our internal experience grants us special insight. But sometimes it’s just misdirection. We gaslight ourselves. Wrapped up in the day to day, we miss the big picture, fail to see the pattern in our responses. We’re too close. To make it harder yet, core questions can feel like a growing stain on your life. Who wants to admit a question like Will I ever get a job? or Will anyone love me? Instead, we suppress these questions, pushing them down. But the worry doesn’t go away. It stays hidden beneath layers of defensiveness and obfuscation, unrecognized and undealt with.


In many ways, basic research in social psychology is just a more structured way to listen to people, to hear them and learn the questions they face. Often, we start simple, just by asking people about their experiences, especially with transitions, times when identities might matter, or situations that might be challenging. It’s what Lewin did with housewives in the Midwest. Or, if you’re interested in the transition to college, you might ask college students to share a time they felt they really belonged, and a time when they weren’t so sure. “Tell me a story,” I’ll ask. “What happened? What thoughts crossed your mind? How did you feel? How has your experience changed over time?”


Then, as our understanding builds, we might create structured situations to do just what I’ve suggested you can do in your life: to look systematically for when even “small” events might elicit a large response. In the first study I ran in grad school, I asked students to list eight friends who might fit in well in an academic field. It was a normal, everyday task, but it was carefully designed to be hard. The goal was to learn how Black students would read the difficulty of listing friends in an academic field: What would it mean to them? How would they construe it? I found it triggered them to doubt their belonging and potential in the field. They even discouraged another Black student from pursuing it. That response crystallized for me the question Black students faced at this predominantly White college: Can people like me belong here?


It’s the same strategy Sandra Murray used in her study of couples. She put together a situation—you see your partner writing on and on, seemingly about your faults. Then she looked at how people with low self-esteem read that situation (Maybe that means my partner doesn’t love me). And it’s what Claude Steele did in his work on stereotype threat. He called a test “evaluative” and then looked to see how people who faced a negative stereotype read that situation (Maybe I’ll just be seen as a token of a negative stereotype) and what that did to their performance.


STEP 2: SURFACING QUESTIONS, DEVELOPING ANSWERS


Once you’ve begun to recognize the questions people face in any given situation, what can you do? The first part is making these questions visible and understanding them together with others, which I’ll call surfacing. The second is developing better answers.


Surfacing Questions


In March 2022, I had dinner at Café Einstein Stammhaus, a lovely old-world establishment in Berlin, Germany, with dark wood paneling and a fabulous Viennese cranberry schnitzel. I was there to help welcome a new cohort of undergraduates to their study abroad experience. I happened to sit with a young woman I’ll call Julia. It was our first conversation together, and as we made our way through the schnitzel, I asked Julia about her life. She told me that she’d been a very competitive gymnast in high school, “but then I blew my knee out and COVID happened.” There was something in the way she told her story, her complete frankness, that let me see clearly and then just ask the question that came to mind.


“Did that make you depressed?”


“Oh, definitely,” Julia said, without missing a beat. “I mean, I was already seeing a therapist, but for sure.”


I don’t think a young person in my generation would have been so comfortable sharing a psychological problem. I know I wouldn’t have been. I admired that in Julia. In that conversation, she put her circumstance on the table for me. She was completely open. Then we could both see it for what it was. You’re seventeen, eighteen years old. You’ve organized your whole life around an activity; now you can’t do it anymore. And you can’t even see your friends. That’s the situation. Might that make a person depressed? Of course it could.


In that conversation, Julia and I ratcheted each other up to achieve a common understanding of a difficult circumstance. That understanding firmly held, questions that might otherwise rear up, questions like Is something wrong with me? or Will he judge me? fall aside.


Surfacing means recognizing the psychological situation you’re in, gaining clarity about the question or questions it provokes, understanding that these questions are a normal response, and talking and thinking through ways to make progress. That process might start with yourself but often this is work we do together, building toward a common understanding, as Julia and I did.


A great way to see the power of surfacing is to look at situations where it was lacking. One example is Claude Steele’s work on stereotype threat. When I first learned about stereotype threat in the 1990s, it seemed as if the stereotype would just loom in a person’s awareness. The threat was “in the air,” in Steele’s words. If I do poorly, it might seem people like me are dumb! But the early studies yielded curiously mixed evidence that students even reported more anxiety under stereotype threat. In grad school, I once attended a talk by Steele’s collaborator Josh Aronson. Aronson shared how he’d talked with participants in the study afterward and told them about the theory of stereotype threat that he and Steele were developing. Even though Black students had performed so much worse when the problems were represented as “a test,” Aronson relayed that they had said, “to a T, ‘Interesting theory. Didn’t happen to me.’ ” Black students were unaware of the question they faced or, at least, unwilling to acknowledge this question to Aronson.


What we know now is that when people experience stereotype threat, they suppress thoughts about the stereotype. They push them away. In another study, my good friend Christine Logel at the University of Waterloo outside Toronto, Canada, asked women to take an evaluative math test. First, however, she gave women a task in which they had to identify whether strings of letters were words or nonwords (it’s called a lexical-decision task). Some of the words were related to negative stereotypes about women (for example, “illogical,” “irrational,” “emotional,” “weak,” “failure”), and others were not. Ironically, Logel found that when women were about to take a math test under stereotype threat, just when you would think the stereotype would be top of mind, they were actually slower to identify these gender stereotypical words. They were pushing those thoughts away.*


When you think about it, this makes sense. After all, if you care about a subject and really want to do well on a test, then that’s what you want to focus on, not some crappy stereotype. The problem is that this effort at thought suppression itself takes up mental resources. In fact, Logel found that the slower women were to identify words related to the stereotype the worse they did on the test.


So, suppression doesn’t work. But could you contend with those thoughts? In one of the sillier studies in the literature, Logel reasoned that if you surfaced the amorphous negative thoughts that come up under stereotype threat and gave people a strategy to manage them, even an absurd strategy, this might free up mind space and help people do better. To try this out, she suggested to women, “Should you feel nervous, anxious, or worried you do not know what to do while taking this test, please try and replace those thoughts with thoughts about a red Volkswagen.” Women’s performance doubled.


Later studies used a more direct approach. A lab study led by Michael Johns at the University of Arizona found that teaching people about stereotype threat caused women’s score on a tough math test to jump from 36 percent correct to 53 percent. “Knowing is half the battle,” he called it. Could that make a difference in the real world, where students are studying and learning over time? A team at San Francisco State University led by Avi Ben-Zeev taught 670 undergraduate students enrolled in challenging math, science, and engineering majors about stereotype threat. That way, if students experienced vague worries, they would know where these worries came from. Why am I feeling anxious? It’s not because I lack ability, am not prepared, or don’t belong. It’s stereotype threat. That raised grades among Black and Latinx students over a full semester, eliminating the racial achievement gap. As the study taught students, “Knowledge is power.” These gains are wonderful. But it’s notable that students needed help to get there. Like me with the dentist, they needed Ben-Zeev’s team to help them see their own experience clearly.


Surfacing helped me just the other day as a parent. My wife and I and our kids were leaving the Tech Interactive, a very cool museum in San Jose, California, when our son, Oliver, who was seven, got caught up in an exhibit near the exit. We were ahead of him and waited just a few seconds outside the doors before he came running after us, tears streaming down his face. I picked him up and hugged him. The thought crossed my mind to just say out loud the question I knew he’d ask. “You were scared you’d be left behind, right?” Oliver nodded, and I felt his small body relax. That’s what the question was. It was reasonable. But the fear needn’t hold.


We have no magic crayons. But when we bring the questions we face into the open and place them in the space between us, we can see these questions clearly. We can understand them, where they come from, how they’re reasonable. And we can decide what they mean, what they don’t, and what to do with them.


Developing Wise Answers


Surfacing is about understanding the questions with others. Sometimes that’s enough, like with Oliver at the Tech Interactive. Just stating a question can normalize it and sap its power.


But other times, we need to dig deeper, to build up the answers that will expand our sense of what is possible and help us thrive. It’s a process, and we might need good structures or help from others to go through it, especially when those answers are more complex.


First it helps to understand what wise answers are not. They’re not BS. They’re not sticking your head in the sand and denying reality. If you’re a student struggling in math class, it won’t do to deny this. Nor will it help a new parent overwhelmed by a colicky baby to pretend that everything is hunky-dory. Instead, wise answers acknowledge the circumstance a person is in and, fully recognizing this, reject whatever nasty implication that circumstance might put on the table for a person (Maybe I’m dumb at math? Maybe I’m a bad parent?). By staying grounded in the reality of the challenges we face, wise answers become authentic and legitimate. They become answers we can use to address these challenges.


We’ll see many examples in the pages to come, and the details matter. But wise answers follow some broad channels. When Sal’s mother says, “That means that today you’ve become a big girl,” she shows Sal that losing a tooth is normal, that it happens to everyone, that it doesn’t portend bad things, and that, in fact, it’s a sign of growth. That’s a lot of work, all at once.


When bad things happen in our relationships, in school, at work, or in our health, we need a growth mindset in the broadest sense of the term. That means avoiding negative labels, labels that imply a fixed, negative view of yourself, of other people, or of a situation you are in. We can use process terms instead, to describe an experience, not who you are or who someone else is, but what you’re experiencing. This growth mindset also recognizes that other people too have faced your circumstance; that you’re no snowflake, whatever the situation. It means recognizing causes of the bad thing that don’t malign you or others as lazy, stupid, immoral, or otherwise bad; the obstacles you face are legitimate and others have faced them too. It means forecasting opportunities for improvement, identifying productive ways to face the challenge, not resigning yourself to a fixed negative future. It means, finally, recognizing opportunities that could arise in the context of the bad thing, to see what might be positive, meaningful, or useful, and thus not just something to be overcome but an opportunity.


We can break this down into five narrative principles:




• Principle 1: Avoid negative labels (I’m not bad/You’re not bad)


• Principle 2: You’re not the only one; you’re never the only one (It’s normal)


• Principle 3: Recognize causes that don’t malign you or others (I/you face real obstacles)


• Principle 4: Forecast improvement (It can get better)


• Principle 5: Recognize opportunities (Silver lining)





These principles vary in whether they take leading or supporting roles. Sometimes one or more is absent. And they’re always molded to the objective circumstance. Wise interventions don’t obscure the truth. But in surfacing the truth, they also show us what’s not true.


Just a few blocks from our home on the Stanford campus, nestled by Lake Lagunita along the jogging route I take with our dog, Tomato, is a small “contemplative garden.” As Tomato and I approach the garden, I always take a pause. For this is the site where Chanel Miller, author of Know My Name, was assaulted following a campus party in January 2015.


An assault can seem to imply that you are a bad or tainted person, that you deserved it, that you’ll never be loved again, that a victim is all you are. In the victim-impact statement Miller prepared for the court, she gave voice to this experience—and rejected it:




You took away my worth, my privacy, my energy, my time, my safety, my intimacy, my confidence, my own voice, until today. . . . You made me a victim. . . . For a while, I believed that that was all I was. I had to force myself to relearn my real name, my identity. To relearn that this is not all that I am. I am a human being who has been irreversibly hurt, who waited a year to figure out if I was worth something.





The clarity of Miller’s writing is its power. Here is the experience. Here are the fearsome thoughts. They are not true. Here is what is true.


There’s a reason we associate wisdom with age. With experience, we can learn better ways to think about the challenges life presents. Wise interventions help us age—in the best way. They give us a map. They help us see ahead and see clearly—to anticipate and recognize the questions we might feel or are in the midst of feeling in the face of a challenge. This wisdom assures us that what we’re feeling is normal, and that we can make progress. In sharing and forecasting her experience, Miller provides an extraordinary service to others. But how did she get there?


STEP 3: OFFERING WISE ANSWERS WITH GRACE


None of us can simply shift our thinking at will. You can’t just tell someone caught in a self-defeating cycle to quit it. We come by our modes of thought honestly. So, we need good reasons to adopt new views. That means wise interventions aren’t just giving advice, or telling someone what they should do or believe. It’s not a teacher telling a student, “You should have a growth mindset!” or a “friend” saying, “Why can’t you just get over it?” Nor are wise interventions simply repeating some mantra (“I’m good enough, I’m smart enough, and doggone it, people like me!”). These are not blunt-force instruments that exist apart from a context; rather, they help people contend with the context.


Instead, wise interventions involve graceful ways to develop good answers, both in offering them to others and in committing to them yourself. Sometimes the approach is direct. But often, wise answers involve more showing than telling. It might mean a teacher or boss sharing their own worries about belonging and, in so doing, showing that it’s normal to feel like an impostor at first, that this experience is not a chronic or permanent state of affairs, and how, with time, it will get better. Sometimes, it’s seeing another person’s process. In grad school, my adviser, Geoff Cohen, took pains to show me the work he went through in writing. Seeing the labor behind the simplicity and clarity of his words gave me a road map. My own early flailings were no reason to think I couldn’t get there myself. For some of the most personal difficulties we face, wise answers come simply from the opportunity to reflect on well-structured questions.


The verb we use here is really important. I like “to offer.” Wise interventions are not mind control. They’re not manipulative. And this is not social engineering. You can’t force someone to believe something or do something they don’t want to (even if you wanted to, which you shouldn’t). Wise interventions are not imposed from on high or shoved down people’s throats. Rather, they anticipate the questions that reasonably come to mind in a situation and then offer people—in graceful ways appropriate to the relationship, the time, and the context—answers that could help them navigate that situation well. People can then take up that answer and develop it for themselves, or not, as they choose. You do wise interventions with people, not to people.


Even when we develop wise interventions just for ourselves, it is the same. You don’t force an answer on yourself. You offer yourself an answer, a way of thinking. You spend some time playing with that answer, tossing it around in your head, trying it out in your life, until it feels just right for you and your circumstance, and then you use it to spiral up.


More Direct Approaches: Peanuts and Probation


If wise interventions are offers, it’s important to understand the role that one person can play for another. What is their relationship? What is appropriate for one person to offer the other?


In One Morning in Maine, Sal’s mother is a parent. She cares about Sal, she has Sal’s best interest at heart, and she has more experience than Sal. That means she has standing to tell young Sal how to think about her calamity: “That means that today you’ve become a big girl.” Our professional roles too offer opportunities to be direct. It’s what Avi Ben-Zeev’s team did at San Francisco State with undergrads experiencing stereotype threat. In fact, I think that if you’re a professional, you have an obligation to get this right: to help the people you serve think about their experience and any “bad” news in a way that will be most productive for them.


Let’s look at two real-life examples, one from medicine and one from education. They’re both important unto themselves, but they also help us see what offering wise answers can look like in practice. If you’re a professional, perhaps there are lessons you can take to your work. And if you’ve ever been in a situation like one of these, I hope these examples give you a little more clarity.


First example. Say you’re a doctor and you’re doing a new kind of exposure therapy for kids with peanut allergies. Basically, you start off patients with minute amounts of peanuts and slowly build up their tolerance. It’s called oral immunotherapy, and it can desensitize children to peanut allergies. Sometimes patients experience mild side effects, annoying things but not life threatening, like an itchy mouth, nausea, hives, or stomach pain. So, you tell patients that these are unfortunate side effects of treatment. They’re experiences to be minimized.


That’s a-psychological. It’s not sensitive to the predictable concerns a child has in this circumstance.


Say you’re the child. For years, you’ve been told a single peanut could kill you. Then, like Sal and her loose tooth, even an itchy mouth might be a calamity. Is this a sign the treatment isn’t working? Does it mean that my allergy is very severe and resistant to treatment? Am I about to die?


The Sean N. Parker Center for Allergy and Asthma Research at Stanford wanted to get this right, so it partnered with a team led by Lauren Howe, now at the University of Zurich, and my colleague Alia Crum. Together, they developed a different message: patients were told that mild side effects are a sign that their body is strengthening and the treatment is working, as some evidence suggests. In the study, fifty kids with peanut allergies were randomized to condition, mostly boys averaging just under eleven years old. Half got the symptoms-as-positive-signals message. Half got the symptoms-as-side-effects message (treatment as usual).
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