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Introduction



WHEN I QUIT MY JOB AT A DESIGN FIRM, EVERYONE TOLD me I was out of my mind. I wasn’t darting off to national parks to “find myself” in nature. I wasn’t transitioning to a digital-nomad lifestyle, working beachside or against the backdrop of mountains. Instead, I was leaving my cushy life in San Francisco to spend twelve months on the road, living out of my car, showering at Planet Fitness, and meeting people I’d never normally encounter as a city-dwelling liberal Asian American spiritually queer professor and researcher from Hawai‘i (whew, that’s a mouthful). Friends told me if I carried out my plans, I’d be targeted with violence or emotional attacks—one said I’d probably get shot. After all, I knew few conservatives or Donald Trump voters; I didn’t have many people in my life who were significantly older or younger than me, outside of my family; I hadn’t met people in rural towns or Indian country; and, although I’d read in the news about people working at farms and factories, I had never connected with anyone who had those occupations.


Instead of wandering aimlessly, I decided to do some prep work to sketch out a route. I had my sights set on a small town in Alabama, an Indigenous reservation in Minnesota, a retreat center where nuns and millennials live together, and a cohort of small business owners in Arkansas. I even planned to cross “enemy lines” to a Trump rally and a Republican meetup, and to have conversations with faith leaders, including one of the country’s most prominent Christian pastors.


Upon hearing about my proposed travels, my friends and family would look at my itinerary, and then they’d look at me. They all ask the same question: Why are you doing this? They were still worried about my safety. But some also told me that going on this trip to meet people on the “other side” would cause harm to people like “us”—progressives, people of color, young folks, and the like.


“Those kinds of people hate us,” one friend said. He encouraged me to pack a knife and pepper spray for protection.


Oddly enough, it was an overwhelming amount of hate that made me pack up my decade-old Prius to the brim (California cliché, I know) and set off on a cross-country road trip in 2019. I wanted to feel less scared and angry all the time. I’ve always lived by the motto “Be driven by love,” and this was a chance to push back on the hate that had seemingly infected the very air we breathed—poisoned by the culture of divisiveness and polarization, of “us versus them,” of disconnection and loneliness. This was a time when our relationships and social fabric were being ripped apart.


It still feels this way today: neighbors screaming at each other at town halls; parents at war at public school hearings; and young people yelling “OK boomer” to elders. In one town, a faith congregation plunges into turmoil after a member comes out as gay; in another, a church and mosque are burned down by arsonists. College campuses and city streets have erupted with identity-based violence, which has been on the rise each year.


The result of all this isn’t just discord and deep sadness on a collective level—it affects us all on a deeply personal one as well. You can’t breathe toxic air like this and not feel it in your own lungs and heart. Friendships and marriages are imploding, family reunions are tense, and a recent study found that one in ten Americans do not have a single close friend. As a country, we are unwilling to look at each other, or even at ourselves, with the kind of compassion and thoughtfulness that would move us toward connection as well as forward in progress. And this isn’t something that afflicts only the United States; these kinds of issues span the entire globe.


I admit I had a personal stake in the journey too. Before the trip, I was researching how to transform our lives for the better at the Greater Good Science Center at the University of California, Berkeley. There, I was compiling research-based strategies that could strengthen our relationships, especially across our differences. This road trip felt like the ultimate field test to put that research into practice. Personally, I still struggled to connect with people who were different from me—erupting into circular arguments or blocking people on social media indefinitely because I disagreed with their views. I felt my critical thinking skills dwindling, falling back on asking more rote questions rather than deep and interesting ones.


While embarking on this journey filled me with fear, there was something far more powerful that kept me going. It didn’t just fuel me—it challenged me to change into a better version of myself. It helped me to make new connections, strengthen old ones, and feel more satisfied and happier with my life. I found a new sense of purpose, felt more creative, and saw possibility in the future, where I’d previously seen despair.


I noticed that this same special sauce that helped me on the road shifted the lives of the many people I met too. It gave Consuelo, a small business owner in Arkansas, the insights and wealth she needed to escape an abusive relationship. It helped Sheila and Glenn, two people who were campaigning in opposition of each other for same-sex marriage legislation, to forge a more collective understanding on a hot-button issue. It brought a group of younger and older spiritual seekers together to nurture a path of friendship.


What was powering all of this connection and transformation was something very special, but also deeply human. Something that is inside all of us from the time we are born. I reckon that if we can learn how to better harness it, our lives will get better, and it might even change the world:


Curiosity.


BECOMING A SEEKER



To be clear, this book isn’t about my road trip, though my experiences during that life-altering year do thread their way through the pages ahead. The story I want to tell you is far bigger than just me. It is a story about any of us who are feeling disconnected, purposeless, or suffering. We are fighting with our families about politics, searching for more meaning in our careers, or yearning for friendship and community. In all of these cases, these experiences are a part of what I call the “era of incuriosity.” This is an era where the general public has strayed away from engaging in tough topics, working toward understanding, and prioritizing relationships with ourselves and others. It has become rare to see deep listening practiced. We cancel people instead of, to use Loretta Ross’s term, calling them in, meaning we are more likely to shame, judge, or dehumanize the people we disagree with, rather than to work toward productive and healthy conflict. It’s the reason why reunions or holiday dinners blow up into arguments when politics comes up, or why work meetings can devolve into tense conflict or top-down mandates instead of compromise or resolution.


This era of incuriosity is literally killing us. Longitudinal studies have found that when we have less curiosity, we chop precious time off our life span. It contributes to loneliness and isolation—which the US surgeon general Vivek Murthy has called “an epidemic” because of the mass number of people affected. Incuriosity is also contributing to political polarization and social division. When we are incurious, we risk our lives and our connection to each other—and even to ourselves.


For us to overcome this era, we must reconnect to our curiosity and learn how to wield it in a new way that challenges the status quo and offers a new path forward for us. If we want to strengthen our relationships rather than rupture them, we have to learn to ask more powerful questions rather than pass judgment. We need to become the kind of people who search for stories rather than positions, and values instead of views. We have to look inside of ourselves, getting curious about our own past and emotions, and not just rely on learning about the world outside of us.


But before we begin to sail in that direction, it might be helpful to first know who you’re in the boat with. My name is Scott Keoni Shigeoka. My mother tells me she named me this to honor the three dimensions of my lineage. Scott represents my citizenship as an American. Keoni speaks to my roots in Hawai‘i, where I spent my first eighteen years of life and where our family immigrated to work the sugar plantations. Shigeoka honors my Japanese roots, where generations ago two star-crossed ancestors—a farmer and a noble princess—ignored class division to pursue romantic love. Across these three places inherent in my name, as well as through the teachings of my parents and elders, I’ve honed my impulse and skill for curiosity.


My curiosity journey really began in earnest in my twenties, when my life wasn’t turning out the way I wanted. I struggled with alcohol abuse, I worked at a job that felt meaningless, and I had a hard time living off my paycheck. Through my life, I’d learned that if I wanted to head in a different direction in life, I needed to find people who serve as models for a different kind of future and ask them questions. So I did. To be curious ended up becoming a way of life for me—maybe even to a semi-eccentric extent. I mean, who turns curiosity into a lifestyle?


Well, I do, apparently. And a decade later, curiosity has become both a profession and a lifelong mission for me—and I’ve worked to bring every facet of it into my life and to support others with doing the same.


Professionally, I have taught courses on curiosity at the University of Texas at Austin, and I’ve researched it at UC Berkeley. I’ve integrated curiosity into artist residencies and music festivals that I’ve produced, and used it as a framework to facilitate thousands of tough conversations within companies and communities around the world.


As a result of my work, I know the vast personal and interpersonal benefits that curiosity has for all people. It’s not a claim I make lightly, but I’ve seen the benefits play out time after time throughout my career. I’ve worked alongside mayors and politicians at the state and national level, watching how curiosity shifts the way they work, the impact they have, and the emotional states they feel in high-pressure jobs. I’ve seen how corporate executives have used curiosity to develop their leadership skills, get more innovative, and strengthen relationships to those they work with. Months later, these same individuals told me how they’d found more satisfaction and happiness when they brought these skills into their personal life—stories of how they positively transformed their marriages and family life, or how they relate to their neighbors. I’ve seen the power of curiosity again and again with all kinds of people: educators, therapists, journalists, community organizers, entrepreneurs, researchers, artists, students, and parents.


In my work with the Greater Good Science Center, I’ve spent the last five years rigorously researching how curiosity might help us to bridge social and political divides, which is a major thread woven through the pages of this book. But I’ve also realized this isn’t the only benefit that curiosity has for our lives and the world. From studies and conversations with researchers and practitioners, I’ve learned that curiosity offers us important ways to:




• Challenge our assumptions and biases


• Provide an antidote to fear and anxiety


• Embrace uncertainty with more courage


• Deepen connections in an era of social isolation and exclusion


• Become more intentional and thoughtful


• Sharpen our creativity and collaboration skills


• Find common ground with others who have opposing views or differences


• Move through hard times in our life


• Build self-awareness and be kinder to ourselves




Yet in order to glean these benefits, we must be deliberate about how we use curiosity—and we must go much deeper than we customarily go. Understandably, many of us don’t really know how to begin to bring more of it into our lives. I didn’t when I got started. Just like we need a workout plan if we are new to running or lifting weights, we need a structure and a set of practices to get the most out of our curiosity. And that’s precisely why I wrote this book.


As an educator, I wanted to put together a model that people could remember and use to strengthen their curiosity. While you might say “But I’m already super curious,” I’d like to gently nudge you to question your assumptions about what curiosity is first—because it can be much more than what we’re told or can imagine.


MOVING OUT OF THE SHALLOWS



The tools and know-how to be more curious exist, and this book is an attempt to curate the best ones out there. Common knowledge tells us that curiosity can power our self-reflection and journaling, our creative hobbies, and how we understand the world around us—like wondering about the difference between a road and a street, or what kind of dog we saw on our walk home. But are there more powerful, enduring expressions of curiosity that we can tap into?


We tend to limit our understanding of curiosity by talking about it as a force for extracting information. It is usually viewed through a unidirectional and one-dimensional lens—what curiosity gives to me rather than what it could offer to all of us and existence itself. Most people see it as a purely intellectual pursuit rather than one that can stir our hearts and spirits. We see how it helps children to develop language and communication skills or to remember what song was just playing on the radio. While this kind of curiosity is important, it only scratches the surface. There’s much more depth to curiosity and what it can offer us, which is why I call this standard version “shallow curiosity.” You stay on the surface.


At its deepest levels, curiosity has the power to do much more than give us informational anecdotes for cocktail hour. It can become a force for meaningful connection and transformation. It can strengthen our relationships to ourselves and each other, helping us to better navigate disagreements, revive decades-old marriages, or heal from past pain or trauma. Curiosity at this depth invites us to ask questions that invite nuance and surprise. Rather than “What should I do to make money?” we ask ourselves “What makes me come alive in life?” Instead of “Are you a Democrat or a Republican?” we ask others “What values are important to you?” Rather than “Where did my ancestors come from?” we ask “How do I stay connected to them throughout my life?”


When we make these changes to our depth of exploration, we begin to see improvement in the relationships we have with our families, spouses, children, friends, coworkers, neighbors, and even strangers—and even with ourselves. Instead of operating from a place of fear, trauma, or scarcity, we can unlock a sense of security, joy, acceptance, ease, play, awe, courage, intimacy, and freedom. That’s why I call this version “deep curiosity.” You dive beneath the surface.


While both forms of curiosity are important for life, this book is not about how to bring more shallow curiosity into your life. You already have tons of literature, knowledge, and resources to support you in this vein. Instead, Seek is about discovering curiosity’s much-deeper form. And although it is harder, the benefits are much more significant and life-altering for us. When we become practitioners of deep curiosity—what I call “Seekers”—we give ourselves the best chance to transform our lives and change the world.


THE DIVE MODEL FOR DEEP CURIOSITY



I’ve structured the practices and tools of deep curiosity into an overarching framework called “the DIVE model.” While at the Greater Good Science Center, I worked closely with my colleague Jason Marsh to create a free digital resource called the Bridging Differences Playbook, which features more than a dozen curiosity-infused practices. Within a few months of its launch, hundreds of thousands of people had downloaded it. We realized that more people than we’d expected were hungry for this kind of wisdom and guidance—people of all walks of life and ages, such as teachers, health-care professionals, consultants, business leaders, therapists, and many others. We also found that it wasn’t just relevant to our audience in the United States. People from around the world were benefiting from the practices in the playbook.


Since then, I’ve refined these existing exercises and come up with some of my own, ensuring that they all are supported by research and the real experiences of others. In this book, you’ll hear the voices of a wildland firefighter in Montana who learned to be with the fire rather than to fear it; a group of millennials who lived with Catholic sisters to find community and spirit; and an Indigenous leader who helped an entire country confront its horrific past. In a sense, this book is a culmination of my journey with curiosity—all of the concrete exercises, research, and stories that I’ve stumbled into.


Through that synthesis, I saw a pattern emerge, four distinct elements that are essential to deep curiosity:




• Detach—Let go of your ABCs (assumptions, biases, certainty)


• Intend—Prepare your mindset and setting


• Value—See the dignity of every person, including yourself


• Embrace—Welcome the hard times in your life




These elements at the heart of the DIVE model operate like muscles that you can exercise on a daily basis. Just like with your body—which has back, arm, leg, and core muscles that need to be worked out—it’s equally crucial to exercise all four elements of DIVE to create space for deep curiosity. In other words, don’t skip leg day! Best of all, you won’t have to wear unfashionable gym clothes or grunt loudly while you DIVE (unless you want to).


While the DIVE model and its exercises are at the core of Seek, the book starts with the role and science of curiosity, what it looks like to go deeper with it, and what gets in our way when we try. At the end of the book, I also describe the limits and boundaries of curiosity, responding to provocative questions like: Does everyone deserve curiosity, even someone in a hate group? Can I or should I say no to curiosity sometimes? What if we are being curious with someone, but they aren’t returning the favor?


Deep curiosity is a lifelong pursuit, but taking the DIVE can help us with practicing it in a more active and intentional way. By the time you finish this book, I envision that you’ll feel more comfortable with using deep curiosity on your next first date or as you delve into your partnership; to navigate conversations around the dinner table during an election cycle with more ease; or to get through a fiery work meeting that’s giving you anxiety. May practicing the DIVE model support you with finding your purpose and bringing more fulfillment and wealth to your life. I hope deep curiosity strengthens your relationships to yourself and others so you can feel happier and more connected to the world around you, in addition to the world inside of you.


Deep curiosity is a life-changing gift, something you can offer to your family, friends, colleagues, neighbors, and strangers. It’s a generous force, which means it’s supposed to be shared. Not only do we all have this superpower, but we all stand to benefit from it. That is the only way we will dance our way out of this era of division and fear.


For now, as you begin your journey, I leave you with a quote attributed to the poet Rūmī: “What you seek is with you.” May curiosity bring you closer to everything you’ve been searching for in life, and remember that it’s always there with you as a constant companion.
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Curiosity Is a Superpower















Chapter 1



The Role of Curiosity


THOUSANDS OF YEARS AGO RESILIENT TRAVELERS SAILED out of eastern Asia into the vast Pacific toward a ten-million-square-mile region called Polynesia, made up of more than one thousand islands. These explorers didn’t have compasses or maps. Instead, they used their knowledge of the stars, sun, and currents to discover tiny islands scattered across the planet’s largest ocean. Nature was their teacher and guide, revealing the direction they should travel.


Today, Polynesia is home to millions of people, with richly diverse cultures and histories. If you look at a map, it forms a triangle: Aotearoa (New Zealand) marks the southwest point, Rapa Nui (Easter Island) is in the southeast, and up north is Hawai‘i, where I was born and raised. I learned about these ancestral voyagers in school, and those of our modern day too—such as the crew aboard the Hōkūle‘a, a double-hulled canoe that is well-known on the islands, who traveled in the same ways the ancestors did.


The first Hōkūle‘a voyage was led by Mau Piailug of Micronesia in 1976. Piailug was chosen by his grandfather to learn how to build canoes and sail. Master Mau, as he’s called in the voyaging community, was one of the few remaining traditional navigators who had Indigenous wisdom about wayfinding across the Pacific without modern technology. He agreed to guide the Hōkūle‘a on a voyage from Hawai‘i to Tahiti, and after a successful journey, Mau trained Nainoa Thompson—a Native Hawaiian navigator—to take the vessel on a round-trip journey that hadn’t been done in more than six hundred years.


“Polynesia was discovered by these extraordinary people,” Thompson said of Indigenous voyagers in a video about the voyage. “They were really the astronauts of our ancestors. They were the greatest explorers on the face of the earth.”


In 2017, the Hōkūle‘a completed a three-year circumnavigation of the globe, docking at more than 150 ports in twenty-three countries, and people gathered in Hawai‘i to celebrate. This monumental voyage was called Mālama Honua—which in Hawaiian means “to care for our Earth,” and the trip had an explicit environmental mission. As Hawai‘i faced the reality of rising sea levels due to climate change, the crew wanted to visit communities who lived in harmony with nature. It was an exchange of wisdom and an act of solidarity with other people navigating how to better protect our planet.


“Our ancestors not only were great navigators. They were great stewards too,” Thompson said. “They figured it out, how to live well on these islands, and I think that is the challenge of our time on planet Earth and for all of humanity. Hōkūle‘a is pulling us into a direction of asking the question: Are you going to be responsible and take action?”


A NATURAL INSTINCT FOR SURVIVAL



It is no surprise that our desire to explore and seek out information for humanity’s survival was a driving force behind the three-year Mālama Honua voyage of the Hōkūle‘a. As far back as African hominids two million years ago, curiosity has been the tool that has assisted us with staying alive. It helped us explore uncharted territories, find new food sources, and discover the best methods to communicate with each other. In these ways, curiosity became a critical skill for our survival, something that’s been passed down to us by our ancestors that is now encoded into our brain’s architecture. Today, we are all born curious, and scientists learned this by pulling back the curtain and examining what’s actually going on in our brains.


There are eighty-six billion neurons in our brains, which use over a hundred types of neurotransmitters, like histamine, oxytocin, and serotonin, as chemical messengers that trigger actions in other cells. Neurotransmitters provide a language for our brain and impact important functions like movement, memory, and regulating our heart rate. My absolute favorite neurotransmitter is dopamine. In fact, I love it so much that you might find me at a party standing on a chair and raising my glass “To dopamine!”


Let me briefly geek out about why I am dopamine’s hype man. Many of us are familiar with its role in the reward system, motivating us to engage in behaviors that are usually important for survival. Whenever you eat yummy food, for example, your brain produces dopamine, giving you a heightened feeling of pleasure. That delightful sensation is how dopamine got its “happy hormone” nickname. It subconsciously motivates you to engage in the behavior of eating again and again, because food provides you with energy. Dopamine is also produced when you have sex, bask in the sun, or receive positive public recognition. These three behaviors are critical to our survival: Sex could lead to passing on our genes; the sun gives us vitamin D and regulates circadian rhythms; and praise is a sign that you’ve won the approval—and possibly the protection—of your group. Now I think you get why I toast to dopamine—it’s truly dope.


Turns out, dopamine is all over our curiosity too. Through fMRI scans, researchers have found that dopamine is produced in our brains when we are in a state of curiosity. This means that, at a chemical level, we’re being rewarded for our exploration and information-seeking behavior. Researchers generally believe this is because it reduces uncertainty. One study by cognitive neuroscientist Matthias Gruber found that when participants were curious there was increased activity in the brain’s reward circuit, which elicited the kind of pleasure we’d experience while eating a tasty meal or after having sex. I don’t mean that curiosity is literally orgasmic—although if you find out how to make that happen, let me know—but that it produces a similar chemical reaction in our brains that motivates us to continue the behavior in the future.


Since dopamine tends to reward survival-based behaviors, psychologists like Jean Piaget have argued since the middle of the twentieth century that curiosity is a drive state and that, like hunger and sexual desire, it is critical for our survival. When you look at curiosity from an evolutionary perspective, this argument makes sense. If some of our hunter-gatherer ancestors hadn’t acted on their curiosity, preferring to stay idle in one place and eat from the same bush, they wouldn’t have learned about other food or water sources that were just an exploration away. Those who survived must have asked questions like: What happens if I eat this fruit? (Let’s try it.) Where is that buffalo going? (Let’s track it.) Is that water I’m hearing in the distance? (Let’s find out.) Sure, curiosity sometimes got them killed, but there was ultimately more to be gained for the group when some of our ancestors were exploring the places around them.


Since curiosity is integrated into our brain’s reward circuit, this signals that it is a behavior that’s been favored by natural selection. Over time, having curiosity became a competitive advantage, passed down to the generations that followed. We see this in scientific research, such as in one study that observed that newborns spent more time looking at novel visual scenes compared to previously known ones. Since these newborns were expressing curiosity before they’d had the chance to learn this behavior from the people and environments around them, studies like these indicate that curiosity is something we are all born with, rather than something we learn over time. That said, just like we have to learn how to eat better or have better sex, we can improve at being curious, with time, practice, and guidance.


While the dopaminergic pathways in our brains illuminate a lot about curiosity, they are far from the only ones involved. There is so much we still have to learn about the multiple parts of the brain and body that feed into curiosity, which, to me, signals that it’s both a complex and critical aspect of who we are. We activate and process elements of our humanity like curiosity in all sorts of yet-to-be-discovered ways, which is why I’m a huge proponent of continued investment in scientific research on the topic.


One area of investment in particular is curiosity’s role in learning, which stretches its use case beyond physical exploration. After all, in order for us to give ourselves the best chance of survival, we need to do more than search for food sources or voyage across the sea. We have to learn how to communicate, build tools, and generate other forms of knowledge and wisdom that might help us to live and grow. The Hōkūle‘a journey wasn’t just a feel-good trip to circumnavigate the globe by canoe. The curiosity that drove it stretched beyond physical adventure and into the intellectual realm, as the crew sought to understand how to protect our habitats, provide values-based education to our youth, and navigate a pivotal moment in history alongside other people and cultures. Exploration isn’t measured by physical distance alone; it’s also a cognitive pursuit that helps us to learn and grow into a better version of ourselves.
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Think back as far as you can to remember the first thing you ever got curious about. What was it? How did it make you feel?





THE ENGINE FOR LEARNING



Smack-dab near the midpoint between Iceland and Sweden, just on the outskirts of the town of Lancaster in England, there is a place called the Babylab. No, they do not create babies there; rather, they study them, led by researchers like Gert Westermann.


A prominent slogan hangs on the lab’s walls: CHILDREN ARE LITTLE SCIENTISTS. The lab’s researchers study children’s development, especially in the first six years of life, with a focus on how kids use their curiosity to learn things like speaking a language.


This is where Katie Twomey, now a researcher at the University of Manchester, shed her proverbial training wheels after earning her PhD in psychology. In a bright room in the Babylab, Twomey could be found looking through a dark-paned one-way window—like the ones you see on Law and Order—to observe the way infants and toddlers explore language and their voice.


Since then, she has continued to study how curiosity drives language learning in kids, from how they make babbling noises to how they form concrete words like “Mama” or “Papa,” all the way until they begin to construct sentences like “Let’s build a giant tower!”


Through her research and observation, Twomey found that when kids “babble”—Dah! Aaaa! Wa-ow! Oooo-eee!—they are actually exercising their curiosity about their vocal anatomy. They explore different sounds and notice how some lead to distinct results. When a baby babbles “Wa-ow!” they notice that an adult says “Wow!” back to them. Now they’re getting attention, physical touch, and a smile. This praise releases dopamine (yep, it’s everywhere!), motivating them to continue this exploration of their vocal cords and building an understanding that the way they use this part of their body has an impact on how others may treat them.


Infants are hungry to take in the world around them, listening to the sounds coming from the people who converse with them or with others in real life. This helps children turn their babbles into words and then, eventually, sentences. That’s why talking to children matters: It helps them with processing and building vocabulary. When you watch this unfold before your eyes, it produces a sense of awe. If you’re watching closely enough, you’ll see how children use their curiosity as an instrument for learning and growth.


While kids get a knack for languages because of their curiosity, it plays a much-broader role in a child’s development beyond communicating. In those critical years of early childhood, kids must sort out what is threatening and what is not, how to crawl and then walk, and how to be social. They’re constantly asking questions, because curiosity is key to their evolution. If you’ve ever spent time with a five-year-old, you’ll know their favorite word is often why. It’s what powers their obsession for certain topics like the TV show Bluey, dinosaurs, all things Egypt, or marine animals.


For this reason, as we grow up and become more certain about the world, most of us leave curiosity to the children. The problem is, research shows that curiosity is critical for learning throughout the entirety of our life, not just at childhood. In fact, a meta-analysis of dozens of studies and over one million participants found that we actually get more curious as we age into adulthood and middle age, and even as we become elders. The only slight decrease in curiosity happens as our cognitive faculties decline, such as when we are nearing death. Therefore, that widely held idea that kids are more curious than adults—because they ask more questions than us—is actually a myth! Whether it’s finding a job, listening to other people’s stories, or exploring ways to solve problems, we are constantly generating new thoughts and asking small and big questions—curiosity is our partner in life that never leaves our side.


Curiosity’s role in learning powers our knowledge-work society, encouraging us to read books and take classes long after our school years. Scientists and researchers rely on it for research and discovery. Entrepreneurs and inventors leverage it to come up with new ideas, with recent studies finding that curiosity is a predictor of entrepreneurial and workplace innovation. It plays an important role in creativity as well, with studies showing a correlation between curiosity and creative behaviors, and asking open-ended questions to get to better results in creative endeavors.


That’s why the misconception that curiosity is just for kids, or just for the creatives among us, also needs to be challenged. Curiosity is something that grows inside all of us. Although research shows that our dopamine declines by 6.6 percent per decade of life, which might explain why our learning can reduce with age, there are many elders who demonstrate that curiosity fuels lifelong learning—fighting against the pervasive narrative that the majority of our growth happens before the age of thirty.


I look to people like Minoru Saitō, who sailed solo around the world at age seventy-seven; or Nola Ochs, who graduated with her bachelor’s degree in Kansas at the age of ninety-five; or Neil deGrasse Tyson, in his mid-sixties, who inspires people to open their minds to the stars and the cosmos.


Even those who aren’t as well-known, in our own neighborhoods and families, are embracing the idea that we can continue to be curious. It’s not unusual for elders who age into their nineties or one hundreds to tell us they’re still kicking because they’re engaged in life and the world around them. Personally, I think about my mom, in her seventies, who spent the past few years learning to belly dance on Zoom, taking extension classes at the University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa, and joining a hiking club for the first time in her life.





[image: image] OUT OF CURIOSITY…


When was the last time you got really curious about something? What was it, and how did that experience make you feel?





THE THREE CARDINAL DIRECTIONS OF CURIOSITY



Curiosity is usually framed as a way to learn about someone or something outside of ourselves. We wonder about a type of tree in a park or what new restaurants have opened up in the past months. When it comes to other people, we want to know their interests, where they live, or what they do for work. But curiosity can be directed in many ways, not just toward the outside. It can also help us understand ourselves—our own beliefs, desires, or needs—and what’s beyond.


To help us remember the ways we can use curiosity, I’ve come up with the three cardinal directions of curiosity. This is a helpful tool to encourage us to be more intentional about where we’re focusing our curiosity. The three directions are:




• Inward—Directing our curiosity toward what’s inside of us (such as our emotions, values, past traumas, or beliefs)


• Outward—Directing our curiosity toward what’s outside of us (such as other people, the planet, culture, or systems)


• Beyond—Directing our curiosity toward what’s beyond us (such as greater meaning, the divine, or consciousness)




INWARD: DIRECTING CURIOSITY TOWARD WHAT’S INSIDE OF US



Directing curiosity toward what’s inside of us is about strengthening the relationship we have with ourselves. It starts with primal and physical needs like: Am I hungry? What happens if I move my limb this way? What can these vocal cords do? It’s often an exploration of our bodies. We recognize, as babies, that we have agency in how we move through space—we don’t just flop around like we’re made of Play-Doh. We also learn how to use our voice to communicate with others.


Directing our curiosity inward also allows us to connect with the emotional landscape of our inner world. When we become teenagers and experience puberty, we explore feelings of attraction and lust. We use it to daydream about our crushes and wonder what our future kids will look like. We ask ourselves things like: Should I dye my hair purple? Will a nose ring make me popular? And why does no one get me?


By practicing inward curiosity, we become more conscious about important aspects of our life, such as how we want to spend our time, what we value, or how to care for ourselves. We ask questions like: What does a healthy living situation look like for me? How do I want to be loved? How do I want to feel in a relationship? What makes me come alive? What kind of life do I want to lead?


Directing our curiosity inward is often done through behaviors like reflection, mindfulness, and paying attention to what we’re feeling in our bodies. When we don’t direct curiosity toward ourselves, we can fuel unhealthy patterns like self-sacrifice or self-sabotage, or we can fall into relationship dynamics like codependency, where we become too enmeshed with another person. In these ways, directing curiosity toward our internal world is actually critical for us to better understand the ones outside of us, enhancing our relationships with other people.


Unfortunately, inward curiosity is often deprioritized in the day-to-day of modern life. Despite the popularity of self-help books, mindfulness curricula, and reflection exercises, many people still do not feel like they have enough time to get curious about their own lives. Eventually, for many of us, journals collect dust, exploring our past can feel too daunting, and searching for a therapist gets pushed to the end of our to-do lists. Yet, without directing our curiosity inward, it will be a challenge for us to be curious in other directions, toward other people, the world, or what’s beyond.


OUTWARD: DIRECTING CURIOSITY TOWARD WHAT’S OUTSIDE OF US



Outward curiosity is about understanding the people and the world around you. From an evolutionary perspective, our ancestors used this to ask questions like: Am I protected by my group? What is that large predator that’s running toward me? How does this tool work? Can I eat this berry? We direct our curiosity in this direction when we’re in conversation with a spouse or a stranger, and it opens the doors for us to empathize with them. We also direct our curiosity outward to relate to the natural world, enhancing our connection to the land and animals. This direction also aids us with understanding cultures or systems that we’re immersed in, such as when we travel to another country or when we learn about economics or psychology.


Outward curiosity can be a solo activity. You might read the news to stay on top of what’s happening in your city. When you meet someone you’re attracted to, you might get curious in your own head about how they like to be loved or what their past relationships were like. But outward curiosity also thrives when done with others. You engage in conversations with a stranger, explore social topics in a group through a book club, or try out a fitness program, like CrossFit, with a friend.


While some technological tools help us to go inward—such as a mindfulness app—most technology is tailored toward outward curiosity. We can use the internet to connect with people in our town or another country through a digital community like Reddit. When we use a camera, we explore the world around us through observing, capturing, and sharing our photos. Apps like Duolingo help us learn a new language, while edX helps us explore new academic subjects for free.


If we don’t direct our curiosity toward what’s outside of us, we can become insular and overly self-focused. This can breed narcissistic or egotistical behaviors, decaying our ability to be sensitive and empathetic to the wants and needs of others. When we spend time and energy directing our curiosity outward, we reduce the risk of clinging on to a more individualistic mindset (such as the self-help trope that your only priority is for you to show up fully rather than to also consider how others are feeling). When we practice outward curiosity, we adopt a more collective and harmonic mindset that recognizes the inherent truth that we are all interconnected—to each other and to the planet.


BEYOND: DIRECTING CURIOSITY TOWARD WHAT’S BEYOND US



Directing our curiosity toward the beyond might take on a religious connotation for some, as they seek to understand God and divinity. Humans have long asked questions in this direction like: What happens when we die? Is there a God? What are my spiritual beliefs? In some faith traditions, it’s believed that God is outside of us, while in others, there is a sentiment that God is within each of us. In both cases, we are directing our curiosity toward the beyond.


If you’re not religious—which is becoming more and more the norm, especially among millennials and Gen Z—you can still use your curiosity in this direction. It might look like exploring life’s meaning, such as asking yourself: What does it mean to be human? What is consciousness? What will my legacy be when I die? Exploring the beyond might even involve those who are no longer with us in the physical realm, such as the generations that came before us (such as our ancestors) or who will come after (such as our unborn descendants). The beyond is a direction of the soul and is supported by our imagination. It pushes us to ask questions like: How do we make meaning? What kind of world will the children of today inherit thirty years from now? What does it mean to live soulfully?


When we direct our curiosity toward the beyond, our aim is to connect with something bigger than ourselves. Whether you believe in a God, an afterlife, or nothing at all, this direction offers a wide range of awakenings that can serve your life today. When you stare out at the northern lights or at an endless desert expanse and feel that sensation of awe, you’re connecting to something that’s beyond you. Explorations of the beyond can help you to feel more grounded in the here and now. It also strengthens the connections you have to yourself, as well as to the people and world around you, in ways that inward and outward curiosity cannot do alone.


WHERE THE THREE CARDINAL DIRECTIONS MEET



All three directions—inward, outward, and beyond—intersect with each other. For instance, if you recently broke up with someone, you might ask a close friend about how they navigated their separation. You’d learn more about them through this conversation (outward), yet you might also uncover insights that help you to think through your own romantic relationship (inward). As you reflect on how you were parented as a child (inward), it might tell you more about how you’d like to parent your own children (outward) or future children (beyond). Getting curious about God or consciousness (beyond) could shape the way you relate to those around you (outward). The list and ways the directions intersect goes on and on.


All three directions are equally important, because they each offer a critical vantage point to our relationships, our work, and our life, which is why it’s important to think about which ones you tend to gravitate toward the most or least. For instance, you might be more introspective and tend to thrive with inward curiosity. You find time to journal every night, look forward to your therapy sessions, and think a lot about your own needs and desires. Yet you shy away from interacting with others or learning about what others want or need. Or perhaps you’ve got the opposite issue: You’re constantly interested in others and the world around you while almost always avoiding what’s going on inside of you.


People who deliberately use all three directions are true Seekers, because they stay curious about themselves, the world around them, and what’s beyond. They also reap the most benefits, because they can look at life from multiple perspectives. Yet no matter what direction we choose, it’s important to recognize that we won’t get the most out of our curiosity if we aren’t willing to go deeper, to a more transformative place.





[image: image] OUT OF CURIOSITY…


Which of the three directions do you gravitate toward the most often in your life? What about the least? Do you know anyone who practices all of them—someone you’d consider a true Seeker?






TAKING IT DEEPER



We all have the “magic” of curiosity in us, which helps us to survive, learn, and ultimately grow. And, as you’ve now heard, this superpower can be directed toward ourselves, the world, or what’s beyond. But even if we use it in all three directions, curiosity doesn’t always lead us to the kind of transformation we are searching for in our lives. Just because we’re using inward curiosity to understand our favorite love songs doesn’t mean it will lead to romance or fortify our marriage. Asking someone a question like “So what do you do for work?” doesn’t necessarily build a robust connection or combat your feelings of loneliness—but you sure may know a lot about accounting now. You might be able to explore the beyond by taking a DNA test, but you may not feel any more connected to where you’re from or to those who came before.


In each of these examples, we miss out on a lot of potential because we’ve stalled out at shallow curiosity. Although these explorations might teach us something, it’s limited and only gets us so far. To achieve the kind of connection and transformation we are all looking for, we need to take our search beneath the surface. We need to embrace deep curiosity.


But what propels curiosity from shallow to deep? Doesn’t that involve more risk and effort? If so, why should we venture into this scarier unknown?


It is because, to quote the poet and activist Maya Angelou, our “mission in life is not merely to survive, but to thrive.” In other words, while shallow curiosity has helped us to stay alive, deep curiosity can push us to truly live.
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