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For Jude, Rose, and Charlie






Author’s Note

Can people ever truly change? In the more than twenty years I’ve been writing about psychology and brain science, I’ve come to realize that for many people, this is the burning question. Put differently: Can bad people turn good? Can the idle become ambitious? Can a leopard ever change its spots?

It’s true that a degree of self-acceptance is psychologically healthy (so long as it doesn’t slip into resignation and hopelessness). But I wanted to write a book for those of you who are less interested in feeling good about yourself as you are now and more interested in becoming the best version of yourself that you can possibly be.

Through tales of criminals who transformed their personalities, of shy celebrities who found their voice, of drug addicts who reformed and excelled in new endeavors, combined with the latest compelling research evidence from psychological science, you’ll learn that people do change, and that, yes, if you want to change yourself, you can. It won’t be quick or easy, but it’s possible.

Your personality will continue to evolve through your life, partly as a natural response to your changing situations and also because of gradual changes in your physiology. Most exciting, there are ways you can take control of this malleability to mold yourself more in line with the person you aspire to be.

This book is filled with tests and interactive exercises to help you better understand the various aspects of your personality, your life story, and your passions. The more you engage with the interactive elements in an honest fashion, the greater the likelihood that you will find out more about yourself and benefit from the insights in the book. Building new habits is a key part of successful personality change, and each chapter concludes with suggestions for new activities to adopt and psychological strategies to try out to help shape your different traits.

There are many notes of caution ahead too. I will tell you about good people turned bad and delve into the sometimes devastating effects of injury and illness on a person’s character. In short, your personality is a work in progress. Pursuing the best version of yourself is a philosophy to live by rather than a job to complete.

I hope this book will especially appeal to anyone who has ever felt imprisoned or constrained by the way they’ve been characterized—or caricatured—by others. It is a human weakness that we are prone to drawing premature conclusions about one another, often ignoring the influence of circumstances (known in psychology as the fundamental attribution error). If you’ve ever felt boxed in by other people’s judgments on your personality—labeled introvert, slacker, softie, snowflake, or whatever else in an overly simplistic way—you will enjoy learning about the profound effects of circumstances on how personality manifests itself at any given time, how we all tend to change throughout life, and how you can smash out of that box by transforming yourself through new habits and pursuing your true passions in life.

People change. I’ve changed. The other day I was clearing out old papers when I came across my teachers’ reports from when I was a teenager at boarding school. “I am not sure how, if at all, Christian can change his naturally placid manner,” wrote my personal tutor when I was sixteen years old. “I do agree with his tutor,” wrote my housemaster in the same end-of-term report: “Christian’s nature and personality do tend to draw comments such as ‘too quiet.’ ” My class teachers were unanimous: “Too reserved and quiet” (geography); “I would encourage him to contribute more to class discussion” (history); “He needs to speak more!” (English). My favorite came from my housemaster a year earlier: “It is not always easy to tell whether Christian’s good-natured taciturnity is a sign of diffidence or merely intelligent verbal economy.”

But in my freshman year at college, I burst out of my shell, built large groups of friends, and partied all night most nights of the week. I remember my graduation-year dissertation adviser admitting, after I graduated with highest honors, that he had long ago given up on me, having pigeonholed me as a hedonist more interested in sports than learning (based on what he knew of my social life and all my time at the university gym where I worked part-time as a trainer).

Change never ceases. Fast-forward five years or so after graduation, and life was quiet again. With a job working remotely as an editor and writer and living with my then wife-to-be in a rural part of Yorkshire, England, I was back to being an extreme introvert. I had no car, and my wife-to-be was out most days, twenty miles away in the city of Leeds, studying to be a clinical psychologist. It was a textbook example of how circumstances can shape us profoundly. It’s tricky to be an extravert when you’re working by yourself in a home office in a quiet village. Yet I felt my conscientiousness grow as I became absorbed in the challenge of my first editorial role, and writing about psychology came to feel like my calling. Meeting my deadlines and having the self-discipline to write daily was a pleasure and became part of the rhythm of my life.

In more recent years, I’ve felt myself changing again. I’m blessed with two beautiful young children—Rose and Charlie—who have boosted my conscientiousness still further (What greater calling in life can there be than parenthood?), but I think they may have also increased my neuroticism a point or two!

In addition, my career has evolved to include more public speaking, such as for live events, radio, and TV. I remember standing onstage at a large bar in London a few years ago, experiencing the euphoric buzz of making a three hundred–strong audience laugh (deliberately, I should add—I was giving a lighthearted talk on the psychology of persuasion). I wonder what my schoolteachers would have thought of me then. Compare the school reports they gave me with the kind of reviews I’ve received recently for talks I’ve given in London bars: “Christian is a great speaker,” “very relaxed and engaging,” “informative and funny,” “enriching, engaging, enjoyable.” Sure, I was to an extent putting on a performance, but beneath the public mask, I believe there has been a meaningful shift in my disposition and a greater willingness to speak up and take risks in pursuit of my goals.

I also feel changed by the experience of writing this book. I’m now far more receptive to how people and circumstances bring out different features of our characters. I’m less accepting of aspects of my personality that I previously considered immutable. I’ve learned how the lifestyles we lead, the ambitions we pursue, and the values we live by, all affect our traits.

In fact, I’d go so far as to say that writing this book (and heeding its lessons) gave me the motivation and self-belief to leave my job of sixteen years earlier this year to take up a challenging role at a global digital magazine. I’m out of my comfort zone but confident I can adapt. True to the science of change, it has helped that the ethos of the magazine chimes with my own values: supporting others by sharing practical insights on psychological well-being. I believe it’s also in your power to change and adapt in positive ways, to be who you want, especially in pursuit of what matters to you in life, and I’ve written this book to help show you how.






Chapter 1 THE WE WITHIN YOU


Like many other young men, twenty-one-year-old Femi had fallen in with the wrong crowd. In 2011, when police pulled him over for speeding through Northwest London in his Mercedes, they found 8 oz. of cannabis in his sports bag. He was charged with possession of drugs with the intent to supply.

If you’d encountered Femi back then, you might well have concluded that his was the kind of disagreeable personality you’d rather avoid. After all, the drug arrest wasn’t his first brush with the law; it was part of a pattern of behavior that led him to be ordered to wear an electronic tag. He was often in trouble in his younger years. “I got banned from the area I was growing up in because I was getting into too much trouble,” he recalls.1

However, Femi, or to use his full name, Anthony Oluwafemi Olanseni Joshua OBE, became an Olympic gold medalist and a two-time heavyweight boxing champion of the world, heralded as an impeccable role model of clean living and good manners. “He really is one of the nicest, most down-to-earth young men whose acquaintance you’ll ever make,” wrote Michael Eboda, chief executive of Powerful Media, publisher of the Powerlist (an annual listing of the most influential Black people in Britain), in 2017.2 “I could have gone the other way, but I choose to be respectful,” Joshua said in 2018 as he laid out his plans to help educate the next generation in “healthy living, discipline, hard work, respect for all races and religions.”3

People can change, often profoundly. They are one kind of person in one chapter in their lives, but fast-forward to later in their story and they’ve transformed into a different character altogether. Sadly, it’s sometimes a change for the worse. Tiger Woods was once praised for his wholesome and exemplary behavior. In personality, he was the epitome of conscientiousness and self-discipline. But in 2016, after years battling back-related health problems, he was arrested for driving under the influence, his speech slurred. Tests showed he had five drugs in his system, including traces of THC, found in cannabis. His disheveled mug shot stared out of newspapers around the world. It was just the latest scandal to follow the former champion golfer. Years earlier, his world had come crashing down amid tabloid tales of serial infidelity—a dark era of his life that began when he veered his car into a fire hydrant after a nocturnal domestic fight. Happily, negative change is reversible too. In 2019, having previously sunk to 1,199th golfer in the world, Woods won the Masters in Atlanta, Georgia, a feat described as the greatest comeback in sporting history.4

Evidence for change doesn’t just come from tales of redemption or disgrace. Look around and you’ll see examples of less sensational but still surprising change that are everywhere. As a child, Emily Stone was so anxious and prone to such frequent panic attacks that her parents sought the help of a psychotherapist. “My anxiety was constant,” she told Rolling Stone magazine.5 “At a certain point, I couldn’t go to friends’ houses anymore—I could barely get out the door to school.” It’s hard to believe that this girl would not only overcome her nervous disposition but that as Emma Stone (the name she chose when she joined the Screen Actors Guild), she would become the world’s highest-paid actress, decorated with an Oscar, Golden Globes, and a British Academy of Film and Television Arts award.

And consider Dan, an inmate at Ohio’s Marion Correctional Institution who was profiled in an episode of NPR’s Invisibilia podcast. He was serving time for a violent rape, but we hear how Dan, now a published poet, is helping to run a TEDx event at the prison (an offshoot of the famous TED Talks online). The show’s guest reporter, who has known and corresponded with him extensively for a year, describes him as “completely charming, playful, fast talking, fast thinking, very poetic, creative.” Dan’s prison warden says he is “articulate, humorous, kind, passionate.” Dan himself says his personality at the time he committed his crime “has truly ceased to exist” and that he now almost feels as though he is in prison for somebody else’s crime.6

Since researching this book I’ve been struck by how often people have stories like Dan’s and Emma Stone’s to tell and how their transformations are consistent with, and explained by, the findings coming out of the exciting new psychology of personality change. Radio phone-ins, online chat forums, and glossy magazine pages are filled regularly with stories of change, often for the better: lazy people finding purpose, shy people discovering their voice, criminal offenders turning good.

Learning these lessons from the science of personality change is arguably more important today than ever before. The pandemic has shaken all our lives, testing our adaptability. Sources of distraction, from social media to smartphone games and apps, are more ubiquitous, draining our focus and self-discipline. Outrage and political polarization are everywhere as people get sucked into Twitter pile-ons and political discourse plumbs new lows, draining civility. Sedentary lifestyles are also on the increase (the World Health Organization describes physical inactivity as a “global public health problem”), which research shows has damaging effects on personality traits, weakening determination and fermenting negative emotions.7 Yet the inspiring tales of positive personality change show you don’t have to submit to these harmful influences passively; it’s possible to take the initiative and shape your own character for the better.

PLENTY TO HOLD ON TO AND PLENTY WE CAN CHANGE

The fact that we are capable of change does not mean we should entirely dismiss the concept of personality. Far from it. According to decades of careful psychological research, there is such a thing as “personality”—a relatively stable inclination to act, think, and relate to others in a characteristic way. This includes whether we seek out social company and how much we like to spend time deep in thought. It reflects our motivations, such as how much we care about helping others or being successful; and it’s also related to our emotions, including whether we tend to be calm or prone to angst. In turn, our typical patterns of thought and emotion influence how we behave. Combined, this constellation of thoughts, emotion, and behavior forms your “me-ness”—essentially, the kind of person you are.

When it comes to defining and measuring personality, a problem for psychologists has been the vast number of possible character labels available, some more flattering than others: vain, chatty, boring, charming, narcissistic, shy, impulsive, nerdy, fussy, arty, to name just a handful. (In 1936, the grandfather of personality psychology, Gordon Allport, and his colleague Henry Odbert estimated there are no fewer than 4,504 English words pertaining to personality traits.)8 Thankfully, modern psychology has weeded out all the redundancy in these descriptions, distilling the variation in human character into five main traits.

For an example of this distillation process, consider that adventurous, thrill-seeking people also tend to be happier and more chatty, so much so that these characteristics seem to stem from the same underlying trait, known as extraversion. Following this logic, psychologists have identified five main traits:


	
Extraversion refers to how receptive you are at a fundamental level to experiencing positive emotions, as well as how sociable, energetic, and active you are. In turn, this affects how much you enjoy seeking out excitement and company. If you like parties, extreme sports, and travel, you most likely score high on this trait.

	
Neuroticism describes your sensitivity to negative emotion and your levels of emotional instability. If you worry a lot, if social slights hurt you, if you ruminate about past failures and fret about upcoming challenges, you probably score high on this trait.

	
Conscientiousness is about your willpower—how organized and self-disciplined you are, as well as your industriousness. If you like your house to be tidy, you hate being late, and you’re ambitious, you’re probably a high scorer here.

	
Agreeability refers to how warm and friendly you are. If you’re patient and forgiving and your first reflex is to like and trust new people you meet, you’re probably highly agreeable.

	
Openness is about how receptive you are to new ideas, activities, cultures, and places. If you dislike opera, films with subtitles, and breaking your routine, you’re probably a low scorer.



    
        
The Main Personality Traits and Their Subtraits
        
            	Big Five Trait

            	Its Facets (or Subtraits)

        

        
            	Extraversion

            	Warm, gregarious, assertive, active, fun-seeking, happy, cheerful

        

        
            	Neuroticism

            	Anxious, prone to anger, prone to sadness and shame, self-conscious, impulsive, vulnerable

        

        
            	Conscientiousness

            	Competent, orderly, dutiful, ambitious, self-disciplined, cautious

        

        
            	Agreeability

            	Trusting, honest, altruistic, accommodating, compliant, modest, empathic

        

        
            	Openness

            	Imaginative, aesthetically sensitive, in touch with emotions, curious, open to other perspectives and values

        

    

Most psychologists believe these five traits don’t fully capture the darker sides of human nature. To measure these, they propose three more—narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy (known collectively as the dark triad).9 We’ll deal with these in detail in chapter 6, including looking at whether it’s possible to learn lessons from the jerks, schemers, and braggers of this world, without ourselves going over to the dark side.

Personality can seem a bit woolly and purely descriptive, but it’s reflected in your biological makeup, even down to the ways your brain is structured and functions. For instance, introverts don’t just prefer peace and quiet; their brains respond more sensitively to loud noises. Neurotic (less emotionally stable) folk don’t just experience more mood swings; they also have less surface area and folding in the parts of their cerebral cortex that are responsible for regulating emotions.10 In the front of their brains, people with more advantageous personality traits—such as greater resilience and conscientiousness—have more myelination, the insulation around brain cells that helps them communicate efficiently.11 Personality traits are even related to the microbiome in your stomach, with neurotic people having more harmful gut bacteria.12
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Personality trait scores are not merely abstract; they also get under the skin and are associated with many aspects of your physiology, from the microbacteria in your gut to your patterns of brain activity. It’s a two-way relationship, so maintaining good physical health, such as through a healthy diet, adequate sleep, and regular exercise, is also associated with benefits to personality, such as lower neuroticism and higher conscientiousness, agreeability, and openness.



So personality is a genuine concept with biological underpinnings. Yet as the stories of Anthony Joshua, Tiger Woods, and others imply, personality is not set in stone—or plaster, for that matter. That was the metaphor preferred by the great American psychologist William James in the nineteenth century, who observed in his Principles of Psychology that by age thirty, our personalities are set in plaster and our capacity for change is over.

In fact, there’s a sense in which your capacity for change is more apparent beyond age thirty. It’s notable that whereas the genetic influences on cognition—things like your intelligence and memory abilities—increase through life, the genetic influences on personality decline, arguably reflecting the increasing scope for life events and other experiences to leave their mark, like new jobs, relationships, or moving abroad.13

Humans have evolved to be adaptable. You can think of your current personality traits as the behavioral and emotional strategy that you’ve settled on to best survive and thrive in the circumstances you find yourself in. Your genetic disposition makes it more likely that you might settle on some strategies more than others, but it doesn’t confine you to one approach to life and relationships, and you are not stuck with your current way of being.

It’s true that personality tends to become more stable with increasing age, but this isn’t because of a lost capacity for change. It’s because most people’s circumstances become progressively less varied as they settle into the grooves of adult life.

Zoom out, and it’s clear that most of us change throughout life. If you follow the typical pattern, you’ll become friendlier, more self-disciplined, and have less angst as you get older. Occasionally the big choices you make in life—the career paths you take, the relationships you form—will bring about more profound changes. The effect of major events like graduation, parenthood, divorce, bereavement, illness, and unemployment also accumulate. The longest-ever personality study, published in 2016, involved a comparison of participants’ personalities at age fourteen and then again at age seventy-seven, and it failed to find much correlation between the two times.14 Another compared nearly two thousand people’s personalities across fifty years, again finding evidence of significant change, showing that personality is malleable and that people’s traits typically mature as they age.15

Of course you also show trait-like changes in your behavior over the short term (psychologists call these “state changes”), in response to things like your mood, the people you’re with (think how you act around your boss or grandmother compared with your best friend, for instance), or what you’ve had to drink. Consider how tennis star Rafael Nadal’s persona on and off court are said to be so different that it’s like Superman and Clark Kent. His mother “never ceases to be amazed by how brave he is on the tennis court and how fear-ridden off it.”16

The mixed message that personality is both stable and changing is perplexing for the many of us who prefer things to be black or white. Simine Vazire, a personality psychologist at the University of California, Davis, captured the paradox neatly. She wrote an open letter to NPR in response to the episode of the Invisibilia podcast I mentioned earlier—the one featuring Dan, the convicted rapist with the now charming, kind personality. The episode was called “The Personality Myth,” implying that because personality is malleable, it is a meaningless concept. But that’s going way too far, Vazire explained. “With personality,” she said, “there is plenty to hold on to, and plenty we can change.”17

WHY PERSONALITY MATTERS

Your personality has a powerful influence on your life, from your chances of success at school and work, to your mental and physical health and relationships, and even your longevity. Consider how a teenager’s grit and self-discipline are even more important to her academic results than her IQ.18 In fact, according to a controversial study from 2017, a child’s level of self-control—a key component to having a conscientious personality—continues to reverberate for decades.19

To show this, researchers charted the lives of 940 people born in Dunedin, New Zealand, in 1972 or 1973 to the present day, finding roughly 20 percent went on to account for a huge slice of the entire cohort’s burden on society in terms of things like obesity, crime, smoking, and broken homes. Crucially, those with low self-control as children were much more likely to be members of this high-burden minority.
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The significance of personality traits is evidenced by how strongly trait scores correlate with future risk of dying (mortality), as shown in this graph based on data from dozens of studies featuring thousands of volunteers. Source: Data from Brent W. Roberts, Nathan R. Kuncel, Rebecca Shiner, Avshalom Caspi, and Lewis R. Goldberg, “The Power of Personality: The Comparative Validity of Personality Traits, Socioeconomic Status, and Cognitive Ability for Predicting Important Life Outcomes,” Perspectives on Psychological Science 2, no. 4 (2007): 313–345.




[image: Image]
Personality traits also correlate with future career success more than factors related to family and parental background, and nearly as much as intelligence. Source: Data from dozens of studies, collated by Roberts et al., “The Power of Personality: The Comparative Validity of Personality Traits, Socioeconomic Status, and Cognitive Ability for Predicting Important Life Outcomes,” Perspectives on Psychological Science 2, no. 4 (2007): 313–345.



Another study, this one of over twenty-six thousand people in the United States, found that, independent of their family’s social status, individuals’ personality traits at high school were related to their longevity, even in their seventh decade, with more impulsive people likely to die earlier and people with more self-control likely to live longer.20 Similar research shows having a conscientious personality is as important a factor as socioeconomic status or education level if you hope to lead a long life.21

In terms of happiness, a recent estimate placed the monetary value of a small reduction in trait neuroticism (a propensity for negative moods, stress, and worry) as equivalent to an extra $314,000 income per annum.22 Another way to put this in perspective is to consider the results of an Australian study that followed over ten thousand people for three years: the influence of their personality traits, especially being less neurotic and more extraverted, on their happiness was about double the influence of major life events such as illness and bereavement.23

More extraverted, less neurotic people also tend to be happier with their material success. A Swedish study of more than five thousand people, age thirty to seventy-five, found that the link between their personality profile and their current income was as strong as the link between family economic background and income.24 Moreover, in terms of how satisfied these people felt with how they had done in life, their personality (more extraverted, more emotionally stable) was an even stronger factor than their family background.

Another important aspect of personality is open-mindedness. A worker’s ability to innovate and learn new skills, as so many modern employers demand, is based on having high levels of this trait. Your personality could even make it less likely that your job will be taken over by a robot!25 When researchers tracked the careers of three hundred and fifty thousand people for over fifty years, they found that those who displayed higher levels of extraversion and conscientiousness when they were teenagers were less likely to enter careers that are easily computerized.

So personality matters massively. But remember that although your traits show some stability through life, especially if you make no conscious attempt to change them, they are not fixed and they are not destiny. In fact, the ways in which your personality changes are incredibly important for your future happiness, possibly even more so than other obvious factors you might think of, such as your wealth and marital status.


THE CASE FOR CHANGE

Your personality traits make you who you are and shape the life you will lead, so this idea that they are to some extent constantly evolving and readily molded by life may seem unsettling. But it’s also an empowering revelation. By familiarizing ourselves with the ways that our personalities shift and bend at different life stages and in response to different circumstances, we can anticipate and exploit our capacity for change. More than that, we don’t have to be passive observers, waiting for events to shape us. Inspiring new research shows that with the right attitude, enough dedication, and suitable techniques, we can literally choose to change our personalities at will, to be who we want. This book will help you understand how to do this, including through outside-in approaches—placing yourself in the right situations, choosing carefully whom you spend your time with, and taking up new hobbies and meaningful projects—and inside out, through mental and physical exercises and altering your habits of thought and emotion. After all, your personality arises from your style of thought, motivations, emotions, and habits. Address these, and you will change yourself and your life.

Before setting out to shape your personality, it’s worth reflecting deeply on what your current priorities in life are. Deliberate personality change is also a goal that should be undertaken with care, bearing in mind the importance of your sense of identity and authenticity. That said, feeling authentic is arguably about acting as much as possible as the kind of person you want to be rather than how you actually are.

GETTING TO KNOW YOURSELF

What kind of personality do you have today? You will have a rough idea based on the things you enjoy or the reputation you have among friends and family. If you like parties and meeting new people, for instance, you probably see yourself as being an extravert.

In fact, many of our everyday habits and routines can be surprisingly revealing. A recent study involved profiling the personalities of nearly eight hundred volunteers in Oregon and then four years later asking them to rate how often they had engaged in four hundred different mundane activities over the preceding year.26

Some of the findings were obvious: extraverts went to more parties and open-minded people to more operas, for example. But other results were more surprising. Do you enjoy wallowing in hot tubs, decorating, and getting a tan? This might suggest you’re an extravert (in the study, extraverts were especially likely to say they’d engaged in these activities).

If you spend lots of time ironing, playing with kids, washing up, or even singing in the shower or car, then you’re likely to be a high scorer in agreeability (presumably you’re trying to keep everyone happy, including yourself). If you avoid swearing, wear a watch,27 keep your hair combed and shoes polished28 (or a more modern equivalent—your phone apps are all up to date), then you’re probably highly conscientious—so too if you’re more of a morning person, as opposed to a “night owl,” or evening person.29 And if you lounge around the house in the nude a lot, this apparently is a sign of your open-mindedness!

THE LEMON JUICE PERSONALITY TEST

If you want to get more scientific, there are also some messier, more hands-on ways to discover your personality. The lemon juice test of extraversion and introversion was introduced decades ago by Hans Eysenck, one of the pioneers of personality psychology. To try it, you’ll need some concentrated lemon juice, a Q-tip, and a piece of thread (alternatively, skip the next two paragraphs if you’d rather not get sticky—probably a sign that you’re super-conscientious!).

First, tie the thread to the center of the Q-tip. Now place one end of the Q-tip on your tongue and hold it there for twenty seconds. Next, place a few drops of lemon juice on the other end of the Q-tip before placing that juicy end on your tongue for twenty seconds. Finally, hold the Q-tip by the thread and see if the juicy end hangs lower. If it does, this suggests that you are an introvert, at least at a physiological level. Introverts are known to respond more strongly to stimulation and pain than extraverts, which explains why they tend to shy away from loud noise and high excitement. This sensitivity also applies to lemon juice, which causes the introvert’s tongue to salivate, making the Q-tip extra heavy on the juicy end. Extraverts, by contrast, aren’t so physically sensitive, and so they don’t salivate so much in response to the juice and the Q-tip stays evenly balanced.

The lemon juice test is fun and thinking about our daily habits is somewhat informative, but to get a really accurate and more complete read of your entire personality—of the kind that’s used in psychology research—what you need is to take a detailed questionnaire that taps into each of the so-called Big Five personality traits.

TAKE A BIG FIVE PERSONALITY QUIZ

The thirty descriptive statements that follow are adapted from the shortened version of the Big Five Inventory-2, developed by psychologists Christopher Soto and Oliver John at Colby College in 2017.30 By completing the quiz now and then again after you’ve finished reading this book, you’ll get a good sense of your current personality and then how much and in what ways you’ve changed while reading it.

For each of the following thirty items, mark from 1 to 5 how much the description matches you (1 = Disagree Strongly; 2 = Disagree a Little; 3 = Neutral/No Opinion; 4 = Agree a Little Bit; 5 = Agree Strongly). Be as honest as you can. If you try to manipulate the scores, you’ll just end up with a skewed picture:

Measure Your Personality Traits



	1. Tends to be chatty.

	1 2 3 4 5




	2. Is compassionate, has a soft heart.

	1 2 3 4 5




	3. Tends to be organized.

	1 2 3 4 5




	4. Worries a lot.

	1 2 3 4 5




	5. Is fascinated by art, music, or literature.

	1 2 3 4 5




	6. Is dominant, acts as a leader.

	1 2 3 4 5




	7. Is rarely rude to others.

	1 2 3 4 5




	8. Good at getting started on tasks.

	1 2 3 4 5




	9. Tends to feel depressed, blue.

	1 2 3 4 5




	10. Has lots of interest in abstract ideas.

	1 2 3 4 5




	11. Is full of energy.

	1 2 3 4 5




	12. Assumes the best about people.

	1 2 3 4 5




	13. Is reliable, can always be counted on.

	1 2 3 4 5




	14. Is emotionally unstable, easily upset.

	1 2 3 4 5




	15. Is original, comes up with new ideas.

	1 2 3 4 5




	16. Is outgoing, sociable.

	1 2 3 4 5




	17. Is never cold and uncaring.

	1 2 3 4 5




	18. Keeps things neat and tidy.

	1 2 3 4 5




	19. Is highly strung, handles stress badly.

	1 2 3 4 5




	20. Has many artistic interests.

	1 2 3 4 5




	21. Prefers to be in charge.

	1 2 3 4 5




	22. Is respectful, treats others with respect.

	1 2 3 4 5




	23. Is persistent, works until the task is finished.

	1 2 3 4 5




	24. Feels insecure, uncomfortable with self.

	1 2 3 4 5




	25. Is complex, a deep thinker.

	1 2 3 4 5




	26. Is more active than other people.

	1 2 3 4 5




	27. Rarely finds fault in others.

	1 2 3 4 5




	28. Tends to take care over things.

	1 2 3 4 5




	29. Is temperamental, gets emotional easily.

	1 2 3 4 5




	30. Has lots of creativity.

	1 2 3 4 5





So what do your answers say about you? Let’s take each trait in turn, beginning with extraversion.

Extraversion: The Rock Star Trait31


To find your extraversion score, add the ratings you gave yourself for items 1, 6, 11, 16, 21, and 26. Your total will sit somewhere between 6 (a leave-me-alone, highly sensitive introvert) to 30 (a fully pumped, adrenaline junkie of an extravert). Most of us tend to score somewhere in between these extremes.

If you’re a strong extravert, not only are you very sociable with lots of friends, you are probably drawn to professions that involve risk and reward, such as sales or trading stocks, as well as leadership and the chance for status. You’re optimistic and happier more of the time than most introverts are. The chances are that you also like a drink or two. In fact, when researchers have studied groups of strangers mingling together over a drink, they’ve found extraverts are especially likely to say that the alcohol boosted their mood and that drinking helped them feel closer to their new acquaintances.32 Summed up, strong extraversion is about living fast and dying young—and indeed, strong extraverts take more drugs and have more sex than introverts, and on average they also die younger. This is why personality psychologist Dan McAdams calls extraversion the “all-time rock star” of personality.33

If you’re an introvert (you scored very low on extraversion), the picture is basically the opposite: you’re a chill seeker, not a thrill seeker. It’s not that you’re unsociable necessarily, but the intense buzz of a party is not very appealing. In fact, you likely find parties overwhelming. Brain imaging studies show that introverts like you respond more sensitively at a neural level to stimulation, which probably explains why, in contrast to extraverts, you are careful about seeking out too much excitement.

Neuroticism: How Stable Are You?

To find your overall neuroticism score (also known as “negative emotionality” or “emotional instability”), add your ratings for items 4, 9, 14, 19, 24, and 29. Again you will end up with a number between 6 (it’s like you have ice running through your veins) and 30 (like a Woody Allen character, you are probably too nervous to even venture outside).

If extraversion is about sensitivity to the good things in life, then neuroticism is sensitivity to all that can go wrong. If you have a high score, it’s probable that you are moody, shy, prone to stress, volatile, and spend a lot of time feeling unpleasant emotions such as dread and shame and guilt. High scorers on neuroticism are more vulnerable than average to mental health conditions, such as depression and anxiety, and to physical ailments. This shows up at a neural level; for example, neurotic people’s brains are especially sensitive to unpleasant images and words.34 Indeed, while there may be poetic and philosophical reasons for finding virtue in emotional distress, from a practical perspective it is hard to deny that it is better to be a low scorer on this trait.35

If you are lucky enough to have scored low on neuroticism, it probably takes quite a lot to make you upset, and even when you are feeling down or nervous, you get over it quickly.

Agreeableness: How Friendly Are You?

For your agreeableness, add your ratings for items 2, 7, 12, 17, 22, and 27, placing you somewhere between 6 (there’s no easy way to say it: if this was your score, you’re not a very nice person, though the honesty of your self-appraisal is remarkable!) and a maximum of 30 (you, sweetie, are an angel!).

High scorers are warm and kind, and they see the best in other people (and bring out the best in them). They are gentle, welcoming of strangers and outsiders, empathic, and good at taking others’ perspectives. These characteristics show up in their brains; for example, they have structural differences in neural areas linked with looking at things from other people’s point of view,36 and they show more activation in regions involved in dampening down negative feelings.37 In short, these are the sort of people you want to have as your friend. No wonder they tend to be popular and well liked.

A recent study provides a graphic illustration of the difference between high and low scorers on agreeableness.38 Researchers gave participants alcohol to drink and paired each of them with a partner with whom they could give and receive electric shocks (this was partly a ruse; the participant’s partner was fictitious, and the shocks were preprogrammed). Participants who scored lower in agreeableness showed more aggression: if their partner provoked them with a mild shock when they were intoxicated, they were especially prone to lashing out in retaliation, answering with an extreme electric shock of their own. But the more agreeable participants were far less fiery; even when disinhibited with alcohol, they were more inclined to respond to provocation by turning the other cheek.

Openness to Experience: How Thoughtful and Creative Are You?

The relevant items for this trait are 5, 10, 15, 20, 25, and 30. Again, you will have a total score lying somewhere between 6 at the low end (I’m guessing you don’t have a passport and you eat the same cereal every single morning) and 30 at the high end, which would make you the kind of person who eats spices for breakfast while listening to opera, of course. To “closed-minded” people who score low on this trait, high scorers can seem dreamy, high-minded, and pretentious, overly keen to advertise their individuality.39 To open people, low scorers can seem bigoted, boring, and boorish (or uncultured at least).

Fundamentally this trait is about how motivated you are to have new, unfamiliar experiences and how sensitive you are to beauty and aesthetics. This manifests at a basic physiological level; for example, higher scorers on this trait are more likely to experience shivers down the spine in response to what they consider to be beautiful music or art.40 And it can even protect you from the ravages of dementia. It’s as if a life of greater intellectual variety builds up a kind of cognitive reserve or spare capacity that provides a buffer against decline.41

Openness correlates with but is not the same as intelligence. It also manifests in our attitudes—for example, toward politics and religion. High scorers tend to be more liberal and drawn to spirituality rather than organized religion; in contrast, low scorers are more traditional and conservative, and they see things in more black-and-white terms. Individuals with an open-minded personality are not morally superior as such (except perhaps in terms of showing less prejudice toward outsiders), but they are usually more questioning of moral values and more prepared to change their mind or even accept that many questions don’t have straightforward answers.

Conscientiousness: Do You Have Grit and Determination?

Here’s how to calculate your score for the fifth and final of the Big Five personality traits: you need to find and add your ratings for items 3, 8, 13, 18, 23, and 28. The very lowest you can score is 6 (kudos if this is you, because given your usual tendencies, it’s pretty impressive that you managed to stay focused long enough to even get this far in the quiz), and the highest is 30 (in which case I’m guessing it’s probably very early in the morning, the rest of your household is asleep, and you’re getting in some extra study time).

Extreme scorers at the high and low ends of conscientiousness are a little like the Ant and the Grasshopper, respectively, from Aesop’s eponymous fable. The conscientious Ant has the long-term goal to ensure he doesn’t go hungry next winter. Crucially, he also has the motivation and self-control to work through the summer accumulating food so that he can fulfill this goal. The Grasshopper, by contrast, succumbs to the hedonistic temptations of summer, lacking the self-discipline or motivation to plan ahead for the winter.

At a fairly trivial level, if you’re very conscientious, you’re probably punctual, neat, and tidy. More significant, conscientiousness, more than any other trait, is associated with important life outcomes, such as academic success, career success, and satisfaction,42 lasting personal relationships, avoiding getting into trouble with the law, and a longer, healthier life. This is little surprise because those who are highly conscientious have the self-control and persistence to focus on their studies and work, follow rules, stay loyal, and resist the lure of often harmful temptations such as smoking, overeating, fast driving, unprotected sex, and extramarital affairs.



Armed with your scores from the quiz, you now have a detailed breakdown of the kind of person you are today. If you’re like most other people, there will be some aspects that you’re happy with and others that you’d like to change. Now that you know your official personality profile, some obvious questions spring to mind that I’ll help you answer in the next chapter: What were some of the first factors to influence your character? How might your parents, siblings, and friends have cultivated the kind of personality that you started out with in life? Of course, your personality today might feel quite different from the one you had as a bright-eyed eighteen-year-old with the world at your feet. How have life’s ups and downs left their mark on you, and what changes can you expect in the future?



Ten Actionable Steps to Change Your Personality

	To reduce neuroticism

	Whenever you are upset or angry, write down how you are feeling and label your emotions. Research suggests that doing so has a calming effect and reduces their intensity.

	Keep a gratitude diary. Each day, make a note of three things that happened that you are grateful for. Gratitude increases positive mood and reduces stress.




	To increase extraversion

	Commit to inviting a friend over for a drink this week. Loneliness and social isolation increase introversion, and part of the way to combat this is to plan social activities. If you don’t know where to start, try a friendship app like Frim to find like-minded people in your area.

	Set yourself the challenge of saying hello to a stranger this week, and if you feel confident enough, try engaging in a little small talk. Research suggests we find talking to strangers far more enjoyable than we think we will and that we also tend to make a better impression than we realize.




	To increase conscientiousness

	Before you go to sleep at night, make a note of the things that you have to do the next day. Not only will this help you be more organized, but a recent study also found that it helped reduce insomnia through providing some closure on as-yet-incomplete tasks.

	Reflect honestly on a chore or task that you’ve been putting off and commit to doing it this week. If you don’t know where to start, ask yourself: What is the very next action I need to take to get this done?




	To increase agreeability

	Send a thank-you note to a friend, relative, or colleague. One recent study found that the recipients of thank-you notes benefit from them much more than we expect.

	Give someone at work (or in your neighborhood) a compliment. Civil acts like this tend to propagate as people pay forward the kindness they received.




	To increase openness

	Start watching subtitled dramas on TV; exposing yourself to other cultures will broaden your mind.

	Join a book group. Reading literary fiction in particular has been linked with an increased ability to consider other people’s perspectives.










Chapter 2 SLINGS AND ARROWS


The Verrio, a painting by Antonio Verrio, depicts the foundation of the Royal Mathematical School in England in 1673. It has hung in the cavernous dining hall at Christ’s Hospital boarding school for hundreds of years. At around eighty-six feet long, divided into three panels, it is one of the largest paintings in the world. Many generations of staff and pupils have marveled at it.

Some pupils are more awestruck by this enormous painting than others. When I attended the school in the 1990s, one of my more boisterous peers named George (not his real name) stabbed a slab of butter with his knife and then flung it straight at The Verrio, seemingly just for the hell of it. The congealed blob lingered on the canvas for a moment, before leaving a greasy smear as it fell with a quiet slap onto the dining hall floor.

The butter chucker was punished heavily at the time, but less than twelve months later, he was appointed to be our new house captain (the pupil chosen by the housemaster to help keep order in the boardinghouse). My friends and I were not angels, but we were certainly more discreet in our antics than our new house captain. To say we were surprised by his appointment is an understatement. I’m telling you this tale not out of lingering bitterness, but because whether they knew it or not, the teachers at my school had acted with shrewd insight into the psychology of personality change.

One of the main theories for how personalities change through life is known as social investment theory: the roles you take on, whether getting married, starting a new job, or becoming boardinghouse captain, can shape your personality—especially if the roles lead you to be rewarded consistently for certain patterns of new behavior.

Giving my housemate George, who was a bit of a rascal, the responsibility of being house captain was a clever move. The extra responsibility, the public gesture of belief in his capacity to be good, and the requirement for him to be disciplined to fulfill his duties all combined to increase his trait conscientiousness (in fact, today George works as a teacher himself!).

In this chapter, I give you an outline of the many ways personality tends to change through life—not only in the social roles you take on, such as getting married and having kids, but also in response to the slings and arrows thrown your way, including getting divorced or losing your job. I’ll show you how we tend to change on average through the different life stages as we typically mature and mellow into old age. Being aware of these changes will allow you to anticipate them, capitalize on the positive, and do what’s possible to avert the negative.

You’re not a blank slate. The kind of person you are is not entirely the product of the things that you’ve done or have happened to you. Your personality comes from a mix of your experiences and your genes: in fact, between 30 and 50 percent of the variation in personality between people stems from the genes they inherited from their parents and the rest to differences in their experiences.

Things aren’t entirely separate when it comes to these two sculpting forces. The traits you’re born with, by virtue of your genes, are a little like your factory-setting approach to life, and so they also shape the kinds of situations you find yourself in. For instance, it stands to reason that if you’re genetically inclined to be extraverted, you’re likely to spend more of your time in social situations (which will likely make you even more extraverted). If you’re genetically inclined to be open-minded, you’re more likely to read and discover new ideas and viewpoints, making you yet more open-minded. Highly agreeable people tend to place themselves in pleasant situations, and they’re skilled at diffusing arguments, which makes it a lot easier to be friendly and easygoing. In this way, even modest genetic influences on personality can snowball by affecting the kind of experiences you have.

Before looking in detail at the ways that personality develops through adult life, let’s rewind and consider the kind of personality you had as an infant and child. Specifically, what factors influenced you back then, and is there any connection between the way you were as a child and the kind of person you are as an adult?

YOUR ORIGIN STORY

Armed with your scores from the personality quiz in the previous chapter, you have a detailed breakdown of your personality profile today. That said, there is always a thread of continuity running through people’s lives. Even the way you behaved as a baby might have given clues to the kind of person you’ve become.

Infants don’t have fully formed personalities. Instead, psychologists talk about infant “temperament,” which is defined according to three traits. “Effortful control” is how well an infant can focus and resist distraction—for example, persisting with one play challenge rather than flitting impetuously from one toy or object to another (like an early form of adult conscientiousness). There’s also “negative affectivity,” which is essentially how much a baby cries and gets scared and frustrated (it’s clearly the forerunner to adult trait neuroticism). And finally, there’s “surgency,” which has to do with striving, sociability, and energy levels and is the baby version of extraversion.

Your infant temperament certainly isn’t destiny, but some of what makes you you may have been starting to show. A recent Russian study looked for links between the same individuals’ temperaments when they were just a few months old and their personalities as eight-year-old children, rated in both cases by their parents.1 They found some striking consistencies. For instance, infants with more energy and who smiled more grew into more emotionally stable eight-year-olds. Similarly, infants with more focus and concentration went on to be the kind of children who keep their bedrooms tidy and get to school on time. But not everything matched up; for example, smiley, more outgoing babies didn’t score higher on extraversion as children.

The later you measure a child’s personality, the stronger the relation it is likely to have to her adult character. When researchers compared the adult personality profiles of just over a thousand twenty-six-year-olds (all of whom had been born in Dunedin, New Zealand, in 1972 or 1973) with the behavioral scores these same individuals had been given as three-year-olds, they found many striking consistencies. To take just one example, the “confident” children became the most extraverted adults, and the inhibited children became the least extraverted.2

While they’re certainly not fixed, your early habits of behavior, thought, and relating to the world also have far-reaching consequences. You may have heard of psychologist Walter Mischel’s iconic marshmallow test experiments. He challenged young children to resist eating a delicious-looking marshmallow that he placed in front of them for fifteen minutes while he left the room. If the sweet was left uneaten by the time he came back, they would be rewarded with the chance to gobble up two marshmallows. Later in life, the children who’d shown strong powers of self-control in Mischel’s tests (suggesting they scored highly in the temperamental trait of effortful control) tended to be healthier and to have done better in their schooling, careers, and relationships. Similarly, researchers in Luxembourg recently compared the conscientiousness ratings that hundreds of people received from their teachers when they were eleven years old and found that the higher they scored, the better their careers were going forty years later in terms of their status, pay, and job satisfaction.3

Now let’s look at how your own childhood experiences—your parents, siblings, and friends—might have shaped the kind of personality that you started out with in life.

Your Parents

“They fuck you up, your mum and dad,” wrote the poet Philip Larkin.4 This is a harsh assessment. In fact (excluding cases of maltreatment), modern psychology views the influence of parents over their children as surprisingly modest. I say “surprisingly” because of the huge advice industry built around telling parents how they should and shouldn’t raise their kids. However, to borrow a metaphor from developmental psychologist Alison Gopnik, we should think of parenting less like the intensive training of an animal (although it may sometimes feel like that) and more akin to a gardener gently tending to her plants, “providing a rich, stable, safe environment that allows many different kinds of flowers to bloom.”5

Think about your own parents. Did they try to control everything you did, and to what extent? How much did they invade your privacy? Did they seem emotionally cold? Did they never praise you? If you answered yes to all four questions, this would suggest that your parents were controlling and cold.6 Think back again: Did your parents shower you with affection? Did they talk to you? Did they encourage you but set boundaries and sometimes prevent you from doing what you wanted? If so, this sounds more like an authoritative style, which is generally considered to be more beneficial to the child.

Studies suggest that the children of more authoritative parents tend to be better able to regulate their own emotions (they would probably ace Mischel’s marshmallow test), are more likely to excel in their school studies, and are usually better behaved in general—for example, they are less likely to get into trouble at school.7 In terms of personality, we can think of this as lower neuroticism and higher conscientiousness and openness. It’s a similar story if you look at research that has asked adults about their memories of how their parents raised them: those less fortunate individuals who say their parents were cold and controlling tend to score higher as adults in neuroticism and lower in conscientiousness.8

Parenting style is also relevant to the development of grit, a concept that has gained traction in the past few years because of claims that it is the secret to dramatic success in life. Grit is really a subcomponent of conscientiousness. It is associated with having passion and perseverance—in other words, having a single-minded focus on one or more specific goals and having the willpower and dedication to work toward them. In her definitive book on the subject, Grit (2016), University of Pennsylvania psychologist Angela Duckworth argues that it is parents who are highly supportive of their children but also demanding, pushing them to achieve (she calls this “wise parenting”), who are more likely to have children who grow up to have grit.9

Another fascinating concept to bear in mind when thinking about how your parents may have shaped your personality is that some of us may be much more sensitive to these influences, good and bad, than others. In their landmark paper published in 2005, pediatrician W. Thomas Boyce and psychologist Bruce Ellis coined the beautiful term “orchid children” to describe kids who are particularly vulnerable to wilting when they are treated harshly but who bloom magnificently when they are treated with care and attention.10 They refer to less sensitive children, whose development is much more immune to their upbringing, good or bad, as “dandelion children.”

Check out these statements based on the Highly Sensitive Child Scale; the more you agree with, the more likely that you’re an orchid:11


	I find it unpleasant to have a lot going on at once.

	I love nice tastes.

	I notice it when small things have changed in my environment.

	I don’t like loud noises.

	When someone observes me, I get nervous. This makes me perform worse than normal.



If you think you might have an orchid disposition and your parents had leanings toward the authoritarian style or worse, I feel for you, but I hope it’s also motivating to think that in the right environment, you could yet thrive and blossom. As an adult, you may have more control over the situations and cultures you place yourself in, giving you the chance to reach your potential.


Your Siblings

Another popular idea is that your personality is influenced by your family birth order. Kevin Leman, a psychologist and author on the subject, wrote, “The one thing you can bet your paycheck on is the firstborn and second-born in any given family are going to be different.”12 The usual argument is that firstborns get all their parents’ undivided, and somewhat nervous, attention (because this is their first child), which shapes them to be conscientious; later-borns, by contrast, are caricatured as being more carefree and attention seeking.

These suggestions are intuitively compelling and backed up by anecdotal evidence. Consider that firstborns are overrepresented among former American presidents, making up twenty-four out of the first forty-six presidents, including George W. Bush, Jimmy Carter, Lyndon Johnson, and Harry Truman. More recently, Bill Clinton was a firstborn, and Barack Obama was raised as such (he had older half-siblings he didn’t live with). Elsewhere, the European leaders Angela Merkel and Emmanuel Macron are both firstborns. Among astronauts, twenty-one of the first twenty-three astronauts who were sent into space were firstborns.13 It’s a similar story in business, with Sheryl Sandberg, Marissa Mayer, Jeff Bezos, Elon Musk, and Richard Branson, to name just a few famous CEOs, all being firstborns.

Nevertheless, the idea of a firstborn personality was undermined convincingly by two definitive studies published in 2015. These investigations were more carefully devised than any previous ones. Most prior research had relied on siblings rating each other’s personalities, not the most trustworthy of measures. The new studies were also huge in scope. One involved data on personality traits and birth order from over twenty thousand people.14 The other had nearly four hundred thousand participants.15 Together, the new studies found that the anecdotal evidence is misleading and that birth order actually has few or negligible associations with personality. “The conclusion is inescapable,” wrote US personality experts Rodica Damian and Brent Roberts in a commentary: “Birth order is not an important factor for personality development.”16
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