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Preface


Given its near-universal popularity, I suspect that you have already read or heard some version of the following “Serenity Prayer” by the American theologian Reinhold Niebuhr:




God grant me the serenity


to accept the things I cannot change;


the courage to change the things I can


and wisdom to know the difference.


(cited in: http://en.wikiquote.org)





Although these words are only a part of a larger prayer he developed in or around 1943, it is certainly one of the most well–known and often repeated sayings in the English language. It has achieved that renown because it suggests a new angle on how we can deal with our life experiences. His distinction between some “things” and other “things” is indeed more profound and insightful than it may seem at first. As a theologian, he invokes divine intervention to help us achieve the benefits of knowing the difference.


I suggest that there are more earthly forces at work here. I approached Niebuhr’s plea to God from a different perspective, a personal mastery perspective, and it is science-based rather than divine-based. I am not proposing that the two approaches are antagonistic, just different. In fact, it is encouraging that there is a deep similarity and overlap of these different views. Since the science I am talking about arose long after 1943, Niebuhr cannot have known about the insights into our well-being that we now have available to us. It is my intent in this book to deal with the same themes that Niebuhr raises but to give you the latest psychological research findings that describe and explain what it means to accept the things that you cannot change, to change those than you can, and to understand the value of knowing the difference.


I believe firmly in the saying, “Knowledge is power.” My reason for writing this book is to enhance your empowerment, to give you knowledge, beliefs, and actions that will bring the world of things that Niebuhr mentioned into a new framework for you. I want to give you the same “template” I had when I read his prayer. But my template is based on an impressive array of research studies, all focused on showing us how our physical and mental well-being are intertwined with what we think about ourselves and what we think about the world of events in which we live our lives. The key issue is the extent to which a person believes that they can control the events that they experience, as opposed to experiencing events arising from outside of their personal control. This book summarizes key studies from thousands of research studies extending back over 50 years, studies which consistently show the power of asserting your personal control to achieve goals you desire and accommodating yourself to reality when you cannot. The picture is complex because it involves not only our thoughts about ourselves, but also our thoughts about the way Niebuhr’s “things” happen. I want to dissect that complexity and, in doing so, I will show you what a powerful set of principles we now know of the way that the human mind works when it confronts unchangeable things and changeable things. These have a main focus on our human motivation to be master of our lives, to control the events we experience daily, and to feel confident that we can achieve the goals we want and know how to prevent the occurrence of stressful events.


Your own personal mastery beliefs and actual actions to control the events of your life can be enhanced if you choose to accept and adopt as your own the principles I am going to present in this book. They can be the key to your own personal empowerment and resilience as you deal with the events in your life. The final chapter of this book reports on the results of an experimental treatment for enhancing personal mastery beliefs and actions in a sample of community-residing adults. It introduced a technology-based experimental intervention integrating many of the principles of personal control I describe in this book. The results, which I will display in Chapter 9, show graphic evidence of the success of this intervention for improving the mental health and well-being of its participants. You can adopt these principles for your own habits of thought and action for your betterment. They are there for your own personal empowerment.


As you read this book, I want to engage you in what I can call here “interactive reading.” I have based the book on a review of rigorous scientific research, revealing basic, fundamental processes which otherwise would be difficult to observe in the routine complexities of our daily living. This approach is reductionistic, revealing the underlying systematic patterns and regularities in our lives. Niebuhr’s Serenity Prayer is pitched at another level, but we shall see great similarities and overlaps in the points he is making which are supported by scientific research. But the research goes far beyond his points, and I will be able to (1) show time and time again how far research has come in establishing the terms and conditions of those basic principles, and (2) I will be able to show you how you can adopt those principles into your own lifestyle.


The research principles I will be discussing are just that: General principles, each of which covers a wide range of events and experiences which we all encounter in our daily living. But they are generalized, and at various places in this book I will encourage you to provide your own personal examples, your personal “things” when they are unchangeable and when they are changeable. This is very real and very personal science, and the template and perspective you will develop about your personal mastery as you read these research findings will be developed out of your own unique life circumstances. It will be the foundation of your own sense of personal mastery, the central topic of this research and of this book. But as scientists, we want to be as clear as we can about our subject of study, so in the next chapter, the Introduction, I will unpack and explore the concept of “things,” and it is there that we will find the keys to understanding and growing your own personal sense of mastery.


A Note on this book’s title, “Mastering Your Self, Mastering Your World”


The title carries a general theme that I will carry throughout this book. When the Serenity Prayer draws the distinction between the things that you can change and those that you cannot, and the wisdom to know the difference, I am suggesting that you can accept that critical distinction into your own life. I present numerous compelling studies to make it real for you. If you personally accept it, it will become a bedrock set of beliefs and actions and these will empower you to “master your self.” The second half of the title follows from the same distinction, but it emphasizes that there is a world of events outside of you, and it is equally important that you learn that some events in your world will not, cannot, and will never respond to your mastery beliefs and actions. It is the greatest part of empowerment to “know the difference,” and as a fully functioning person you can make your understanding of that difference your key to mastering your world as well as yourself. That is why I have written this book, and I am eager to join forces with you to help you achieve all that you can be.




Introduction


First, let me start to challenge you with a question. What makes you happy? If you could have a wish granted that would make you as happy as you could want to be, what is that wish? A lot of human history is written in the answers that people give to it.


But before you come up with a quick, off-the-cuff answer, I suggest that you be careful: This is not a trick question, but it is a tricky question, and it is a tricky question for a number of important reasons. I have written this book to help you to see the complications in trying to get an answer to it. You can learn a lot if you will bear with me as we unpack the question. It is going to take a book’s worth of discussion to provide the outlines for an answer to it. And it will have to be your answer. The one sure source of your empowerment in your life is you.


In this book I will present information about a number of scientifically-established principles of how we achieve happiness. But at the same time, I assume that you would also want to avoid unhappiness, and those same principles show where such unhappy conditions as sadness and depression come from and can be avoided. Since these principles are based on deeply-embedded psychological processes in your personality and in the ways you respond to your environment, only you can adapt those principles and make them fit who you are. Although we all want to be happy, whatever that means, happiness does not mean being competent or in control of the events of your life. In fact, it may be a fundamental misdirection away from achieving more fundamental strengths and capacities which can enhance your empowerment and resilience as you encounter stresses and challenges in your life. At the end of this chapter I will raise a caution about this issue of “being happy,” suggesting that we focus instead on the principles of personal mastery and competence at achieving our goals. And I discuss this issue in more detail in Chapter 5 where I deal with the role of desirable events in our well-being.


The key to these principles resides in the realm of what therapists and researchers call, with varying terms, “personal causation.” I gave you a brief summary of this concept with the term “personal mastery” in my Preface, and I will discuss other terms and meanings in later chapters. This general term refers to the beliefs and actions when people come to assert control over the events of their lives. So in this book I will deal extensively with how you exercise your freedom of choice as you go about the activities of your daily living. With those principles explained and with numerous examples I will provide to make them real for your own thinking, the second half of this book will give you some proven laboratory-tested and field-tested guidelines for using those principles to manage your own life to achieve better happiness, however you define it.


The following simple example will give you a quick demonstration of some of the complications involved in the question about how to achieve happiness. Listed below are two columns of very common, daily events that occur in the lives of nearly everyone. Look over the lists and think about each event as if it has occurred in your life. In terms of your happiness, which ones would you want to happen, and which ones would you not want to happen?





	Column A (1st listing)
	Column B (1st listing)




	You went to a movie
	You drove dangerously in traffic




	You helped someone out
	A good friend contacted you




	Someone was critical of you
	You started an argument




	You were insensitive to someone
	Someone smiled nicely at you




	You bought some ice cream
	You got the flu




	Someone told you something amazing
	You had a flat tire






I know that these are very different events, but they are common occurrences and some of them may have occurred in your life recently. But before you make your final choice, I want to rearrange them into a different pair of categories. You will you see the same events but this re-grouping is different. It may now be obvious that I initially listed them above in a random order, but this new order is not at all random. The difference from the first listing will make a difference in your life. See if you can detect the organizing principle behind the new listing. Again, I will list the events in two columns, but this time the columns should have a different meaning for you.





	New Column A (2nd listing)
	New Column B (2nd listing)




	You went to a movie
	You drove dangerously in traffic




	You helped someone out
	You were insensitive to someone




	A good friend contacted you
	Someone was critical of you




	You bought some ice cream
	You started an argument




	Someone smiled nicely at you
	You got the flu




	Someone told you something amazing
	You had a flat tire






It should be pretty obvious that Column A is a list of generally positive, favorable, nice-when-it-happens daily events. We would all like them to happen more often, and more events of this generally positive type would be welcome any time. But the events listed in Column B are not at all favorable, and most of us would rather not have such undesirable events happen in our lives.


However, if you are a careful reader, you might feel that you have yet a different take on those events. Even though it is clear why I have grouped them into List A’s desirable events and List B’s undesirable events, you may well have seen another principle that could have been used to group them. Again, this difference makes a difference. Let me step in here and re-categorize these same 12 events all over again, again using two columns but this time the new columns are based on an entirely different categorizing principle:





	New Column A (3rd listing)
	New Column B (3rd listing)




	You bought some ice cream
	A good friend contacted you




	You went to a movie
	Someone told you something amazing




	You were insensitive to someone
	Someone smiled nicely at you




	You drove dangerously in traffic
	You got the flu




	You helped someone out
	You had a flat tire




	You started an argument
	Someone was critical of you






As you can tell, categorizing events this way mixes up the desirable or undesirable distinction, but now I have separated them into a category of those events which you personally could have made happen, ones which you caused to occur (Column A): Your own personal control over making those events occur is their real cause. But Column B regroups them as events that happen to you without you making any effort or exercising personal control over them. Events in this list are events that occurred separately from your own actions and, in the language I will be using in this book, they are “uncontrollable” events. But now they may not have the same positive/negative tone: Some of them are desirable which you made occur and some are negative which you made occur, so their positive/negative tone may not be as important to you as whether or not you had personal control over their occurrence. This makes judging them a more complicated process than it may have appeared. As I said earlier, asking you what makes you happy is not a trick question, but answering it can indeed be tricky.


Categorizing everyday events in these distinctly different ways allows us to determine the causal nature of the event and how that principle of event causation relates to who we are and how we manage our lives. The larger question is, which category of event occurrence has the greatest positive or negative impact on our mental and even our physical health? Now you can see why I said in the Preface that Reinhold Niebuhr’s term “things” was complex. If you want to really do something with the Serenity Prayer, if you want to see how it fits your own life, then a lot more needs to be said about it. Research has revealed principles of our mental health and well-being that show how to unpack the concept of “things” so that we can apply the Prayer to our own lives.


With this more complex but more sophisticated approach to exactly what is involved with each and every event that happens in our lives, researchers and practitioners have been able to ask a series of questions such as these:


Is it better to arrange your life so that you cause only positive events to occur in your life (as much as possible, anyway?) Or,


Is it better for you to make sure that you do not cause any undesirable events to occur in your life (as much as possible, anyway)? Or,


Is it better to have a life in which you personally make both desirable and undesirable events happen in your life (as much as possible, anyway?), Or,


Is it better to have a life in which you do not control either desirable or undesirable events to occur, a life in which things are done for you (at least, as much as possible, anyway)?


Of course, we could mix-and-match these combinations up to a large number of alternatives, too many to list here. This is a very rich way of thinking about our lives, and it has been very productive for researchers and mental and physical health practitioners. Many subtle aspects of the ways we live our lives become clearer when we understand the complications of how all of these parts are interconnected. Even better, this way of thinking suggests clinical interventions to improve people’s happiness and well-being. For instance, now we can ask, is it better to have a person spend their personal energies trying to increase the number of desirable events in their lives? That would be fine, except that it is inevitably the case that some desirable events come from the actions of other people; and those would be externally-caused, “out of your control” events. We would need to understand the research findings on the effects of externally-caused events before we could answer this question.


The other side of that coin is, should we encourage people to be active causes of the events of their lives, both desirable and undesirable, and avoid situations where they are exposed to events outside of their control? But encouraging people to avoid out-of-personal-control events means that they may not seek help from valuable external sources of aid; reliance on others as caregivers, as providers of resources for our own well-being is often a wise course of action. On the other hand, actively thinking that you are the cause of undesirable events can have positive effects on your mental health. As implausible as that may seem, I will research findings which show that to be the case.


These question are important to explore both for you as an individual person and for society in general. How much should we “help” people? Can we build a society in which people experience only undeviatingly positive experiences? Can we build a society in which people are protected from harmful experiences by giving up their personal control to external sources of control? By reviewing a number of research studies and understanding the principles of how events relate to mental and physical health, we can start to frame these questions in ways that can be helpful for you the individual and the broader society that we have created for ourselves.


Neutral Events, Neither Positive nor Negative


So far, my discussion of events has been rather lopsided: I have only talked about desirable and undesirable events. Even at that, you can see that it is a complicated issue. But now let me suggest to you yet another set of events that do not appear in our lists above. Think about them as if they have occurred recently in your life.





	Column A (4th listing)
	Column B (4th listing)




	You drove/biked to work
	Someone started a conversation




	You picked up your newspaper
	It rained on your lawn




	You turned on your radio/TV
	Someone told you a news item






These are pretty mundane items, and you could easily list a dozen more without thinking very hard about them, and in fact such mundane events may well outnumber the more colorful desirable and undesirable events just in frequency alone. Being so common, then we have to factor them into our equation about how to understand happiness and unhappiness. What is the difference? These events are neutral in tone, moderate, they are not particularly evaluative and they do not elicit particularly strong emotional feelings from you one way or other. Are they not worth discussing? While they are neutral in content, they are nevertheless good examples of personally-caused events (in Column A), and the events in Column B are caused by forces outside of you, either the weather (over which of course we have no control) or they are caused by other people, again without our own personal causation. This gives them great psychological significance even though they may initially seem routine and not very interesting; but in fact they are very interesting, as you will see as I probe more deeply into events and personal mastery.


So these items show that we should distinctly separate out from events their positive/negative emotional loading from their personal internal/external causation loading. Studying neutral or moderate events does this for us neatly: They are very frequent but by separating out their “locus of causation” they help us look at issues of event control processes separately from any emotional loadings they may have. Here, then, we can get relatively pure tests of personal control in and of itself.


This is a key consideration for scientists and they explore the processes and outcomes of personal causation, per se, from the positive or negative reactions we experience when we, or someone or something else, leads us to have experiences outside of our personal control. As we review the research studies and therapies in this book, separating these control-based components of our overall mental and physical health has to involve learning how we can best develop and apply our own personal control beliefs and actions.


Major Events also “Happen”


There is another layer of complication that now arises. Those small daily events are only a part of our lives: Major, heavy-impact events also arise in our lives, some caused by us and some caused by forces outside of us. For instance, “getting married” or “getting a new job” or “retiring from work” are certainly major events (ones we caused) and “being laid off” or “having a serious accident” or “developing a chronic painful illness” are also major events, in this case caused by forces outside of us. Such events are of course much less common than the mundane events of our daily life, but because of their magnitude, they can become more impactful, positively or negatively, on our mental health and well-being. How do they fit into the picture of how we can use these principles of event causation to enhance our capacities for managing our lives?


Events in the Life of Jeff Lewis of Mesa, Arizona


To introduce you to this important area of research on factors contributing to our well-being, a story involving one such event will give you a flavor of how important, but again how tricky, it is to ask the question if someone is “happy.”


I want to describe here the nature of “major life events” by relaying to you the story of a Mesa, Arizona man, Mr. Jeff Lewis. His story was published in the Dec. 8, 2010 issue of the Arizona Republic newspaper. Jeff’s story began when he merely happened to be standing in the backyard of his Mesa home one day when the teenage boy next door got into his parents’ gun cabinet. The boy took the loaded gun into his family’s backyard and began firing it. A bullet went through the fence and hit Jeff in the back, destroying his spleen. Medical help was available and he was rushed to the hospital for immediate treatment. As you might expect, surgery was required and fortunately it was successful. He recovered from the surgery and returned to his work as a Mesa high school teacher for the next two years, at which time he retired from his teaching career.


However, his body’s natural defenses against infection had become compromised by the bullet and the surgery. In retirement, he contracted a staph infection and, with no functioning immunity, he physically collapsed and nearly died. Again in the hospital, surgeons found the damage from the infection to be so severe that the only way he could survive was to have his extremities, both hands and both feet, surgically removed. He did survive again and bounced back once more, displaying to my mind extraordinary resilience.


But there is more to his story. Jeff then faced life as a paraplegic. But he quickly became bored with his new condition. Striving for greater happiness in his life, he approached local prosthesis manufacturers with a plan to fit him out with artificial arms and legs. They did so successfully, and Jeff then began to learn how to return to the good parts of his former life. A picture of Jeff enjoying his new style of life tells much of the story.
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Jeff Lewis Enjoying Golf, His Favorite Pasttime


As you can see, he is playing golf! That is not new because he was an avid golfer before the accident (although that does not make it any less amazing!). But that is only part of his new life. He is now an avid dancer, he puts in many hours of volunteer work counseling other patients, and he gives public talks about his experiences. (If you want to learn more about him, here is his website address: http://www.dontworryaboutme.com.) His personal motto says it all: “Don’t let what you can’t do get in the way of what you can do.”


Jeff Lewis’s story is rich in so many ways: Psychologists would say that his reactions involved cognitive, emotional, motivational processes. (1), Cognitive, because his thoughts about his disability drove him to find new ways to think about himself and to think about new ways to go about living his life again; (2), Emotional, in that he responded to his accident with a pattern of positive feelings about his chances for recovery, rather than negative thoughts such as depression and withdrawal; and (3), Motivational, in that he moved forward from the original experience and engaged his high level of drive to be active and to restore his control over the events of his daily life.


Having all three of these psychological processes wrapped up in one experience is truly remarkable. All of these in one way or another engage important psychological processes as we navigate through the good times and bad times of our lives. But I want to argue that there is an even deeper level of meaning underlying his story, and it is important for all of us to grasp the significance of what he has done.


A review of the psychological research literature would have easily led to a very clear prediction about how Jeff should have ended up after his surgery, a very different prediction than what actually occurred. Since the “accident” was really an externally-caused undesirable event, research says that he should have become dominated by negative emotions. There are two reasons for that prediction. One, because the experience was negative (my second column of event listings in my examples above) and, two, because it was an externally-caused event (my third set of event listings above). On solid research grounds, then, we would have predicted that he would become depressed, that he would experience “learned helplessness” (described later in Chapter 4), and he would have been expected to withdraw socially and perhaps he might even have entertained suicidal thoughts. But these reactions did not occur, nowhere near to his real reactions. I want to ask why they did not.


To begin, let’s go back over the Jeff Lewis experience, this time taking an entirely different approach to it. Let me list some new ways to think about his story.


1. The first question we might want to ask it, why do we find ourselves feeling amazement here in this story (and of course, admiration)? Why would we expect him not to cope so well? We would naturally expect him to be psychologically wiped out, withdrawn, perhaps suicidal, and at the very least in a state of “giving up.” Since he clearly is not depressed, negative, or withdrawn, then we are justified in being amazed. But are we correct in assuming those negative, maladaptive states should invariably occur when a major undesirable externally-caused event happens to someone? What is it about such terrible experiences that make us expect the worst, rather than seeing the possibilities for recovery, sustainability, and growth? Perhaps we should rethink the impact of undesirable experiences on people, even a severe one such as Jeff experienced.


2. What is about an accident, per se, that makes it so destructive, as opposed to some mistake we ourselves make. Certainly Jeff did nothing to make this happen… an entirely external cause of the event is what brought it about. Is there a difference between self-caused events as opposed to those events that just happen, that arise from external causes? Why would this distinction between internally-caused events and externally-caused events be an important distinction? Earlier, I have provided you with examples of daily events which vary in causation. So now we have to see that distinction pay off in getting a better understanding of the optimum ways to live your life.


3. Why are undesirable events so much more impactful than desirable ones? Since I am claiming that the nature of the event causation, internal vs. external is so important, then that by itself would logically suggest that if some externally-caused desirable event had happened, then that should have an equally destructive impact on someone experiencing it. To find a comparable example, suppose Jeff had been in his backyard and got a notice that he had just won a lottery with a big amount of money? That is a classic example of “externally-caused but this time desirable event.” Why would we expect this not to have a destructive negative impact on him, since it was an externally-caused event? Clearly we would not expect winning a lottery to have bad consequences on a person. After all, that is why people gamble their money, in fact often losing but coming back for more. (Again, this is not a trick question, but it is a tricky question; See Chapter 5).


Research shows that desirable events and positive emotions have the effect of opening up our mind and creating new thoughts and behaviors, while negative events shut us down and make us withdraw.1 And perhaps most interesting of all, results of psychological studies on lottery winners show that they may feel less anxiety and depression but their immediate reactions show that they are not happier than the rest of us. In fact, one study shows that they rate the quality of their lives as poorer and more unpleasant than us non-winners. Would you really like a life in which you had to do nothing at all but experience desirable events? Again, that may sound implausible to you right now, but the research shows it to be not only plausible, but quite understandable given the way the mind works. Clearly there is a lot of information that people need to know about the important principles of the differences between undesirable and desirable experiences simply from knowing what caused them to occur.


4. What if Jeff’s attempts to get his life back into some semblance of his former life had not actually worked? What would have been the consequences if he failed to gain control of his life? What happens to us if we try to make something happen, to create a new set of conditions and experiences for ourselves, but we find that we have failed in the attempt? What if we try to get control and mastery over our daily living, but are thwarted and blocked in our attempts? Research shows this failure of attempts at control to have serious “cognitive, emotional, and motivational” consequences. Some environments are deliberately arranged so that the individual cannot get control and cannot exercise their sense of personal mastery: Prisons, hospitals, and the military are social institutions where the individual is not supposed to be in control of their lives. What about nursing homes where the staff is trained to make the residents rely on them, the staff, rather than going off on their own? Should teachers allow students a free environment where the teacher exercises no classroom control? These examples demonstrate the important differences in the process of control attempts, as much as it shows the importance of the outcome of the process.


The overarching principle in the Jeff Lewis story is that he took personal control of his fate, he exercised his beliefs in his own personal mastery, he took control over the development of his prostheses, and he is now in control of his daily activities and his public engagements. His “disorder,” the original medical problem and his follow-up condition is not controlling his life. Jeff Lewis is. I would argue that taking control over his life’s events has led him to be highly resilient in the face of what many of us would probably consider a personal disaster.


Without further investigation we do not know exactly which aspect of his life was engaged so successfully: It could be his background childhood experiences, it could be his genetics, and it very well could be part of his personality traits and stable, enduring beliefs in his own personal mastery. Shortly I will discuss the many versions of research techniques which have been developed to measure “belief in personal control” and he may well have scored highly on those tests. But with just the story we now have, there is no sure way of finding out about those hidden possible causes. But what we do know is that his story is an outstanding example of a person demonstrating the power of personal control over the events of his life.


My colleagues Alex Zautra, Mary Davis, and John Hall and our many allied colleagues consider Jeff Lewis’s story to be a premier example of what has come to be called in the social sciences, a story of resilience. You can read about this approach on our website, http://www.asu.edu/resilience. We define adult resilience to mean the ability to rebound (R) from a stressor, to sustain (S) that response, and to grow (G) from the experience. Thus we have named our interdisciplinary team the Arizona State University Resilience Solutions Group (RSG), to capture the essence of exactly the experience that Jeff Lewis has demonstrated. We consider personal control to be a key to resilient response under stress. A number of disciplines are represented in this new approach to well-being, many of which are summarized in our book, Handbook of Adult Resilience.2 We have published some of our findings in a recent technical paper in which we present the core components of the actual experimental manipulation that I present in the second half of this book.3


I started out this book with Reinhold Niebuhr’s Serenity Prayer which has, at its core meaning, the very ambiguous concept of “things.” I am replacing it with the term “events,” and you can now see how more complex but more realistic for your own life the personal mastery approach can be.


An Overview of the Contents of this Book


Now I want to give you a brief overview of how this book is organized. In the first half of this book I will lay out the particulars of how you experience life’s events, big and small, desirable and undesirable, controllable and not controllable. The nature of personal causation or external causation of those events is the key. Once that is understood in all of its “trickiness,” then you are closer to seeing how your own personal cognitive, emotional, and motivational powers and capacities can be marshaled for you to optimize your well-being. Understanding how these mental forces intertwine will help you employ beliefs in your own personal mastery demonstrating how you can reshape your ways of thinking about life’s events. My intent is for you to understand when you can control those events and when those events are out of your control and how you can respond well even then. Jeff Lewis did.


Following the basic research on many aspects of control, beliefs and actions, covered in Chapters 2 through 5, I will then discuss in Chapter 6 some actual experimental interventions and techniques which therapists and researchers have developed to help people enhance their sense of mastery over the events of their lives. I will describe a number of experimentally-tested techniques for enhancing personal control so that you can see the ways in which personal beliefs can match personal capacities with the controllable and uncontrollable events of your life. These techniques rest on solid foundations of concepts and theories of personal mastery which I will have presented earlier so you will have the best available evidence of the power of this way of thinking.


Chapter 7 reviews the previous chapters’ findings from research studies and extracts from them nine major conclusions about what that research is saying about how personal mastery functions for a person in their environment of events. These conclusions represent general principles of how personal mastery influences mental health and well-being. Chapter 8 then displays two general categorical schemes which present, graphically, how the personal control approach organizes the many different facets of personal control perspective on events and their properties. One major category system organizes events into their properties of controllability and how those properties distinguish categories of our life events (Figure 8.1). At the end of the chapter, a graphic display of how a person’s core beliefs in their own personal mastery relate to their environment of controllable and uncontrollable events (Fig. 8.2).


Following the presentation of the many ways in which personal mastery connects with the major and small events of our lives and our mental and physical health, in the last chapter of this book I will present a thorough description of the experimental study and instructions which my colleagues Alex Zautra, Mary Davis and I employed to enhance the personal mastery beliefs and actions of our adult research participants. Our experimental test of the effectiveness of this intervention showed that it had significantly favorable outcomes. You yourself can use them to empower yourself to gain greater mastery of the events in your own life. You can develop your own personal mastery template to guide your understanding of the world in which you live. And with the very same template, you can gain a better understanding of other people’s worlds and the way their personal mastery functions for them. After all, you are an event, desirable or undesirable, in their lives, and knowing that may have beneficial effects on the ways you understand and appreciate them.


No, I Am Not Trying to Make You Happier


Now that I have given you the general points of the personal mastery approach to mental health and well-being, this is the appropriate time to make what appears to be an outrageous claim. In spite of what I said earlier, in fact I emphatically do not have the intent to make you happy. I began this chapter by having you think about ways you can be happy and the kinds of events that can get you there. But the material I will discuss in this book should have you rethink having happiness as the single most important goal of your life.


I have several reasons for saying this. First, I have no idea what you personally find to be your best route to finding happiness. I can be certain that different readers have different ideas of happiness, and it would be fruitless for me to try to connect with every reader’s particular goals for attaining it. Second, I would caution you to “be careful what you wish for.” What might at first appear to be a desirable experience can have a significant downside to it, as we shall see in Chapter 5. In her recent book, The Myths of Happiness: What should make you happy, but doesn’t; What shouldn’t make you happy, but does, Sonja Lyubomirksy4 presents compelling evidence that our common-sense ways of thinking about happiness are often wrong. Further, what might be initially a negative or stressful experience can have benefits above and beyond any momentary happiness one might feel. And you could be wrong about what you guess will make you happy. In his revealing book, Stumbling on Happiness5, Daniel Gilbert5 has amassed convincing research evidence that we are terrible at predicting what will make us happy. We simply cannot have the evidence now at hand to predict what our actual feelings will be when we attain what we think will make us happy. Third, there is good reason to say that if you can achieve whatever it is that makes you happy, there still is no guarantee that you will be taking care of things that make you unhappy. As surprising as this may seem, there is little reason to assume that happiness and unhappiness are just automatically hooked to each other, such that changing one will automatically change the other. “Going to a movie” when you want to be happy is likely to make you happier, but going to a movie to overcome the anger and frustration of “a fight with a loved one” is not likely to remove that anger and frustration. This is partly a logical matter, but there is a good deal of psychological research showing that in fact we have two separate emotional systems, positive and negative (for a short-cut label), not one system with two opposite ends. It would deflect me from my main point of this book to get into this big body of research, but I can refer you to one article I have published which reviews a good deal of that research.6


With the assumption that this book’s material can make you “happy” out of the way, what I can propose is to give you the research concepts, theories, and especially findings of studies which can enhance your sense of personal mastery over the events of your life. I can claim the goal of giving you ways to (1) pursue desirable events that you want to happen in your life and (2) to find ways to deal effectively with undesirable events in your life. I believe that resilience and empowerment are keys to a better life, if not a happier one, and both of these outcomes result from a greater sense of personal control over life’s experiences.


Many years ago in a now classic article, the psychologist Robert White7 redirected our notions of human motivation as being based solely on biological drives. We are much more than that narrow view suggests: He argues that we strive for competence, which he defined as “… an organism’s capacity to interact effectively with the environment” (1959, p. 297). Competence is a key indicator of heightened personal mastery, and “effective interacting” is a much more powerful indicator of successful mental health than the fleeting pursuit of “happiness” whatever it might be.


The bottom line of the perspective I am presenting in this book is that control over the events of your life is a key to successful living in obtaining desirable events and avoiding undesirable ones. If I have one success in writing this book and if you have one success in reading it, that success is not measured in “happiness units” whatever they might be, but that you find greater success in these two main goals of an effective life.


A Note on Research and, Especially, Statistics


The issues I have raised in this chapter and their possible answers are tricky. I am saying that they are tricky because both the questions and their answers are complex and subtle. But they are not unanswerable. In fact, research on positive and negative life experiences and the conditions and situations of personal control and mastery are one of the largest topics of research in all of the social sciences, particularly experimental, clinical, and social psychology. There is a huge storehouse of solid, empirically-validated studies on a whole range of these issues. The problem is that this research, as rich and as useful as it is, is archived in technical journals, reports, and books, and this work is almost completely unknown to the general public. Professionals in many areas know of it and employ it in their technical work, but the public is where the science could have its greatest impact, both on individuals and on social policy. In that spirit, therefore, I have written this book not for technical professionals but for you personally and for the public at large where, I believe, it can do the most good.


This book is a review and summary of a large body of research in the social sciences, particularly psychology, the science of the individual person. To do that, I am taking what is a frankly “reductionist” approach; I will deal with what research says about basic, fundamental, and elementary processes, with facts, that are solidly based on research findings. What I will be discussing here is almost entirely based on quantitative analyses of samples of individuals who have responded in some way to provide information on their thoughts about their lives and the events that they have been experiencing. My assumption as a scientist is that the responses of that sample will be typical of any individual in the group. That is pretty much the way any science works: Find the general tendency, the average response, and that will be the best predictor of any particular member of that sample being tested. Of course, with human beings, this becomes complex: We are all different in so many ways. But while the general average may miss being exactly true of any particular individual such as you, it is still the best overall predictor. So I am presenting the results of these studies assuming that they will apply more closely to you personally, better than any other measure. I hope that you will find these many results at least reasonably close to your own experiences, thoughts, and feelings about your life. That is why I have stated in the Preface that you will gain the most if you engage in “interactive reading” as you read through the many studies and their results that are highlights of the personal mastery approach.


And let me add that I have gone lightly over the actual statistical methods used by these experimenters. I will avoid burying you in details of methods and numbers; this is a book about ideas and how you can use them, and I’ve left the details up to the specialists. I’m giving you the music, not the notes: I hope that you enjoy the performance.




Chapter 1


Paying Attention to Your Daily Events


To begin, let me make a prediction about people, including you and me, and see if you agree with me. Suppose that we take a randomly-selected person and observe that person for a 24-hour period of their daily living. Subtracting out their sleeping time when they are not deliberately active, what guess would you make about what they will be doing during that time?


Although they might at first appear to be doing seemingly different and varied things during the day, I predict that they will be engaging in two general classes of actions that will be easily observable to all of us. I am pretty sure that in any ordinary day, any person will be: (1) trying to get the things they want and (2) they will be trying to avoid things that they do not want. I will predict the same for you and for me as well. It is indeed a simple interpretation of our behavior, and I am guessing that you may think it is too simple. Surely there is more to us than that. But even if it were a true picture of our personal daily actions, I will argue in this book that it would still only be half of the story. It focuses too much on the individual person as an active, independent entity and it does not say enough about the external world where we conduct our lives. Focusing just on the person has the rather perverse effect of leading us to ignore that person’s environment, where a continuous blizzard of events is always in action. This external environment which we call “reality” has a way of intruding in our lives, and our success at pursuing these two goals is sometimes helped and sometimes hindered by the world in which we live. I hope that you would join me in wanting to help you achieve both types of goals. That was my reason for writing this book.
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