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Prologue What Kind of Person Is Lucky?


Have you ever noticed that some people seem to be inexplicably lucky? Things always seem to go their way, and when you see them, you can’t help thinking, there goes a lucky person. In a corner of our minds, we are always conscious of luck. Perhaps you are out driving and the lights stay green, so you think, Lucky! Or at the supermarket checkout, maybe only your queue is moving and so you feel a little bit lucky. Or perhaps you feel lucky about winning a fantastic prize in a contest, but at the same time a little bit uneasy about ‘using up’ your luck. And there may be times when you think, if only I were lucky.

Maybe you believe that luck – good and bad – is something that cannot be changed, and that those of us who are not blessed with good luck can do nothing about it. But I would challenge the idea that how lucky we are is beyond our control. Take Kōnosuke Matsushita, founder of Matsushita Electric Housewares Manufacturing Works, the company that became today’s global Panasonic corporation. Matsushita is known as ‘the God of Management’ in Japan, and he might also be considered one of the luckiest people in the country: a self-made man without wealth or connections, he succeeded in turning a small factory into a major international company.

Whenever Matsushita held hiring and recruitment tests, he always finished with the same question – ‘Are you a lucky person?’ – and only hired those who had answered yes, because he considered people who believed themselves lucky were less likely to give up or become dispirited in the face of adversity. Instead, he thought, their belief in themselves and confidence that everything would be all right equipped them to deal with any problem head on and overcome it. He understood luck not to be preordained or something we are born with, but determined by the individual’s mindset and patterns of behaviour. In his view, the fact that lucky people share certain mindsets and behavioural patterns meant that luck is something we can control. And if those mindsets and behavioural patterns are conducive to good luck, it should be possible to improve your luck by making them habitual: you should be able to train your brain to attract luck.

This book is based on the idea that luck can be cultivated. I am an independent scholar and neuro-scientist. I studied neurology at the University of Tokyo Graduate School of Medicine, and continued my research at the Saclay Nuclear Research Centre in France until 2010. Luck is seemingly unscientific and perhaps an unlikely subject for a scientist, but I have drawn on my training in neuroscience to identify the mindset, patterns of behaviour and conduct that are conducive to becoming lucky, giving us pointers for cultivating a ‘lucky brain’. I believe that close scrutiny of science can shed light on things that at first glance may appear unscientific, and can reveal unexpected and hidden scientific depths.

Lucky people often say things such as: ‘It’s good to say out loud, “I’m lucky! I’m blessed”,’ or ‘Write your dreams, goals and desires down on paper, pin it up, and they will come true,’ and ‘Be grateful to other people.’ These claims are usually based on personal experience and have almost no scientific basis. Nonetheless, these people have good luck. Why is this? How do we become lucky? What kind of person has luck on their side? In this book I take a scientific approach to address these questions.


Survival of the Luckiest

What do we consider as being lucky? Is it someone who is financially well-off or doing work they love? Perhaps it’s someone who is living a healthy, long life or who is sharing their life with the person they love? Is it someone who does as they please? Everyone has their own take on what constitutes luck, but, from a scientific viewpoint, a key word is ‘survival’.

Charles Darwin was influenced by the concept of survival of the fittest in developing his theory of evolution, the idea that organisms best adapted to an environment will survive. The giraffe’s neck is a famous example of this: animals with longer necks can see further and protect themselves from enemies, as well as eat leaves from tall trees more easily, and so giraffes with long necks are the result of the environment they live in. Survival of the luckiest, however, is quite different. This concept – from the neutral theory of molecular evolution – is simply that the lucky survive, and so the giraffes that were lucky enough to survive just happened to have long necks.

The exact reason for giraffes having long necks is still not understood. If it were due to survival of the fittest, there ought to be evidence of their necks having gradually developed in length, yet no fossil record of any interim stage has ever been found. Nevertheless, survival of the fittest still seems the most plausible explanation.

How can the case of ocean sunfish be explained, then? This fish lays 270 million eggs at a time, of which only one or two survive to reproduce. In terms of survival of the fittest, the one surviving fish would be deemed more suited to the environment than the other 269,999,999 eggs, whereas survival of the luckiest would have it that the one surviving fish is luckier than the rest. It seems both unlikely and unnatural that only one or two out of so many eggs could be genetically suited to survival; good luck seems a more plausible explanation for the survival of the one fish. Yet if we consider this phenomenon from a macro perspective – survival of the entire species over very long periods of time – the best explanation is still survival of the fittest, whereas over shorter periods (such as a human lifetime) or in a population with a relatively small number of individuals, the principle of survival of the lucky generally applies.

The thought that only the lucky survive and ultimately there is nothing to be done about it can be quite dismaying. The one ocean sunfish egg that survives does so because of numerous instances of luck: it did not encounter an enemy; it was able to protect itself from the enemies it did encounter; it did not lack for food. This makes it sound as if luck is like destiny and is beyond control; each individual egg has innate predetermined luck, and only those with the best luck survive. It may appear as if that egg has no active involvement with its own luck.

Is this the same for humans? Is there no hope of changing our luck through trying, and do we have no choice but to submit to it? I do not believe so. I believe that luck – good and bad – is random and impartial, but that we can at least be proactive in making the most of it.




The Random Nature of Luck

Let’s examine why luck happens, using a numerical theory called the random walk model. If a coin is tossed and it comes up heads, you move one step forward, but if it shows tails, you go back one step. What happens if the coin is tossed 10,000 times and the results plotted on an axis of co-ordinates? The end result will almost never see you standing on exactly zero; most of the time, you will end up 200 to 300 steps forward or back from zero. Similarly, it almost never happens that the 10,000 tosses result in all heads (a forward step) or all tails (a step back).

The same can be said of luck. The random walk model helps illustrate why some people feel they have been constantly lucky, or constantly unlucky, in the past. We may think good luck and bad luck occur in roughly equal measure over the course of our lives, but if we view life like a random walk, we see that the odds always lean one way or the other to a certain degree over the limited period of a lifespan. There are so few people for whom it is overwhelmingly negative or positive as to be almost non-existent.

From a neuroscientific perspective, people character-istically perceive a period of prolonged negative results as bad luck, and consecutive positive results as good luck. To our brains, a run of five positive results feels too much to be random, even though it is. A continuous sequence of either good or bad events can go on longer than that, but our brains find it difficult to accept as nothing more than coincidence. Conscious attempts at rational review fail to dispel the impression of bias one way or the other. This kind of mistaken reasoning is called a ‘fallacy’.

In the well-known Münsterberg illusion, slightly staggered black and white squares are sandwiched between the parallel horizontal lines, making them appear sloped. It is impossible to perceive them other-wise. The same mechanism at work in optical illusions also influences the brain in its observation of events that occur in our lives. In other words, luck depends on the brain’s perception of it as good or bad, and analysis based purely on appearances may be nothing more than illusion.

[image: An optical illusion of black and white checkered rows that appear misaligned but are actually straight.]




How We Perceive Luck

Countless instances of good luck and bad happen all around us, but we remain unaware of them. Say, for example, someone dropped an envelope stuffed with one million yen (£5,000) in cash on the street where you always walk to work. That particular day, you happened to wake up early and decided to vary your route, getting off the train one stop early to get some more exercise in. If you had gone your usual way, you might have found the envelope, taken it to the police station, and later claimed the money if the owner didn’t appear. You did not have that good fortune, however, because you went a different route, though you remain unaware of this.

In another scenario, had you gone your usual route, you might have had the misfortune to run into someone you did not want to see, tripped over a stone and fallen. But you are unaware of having dodged this piece of bad luck because you went a different way. We tend to notice only visible fortune and misfortune, labelling it good luck or bad, yet in reality we are all subject to innumerable instances of good or bad fortune to which we remain oblivious.

Why is it, then, that some people appear to be lucky and others unlucky? Broadly speaking, it is because lucky people have the ability to capitalise on a greater share of the good luck that falls equally to everyone, to deflect more of the bad luck, and to turn bad luck into good. Unlucky people are the opposite: good luck slips easily away from them, they hold on to bad luck and are unable to turn it around into good. If you look closely at people often called lucky, you will notice common patterns of behaviour, mindsets and ways of thinking. In other words, lucky people are not simply blessed with good fortune; they are the ones who make a grab for it, deflecting bad luck through their conduct and thinking. How does this work? Why are they able to create good luck and prevent bad?

This is akin to our perception of happiness: we are inclined to believe that people who have money are happier, when in fact it might be more accurate to say that happy people make money. Indeed, a team of researchers at the University of Florida reported that happy people tend to have more money-making opportunities. A similar relationship could be said to exist between luck and the behavioural patterns and thinking of lucky people. For example, people said to be lucky will value and look after themselves in many ways. They treat themselves with care and adhere to their own values without being unduly influenced by others or general opinion. They are also far more considerate than average of other people, are not always looking out for themselves, and instead try to live in harmony with other people. Generally speaking, they live well. You could say that luck is on their side because they live good lives.

Surprisingly, many behavioural and thought patterns shared by lucky people can be explained by science. The same is true for saying ‘I am lucky’ out loud, or why pinning up paper with hopes, goals and dreams written on it can lead to them coming true, as well as why it is good to be appreciative of others. This book introduces the scientific evidence for the concrete actions and mindset that will enable you to improve your luck, such as ‘put yourself at the centre of the world’, ‘convince yourself you are lucky’, and ‘try to live in harmony with others’. I will draw on my knowledge of neuroscience to throw light on why these strategies work, and suggest actions to take or ideas that you can immediately start implementing to improve your luck. The explanations I offer are based on scientific evidence, and not simply experience or hearsay. I hope you will find them convincing and motivating.

Putting these strategies and actions into practice can lead to a better way of life. A slight change to your usual mindset or behaviour may not result in a sudden change of luck for the better, but the cumulative effect of daily effort will lead to each day being a little better than the one before. Then, before you know it, the way you live your life will have changed, and with that, luck will be on your side.








Chapter One Lucky People Put Themselves at the Centre of the World
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