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To our teachers, who offered us a glimpse of what it means to truly flourish.







Part One The Foundations of Flourishing







Chapter 1 What Flourishing Is and Why It Matters



What lies behind us and what lies before us are tiny matters compared to what lies within us.

—Ralph Waldo Emerson



Imagine you’re walking along a wooded trail, your mind cluttered with the usual thoughts about work, relationships, and endless to-do lists. Suddenly, something catches your attention—perhaps a cluster of wildflowers swaying in the breeze or a shaft of sunlight breaking through the canopy. In that moment, everything shifts. Your mental chatter falls quiet. You feel deeply present, connected not just to the natural beauty around you but also to something larger than yourself. Time seems to pause, and you experience a profound sense of peace and purpose.

Most of us have experienced fleeting moments like these, moments when we break free from our constant doing and slip into a state of pure being. Maybe it happened during a heartfelt conversation where you felt truly seen and heard. Or perhaps while watching a sunset that took your breath away. In these rare moments, we catch a glimpse of what it means to truly flourish.

But here’s the radical truth that decades of neuroscience research has revealed: these precious states don’t have to be temporary. We can learn to flourish, even in the midst of our busy, modern lives. Even as depression rates soar, loneliness reaches epidemic levels, and attention spans dwindle in our hyperconnected world, we carry within us an innate capacity for profound well-being.

As longtime meditation practitioners, the two of us have discovered that flourishing isn’t a matter of luck or circumstance—it’s a skill that can be developed through practice, just like learning a language or playing a musical instrument. As scientists, we have discovered that you do not have to practice meditation to make this kind of lasting change. Through our work at the Center for Healthy Minds at the University of Wisconsin–Madison, we’ve identified four core dimensions, four core skills, that can be strengthened and enable us to thrive even in the face of life’s greatest challenges.

Richie founded the Center for Healthy Minds in 2009 and the Dalai Lama visited Madison in 2010 to help inaugurate the Center. The mission of the Center is to cultivate well-being and relieve suffering through a scientific understanding of the mind. In 2014, Richie also founded Humin, a nonprofit company affiliated with the Center that has a mission to glean insights from the science to create tools to measure and disseminate well-being. Across these two organizations, there are about 100 people working to bring about a kinder, wiser, and more compassionate world. Both organizations working closely together is what fuels our secret sauce and allows us to uniquely contribute both fundamental science and practical tools that have impact.

Our research shows that just five minutes a day of practice can rewire your brain for greater resilience, focus, and well-being. In this book, we’ll show you exactly how.



Humanity at a Tipping Point

The human species is experiencing a massive mental health crisis. Depression is now the leading cause of disease globally. Loneliness has been shown to be more dangerous to our health than smoking fifteen cigarettes a day. Suicide rates among different groups in some parts of the world are skyrocketing and cut across social class and income. Distractibility and impairments of concentration are also at an all-time high, and teens are spending more time on social media than they do sleeping. For the first time in US history, life expectancy is actually declining in parts of the population. Simply put, we are suffering.

How did we get here? Soon we will share the story of how we met, but for now, we arrived here through parallel complementary routes that included, for Richie, decades of scientific research and a sufficient taste of meditation to be convinced that it offers a powerful tool that can improve well-being; and for Cort, years in the Himalayas in Tibetan communities, learning Tibetan and Tibetan Buddhist practices, and thousands of hours on the meditation cushion. Together, as scientists and meditation practitioners, we’ve reached the simple yet powerful conclusion that flourishing needs to be nurtured, and from both the science and our personal experience, we have the strong conviction that it can be.

Richie is a neuroscientist and psychologist who began his career nearly fifty years ago with this question: Why is it that some people respond to life’s slings and arrows with resilience, while others succumb to depression, stress-related disorders, and other forms of pathology? But it wasn’t until 1992, when Richie first met the Dalai Lama, that he turned his attention fully to the study of the positive qualities in people, qualities such as compassion and wisdom.

Inspired by the Dalai Lama’s advice and encouragement, in 2001, Richie began a series of experiments in his lab with a group of very advanced meditation practitioners who had spent a significant portion of their adult lives in formal meditation retreats. One of the early visitors to his lab was Yongey Mingyur Rinpoche, then a very young Tibetan lama who had already logged more than 50,000 hours in formal meditation practice and had completed more than six years of retreat, meditating at least eight hours a day every day throughout those years. And it is largely because of Mingyur Rinpoche that we first met.

Cort’s meditation journey began in the early 1990s when he was a college student struggling to cope with stress and anxiety. His passion for meditation led him on a journey around the world. He spent long periods in solitary retreat in the Himalayan foothills of Nepal, studied ancient meditation manuals with some of the most revered teachers of Tibetan Buddhism, and eventually cofounded Tergar, a global network of meditation centers spanning six continents, with Mingyur Rinpoche.

Despite our shared connection to Mingyur Rinpoche, we did not meet until 2010, when we attended a meeting with the Dalai Lama on “Altruism and Compassion in Economic Systems,” hosted by the Mind & Life Institute in Zurich, Switzerland. Cort was attending with Mingyur Rinpoche, who had a deep interest in Western science and its connection to Buddhism. We heard about each other before we met, and we each sort of knew that we were destined to connect. When we first met, Cort was in the process of returning to the US after living in Asia for a decade. Our conversation rekindled his interest in science. Cort had studied psychology as an undergraduate, and he began to see how his background in both psychology and Buddhism could be combined in a doctoral study at the Center for Healthy Minds. By the end of the Zurich meeting, he’d decided to pursue his doctorate with Richie at the Center for Healthy Minds. Our encounter in Zurich not only changed the course of Cort’s life but also set the stage for a deep friendship and fruitful collaboration that continues to nourish us both and our joint commitment to work together on behalf of the well-being of others.




Beyond Mindfulness

Our very first conversations were filled with dreams of all the things we could explore together through the lens of scientific research. We were especially interested in broadening the scope of research beyond mindfulness, which was emerging as a hot topic in scientific circles at the time. The prevailing view was that mindfulness practice alone is the antidote to our stress and anxiety in an increasingly turbulent world. The basic idea is that by training the mind to stay in the present moment and develop greater calm and equanimity, we can weather life’s storms with more resilience and feel better. Our intuition, however, was that while mindfulness skills are indeed critical for navigating the stress of the modern world, they would be even more impactful when paired with a broader range of contemplative principles.

This intuition has been borne out by our research. At the Center for Healthy Minds, we’ve found that mindfulness practice alone is not enough to reverse the trends we are seeing in people’s mental health. As one of the premier centers for research into how meditation improves lives and the first to show that it actually changes the brain, the Center examines the effects of mindfulness and meditation—but our newest research has shown that something more is needed.

For the past four decades, we’ve investigated deeply the science of emotions and contemplative practice. We’ve studied attention, resilience, equanimity, kindness, compassion, gratitude, empathy, and wisdom, exploring how these qualities affect the mind, brain, and body. Though we are scientists, we are also fathers, partners, and citizens who are not immune to the effects of the stress we are all experiencing. The suffering is all around us. As such, we developed a lofty goal. We wanted to see if we could help people achieve something concrete with this research, a path to thriving that would endure throughout their lives. We wanted to help people truly flourish.

In recent years, we have focused on two central questions: What skills do we need to flourish in the face of the increasing challenges of today’s world? And is it possible to build our capacity to thrive when things are going well and to learn and grow and still be well when faced with enormous challenges? We’ve seen that flourishing comes about when:


	we are fully present and aware,

	we experience positive connections with the people in our lives and with the natural environment in which we reside,

	we have insight into our thoughts and emotions, and

	we feel that our lives have meaning and purpose.



And all this can still happen amid difficulty and stress.

Over the years, we’ve worked with thousands of people, from those struggling with depression and anxiety to stressed-out college students, from police officers to schoolteachers, and from newborn infants to aging adults. We’ve also studied the full range of psychopathology, from autism to depression, social anxiety, and PTSD, and we’ve explored the further reaches of human flourishing in very long-term meditation practitioners.

All along, we tracked the emotional lives of all these people, using the most cutting-edge research tools available, while giving them “behavioral tasks” (simple games) to study their behavior and well-being over time. We used magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), functional MRI (fMRI), positron emission tomography (PET), and electroencephalography (EEG) to study their brains and found that meditation and other forms of mental training not only boost well-being but also alter the function and structure of the human brain, even how the brain responds to physical pain.

These measures helped us see that learning skills to cultivate flourishing makes us both feel better and behave more altruistically. Moreover, practices for flourishing help us stay more focused and can reduce unconscious biases. We used questionnaires and quizzes to see how skills for flourishing transform the way people think and feel about themselves. We also implemented biological measures that gave us insights into how training the mind can change how the physical body responds to stress—for example, decreasing the release of stress hormones during a challenging event.

These findings were surprising at times—and tremendously hopeful.

Our results showed that although the current trends around mental health are alarming, they can be reversed. Flourishing is possible amid a rapidly changing and busy world. What’s more, we found that we all have the innate capacity to develop the skills and habits necessary to flourish. Learning to flourish is similar to learning language. But to actually do so, we need to be trained. Our big discovery is that flourishing consists of four skills. They can steer us away from depression and anxiety and toward fulfillment and connection. We can train ourselves to navigate life’s ups and downs with far more resilience, calmness, and even a hopeful outlook. We can train our minds and rewire our brains to flourish.





The Four Skills of Flourishing

In this book, we give you practical steps for learning how to flourish in our everyday lives based on decades of research both in the lab and out in the world. We’ve examined brain scans and gene expression changes in the laboratory but also worked with people in real life who report profound shifts in well-being. We’ve worked with teachers, health care providers, police and firefighters, veterans, formerly incarcerated people, people suffering from mood and anxiety disorders, and many more. These skills are for all of us who are overwhelmed, stressed, or lonely in today’s world or who simply sense they have untapped potential to lead a more fulfilling life. While our stress reactions are normal in a world of extraordinary challenge, it doesn’t mean we can’t train ourselves to thrive. Many of the people we have worked with reported feeling more depressed and anxious than ever before. Some said they no longer recognized themselves as the people they thought they were. Whether you live with chronic stress or mental health challenges are a new development for you, our book will illuminate the path from chronic stress, distraction, and anxiety to a life that feels balanced, rich, and rewarding.

We will share our groundbreaking scientific model—the Healthy Minds Framework—which highlights the four core skills of human flourishing. Each skill translates into practices that all of us can do in simple ways, every day, with enormous positive results.

Awareness: the skill of attending to the present moment and being with our own thoughts and emotions in a healthy way.

Connection: the skill of being present with others and our surroundings and the cultivation of qualities like appreciation and kindness that help us have healthy interactions and relationships.

Insight: the skill of building self-knowledge through self-inquiry, exploring how our thoughts, emotions, and sense of self shape our experience.

Purpose: the skill of feeling connected to the core values and guiding motivations that lend meaning to our lives and pursuits.

Our research on awareness, for instance, has shown that it plays a critical role in human flourishing by giving us the tools to manage our thoughts, emotions, and impulses in a healthy way—what scientists call “self-regulation.” Our research on social connection has also led to striking results, including the finding that novice meditators can alter the functioning of their brains in ways that promote altruistic behavior. We found extraordinary examples of insight in advanced meditators, who could trigger and sustain high-amplitude gamma oscillations, a form of brain activity often associated with the experience of having an “aha” moment.

But by far, one of the most interesting aspects of our research is the role we learned purpose plays in flourishing. We would have thought that awareness, insight, and connection alone were enough to carry someone in times of great struggle—but, in fact, purpose plays a critical role. Purpose connects us to feeling needed and helps us keep our eye on creating a future we want to live in, which seems to lift us out of sadness and depression. While awareness, insight, and connection will keep us connected to our feelings and related capacities in the present moment, purpose pulls us into action. We’ve found that a healthy sense of purpose helps us recover more easily when we get emotionally reactive. People with more purpose are more emotionally resilient. If we translate this finding to a real-world setting, it means that on a day when you have more of a sense of meaning and purpose, you will more easily regain your emotional balance when you get upset or reactive.





Two Kinds of Learning

The four elements of flourishing we just introduced you to are called skills for a reason. For each of them, learning the skill requires not only conceptual learning about the skill but also practicing the skill to embody it. Consider kindness. You can read books about kindness and attend lectures about kindness. This is what’s called didactic learning. It’s how most of us were taught in school. But we all have a general intuition that while beneficial, just hearing about kindness is not sufficient to produce the feeling or act of kindness. For that we need procedural learning.

We’ve heard so many instances of people saying to us that they “know” they would benefit from meditating, but they still can’t get themselves to do it. We see this pattern with other health-related behavioral changes we “know” would be good for us—better diets, more physical exercise, not smoking, etc. But we don’t apply what we’ve learned to an effort to make the changes. Scientists call this the “declarative-procedural gap.” Procedural learning is acquired through practice and it’s procedural learning that enables us to establish a habit because it is governed by brain systems that are totally different from those that govern declarative learning.




Flourishing Is Easier Than You Think

Initially, we supposed that for the average person, cultivating the four skills would take hours of daily practice over the course of months and years. But when we studied the brains of both Buddhist monks who have meditated for tens of thousands of hours and those of everyday people just learning to meditate, we discovered our supposition was far from accurate. In fact, we don’t even need to sit down to meditate for half an hour every day. According to our groundbreaking research, it only takes a few minutes a day of guided or unguided meditation, reflective writing, or short contemplation to rewire the brain to flourish.

To give just one of many examples, a study we did with hundreds of school employees at the height of the Covid-19 pandemic showed that doing the practices we teach in this book for just five minutes a day was enough to make substantial improvements in the participants’ levels of stress and anxiety. Further, everyone reported an increase in positive thoughts and emotions, like feeling more aware and socially connected. What’s more, these benefits started to show up after just one week of practice and were still present when we tested for them again three months after the program ended. And we now have very new data that show the benefits actually grow over time. In our six-month follow-ups, we’ve seen that the effects of the training are even more pronounced.

While our framework has been supportive for people during times of extreme stress, such as the Covid pandemic, it has also proven to help people with long-term mental health challenges. When we first met John, he was struggling with clinical levels of anxiety and depression and on the verge of quitting his job with the sales team at a big company. He enrolled in one of our studies at the Center for Healthy Minds and began to learn simple skills to work with his mind and emotions in a positive way. As early as the first week, he shared that he was feeling more hopeful and uplifted than he had in years. After a month, he started to feel more dramatic changes, and the data backed it up. His symptoms, including toxic levels of rumination and a lack of motivation to stay engaged at work, had decreased by nearly 30 percent. John reported higher levels of focus and mindfulness, more feelings of positive social connection, and a greater sense of meaning and purpose at work, all of which we were measuring weekly. The positive changes John experienced were still there three months later, and he shared that the training had transformed his life.

In other research using the most rigorous clinical research methods, we taught people who had never done any form of meditation training a simple compassion practice, which is important for both the awareness and connection aspects of flourishing and which we’ll share in this book. This compassion practice asks participants to bring into their minds and hearts someone they know and to reflect on a difficulty that person is experiencing. The practitioner then cultivates a sincere wish that this person find happiness and be relieved of that difficulty. Participants are encouraged to begin this practice first by thinking of a loved one (a spouse, family member, even a pet), then they move on to someone they don’t know very well, and, finally, to a challenging person in their lives. We tested participants before and after two weeks of this compassion training, with each person engaging in only seven hours total of practice.

What was most surprising is that we found evidence that the brain changed from pre- to post-training. Brain circuits critical for positive emotion became more activated. We also found that compared with a control group that did no compassion training, those trained in compassion acted more altruistically by giving generously to victims in an economic decision-making task. Altruism activates brain circuits and engages biological mechanisms of caring that contribute to our ability to flourish by helping us forge stronger connections with others. Together, these findings again confirmed that it doesn’t take much training to measurably impact the brain circuits that underlie kindness and compassion.

The simplicity and accessibility of these practices are a seismic shift in our understanding of mental health and emotional well-being. If people adopt these habits and skills in the coming years, we can pave the way for huge reversals in declining mental health. We’ve seen that, like physical exercise, the four skills of flourishing are accessible to many, from kids in kindergarten to the elderly in nursing homes. Although we are taught to believe that people of a certain age are “too set in their ways” to change, this is simply not true. Research shows people can radically transform at any age. In one recent study, Anne Malaktaris and her colleagues at the University of California, San Diego, found that the compassion training we used in our studies produced substantial improvements in participants 66 years and older, showing significant gains in measures of well-being and decreases in measures of stress, anxiety, and feeling overwhelmed. Anyone can cultivate the skills of flourishing.

The four skills of flourishing can even influence how we respond to physical pain. In one of our studies, which we describe in detail later in the book, we found that cultivating awareness, connection, and insight changed the brain’s pain network. Advanced meditators had much less activity in the pain network before and after a painful stimulus, while a group of nonmeditators experienced just the opposite. The takeaway is that we can train our minds to experience pain with less suffering. Imagine what the world would look like if we all learned the four skills of flourishing and applied them to the countless painful moments in our lives, both physical and otherwise.

All that is needed is a commitment to practice and a little bit of discipline for a few minutes each day. Brief daily rituals that help us calm our minds and live with more balance may one day be as common as brushing our teeth. Think about it. A few thousand years ago, humans were not brushing their teeth every day. This is something we learned to do. Now, virtually every person on the planet engages in this daily ritual. Consider what could happen if everyone cared for their minds daily the way we do for our bodies and physical hygiene. If each of us begins to incorporate these skills and habits into our daily lives, we imagine the alarming trends we are seeing will reverse, health will improve, and the effects will cascade to the flourishing of others in our communities and around the globe.





Flourishing Is Not Happiness

It is important to note that flourishing is not the same as being happy all the time. If you are helping a friend through a personal challenge, flourishing might look like empathy and being a present, caring listener. When you’re at work, it might show up as mental focus, creativity, or staying connected to the deeper purpose of your job. And if you yourself are having a hard time, flourishing might look more like resilience, your capacity to adapt and adjust to an unexpected loss or a setback. Flourishing is the ability to see the forest from the trees and to remain buoyant, uplifted, and moving forward even during times of turbulence. In short, when we are flourishing, we bring the best of ourselves to whatever life throws our way.

The key insight from our pioneering research is the simple idea that flourishing is a skill. Born to Flourish will take you through a clear path that both explains the skills and the research behind them and that provides information on how you can nurture the skills in everyday life. When we take people through all four skills of the Healthy Minds Framework, the results are often life-changing.

For example, when we first started working with Jennifer, a forty-year-old public school teacher who was doing her best to help her class of unruly fifth-graders learn, she was on the edge of burnout. She loved teaching and her kids, but the daily grind of working in a large school system had created a feeling of chronic stress. Jennifer knew things were getting bad when she lost her ability to get a good night’s sleep. She had always been a sound sleeper, but many nights she found herself lying in bed, staring at the ceiling. Her mind was caught in a swirl of thoughts, replaying stressful events from her day or imagining some unwelcome future scenario. Jennifer was exhausted yet couldn’t fall asleep for hours, and when she did, she would wake up in the middle of the night with even more restless energy. Her fatigue started to spill over into her work and relationships. She couldn’t stay focused in the classroom, and she was more irritable with her students. At home, the smallest chores started to feel like an overwhelming burden, and she lost the motivation to do things she normally enjoyed.

Jennifer had zero free time and was out of options, so based on a friend’s recommendation, she downloaded our Healthy Minds Program app (produced by our nonprofit Humin), a step-by-step training in the four skills we cover in this book. Jennifer quickly discovered that the practices were much easier than she expected. She learned about “active meditations” she could do while folding the laundry or walking to the bus stop, and she learned she could practice while lying in bed, too. As she began integrating the skills into her life, things started to change.

In particular, the awareness practices helped her step back from the powerful current of her restless thoughts, emotions, and reactions. She learned how bringing awareness to the sensations of her body and breath as she lay in bed would bring a sense of peace and calm she’d never known before. She experimented with connection practices that taught her how to shift from frustration and apathy to empathy and appreciation. Insight meditation helped her explore her expectations and reactions with curiosity, and she started to feel much more in control of her emotions. She even learned some new skills to clarify her most cherished values and apply them when she was with her kids in the classroom, which helped her rediscover her passion for teaching. It was not an overnight process, but seeing that she could use the ups and downs of her daily routine to consciously strengthen awareness, connection, insight, and purpose transformed Jennifer’s life at work and at home. Her story shows that it can take as little as five minutes a day to strengthen the four components of human flourishing.

The framework we founded and present in this book is the basis for the Healthy Minds Program app, which we developed together. The app has been selected as one of the top three meditation apps by The New York Times/Wirecutter for four years running and is being used in scientific research by some of the world’s top scientists, including groups at MIT, NYU, the University of Wisconsin–Madison, the University of Arizona, and other premier universities. As of this writing it has been downloaded by more than one million people despite the fact that it was produced by a nonprofit organization that has spent nothing on advertising.

Unlike the app, however, this book isn’t about practice alone. It brings stories, our research findings, and practices together in a single place to help you understand why we all struggle at times and how we can turn things around. Why do we handle a stressful work situation like a pro and then lose it sitting in traffic? Why do we feel a deep sense of purpose with some activities and not others? We’ve learned that variations in awareness, connection, insight, and purpose underlie all these fluctuations.

We are facing a crisis in our collective well-being today. Distractibility, addiction, loneliness, depression, suicide, and life expectancy are getting worse by the day. We need a reset! This is why the two of us consider ourselves “activist scientists.” Seeing the growing scale of the mental health crisis and knowing what we know about simple skills that can help anyone flourish, we can no longer carry on with our research without acting. The world needs to know what the research is showing us: that simple practices to hone the four skills of flourishing can help us reverse the perilous course we are currently following as a society.

Born to Flourish aims to help each of us navigate the highs and lows of our individual lives and thereby thrive at work, at home, and everywhere in between. As we continue to face the stress and challenges around us, we ourselves can continue to change and increase our capacity to contribute good to the world.








Chapter 2 Rewiring Your Brain to Flourish



The privilege of a lifetime is to become who you truly are.

—Carl Jung



It was 7:30 a.m. on a crisp September morning when Cort pulled up to the drop-off line at Shorewood Elementary School with his eight-year-old son, CJ, sitting quietly in the back seat. As he watched CJ gather his oversized backpack and lunch box, Cort felt the familiar tightness in his chest—that mixture of love, worry, and determination that had become his constant companion over the past few months. Just a few months earlier, their lives had been completely upended. Now, here they were, starting an entirely new chapter in Madison, Wisconsin.

“Have a great day, hon,” he said, trying to keep his voice steady. “Remember, Mrs. Johnson will take you to after-school care, and I’ll pick you up at six after my classes.” CJ nodded, gave him a quick hug, and disappeared into the stream of children flowing through the school’s front doors. Cort sat there for a moment, watching him go, remembering how, just a year earlier, this whole routine would have played out back in Minneapolis, where Cort himself grew up and where all their family and friends were just a few minutes’ drive away.

On this particular morning, the usual swirl of feelings Cort experienced when dropping off his son held an edge of something sharper—an awareness of just how much his life had changed in a matter of months. A difficult divorce had left him single-parenting CJ full-time, he’d just moved to a new city, and in a few days, he would be starting an intensive doctoral program. And then, just as he was adjusting to this new reality, came the news that his father had been diagnosed with cancer.

As he drove to campus for class, his phone buzzed. His father was calling with an update about his latest oncology appointment. The news wasn’t good. It was stage 4 prostate cancer. The words still felt surreal, as if they belonged to someone else’s story. Cort pulled into the parking lot on campus but couldn’t bring himself to get out of the car just yet. The weight of everything—single parenting, the doctoral program’s demanding schedule, his father’s declining health, the geographic distance from their support system—felt as if it might crush him.

But sitting there in his car, he did what had become an essential part of his daily routine. He closed his eyes and allowed himself to feel the full weight of the moment. Some days, that meant tears. Other days, it meant feeling the anxiety course through his body like electricity. By bringing awareness to these feelings and feeling them fully, he’d discovered they would eventually pass on their own, leaving him better able to face whatever challenges lay ahead.

There were other supports Cort leaned on to get through this challenging time. He and CJ lived in family housing on campus, which was filled with kids and families who were also transplants, some much farther afield than Minneapolis. Seeing CJ play outside with new friends seemed to erase all of Cort’s stress. But the most profound shifts happened in quiet moments—when CJ was missing his old room, his mom, or his friends. Instead of rushing to fix everything, Cort would simply be there with him. He learned that sometimes the most powerful thing he could do was just listen, acknowledging CJ’s feelings without trying to make them go away. These moments, though difficult, deepened their bond in ways he hadn’t anticipated.

Cort’s relationship with his father had evolved, too. Their weekly calls, once focused on updates about treatment and test results, had transformed into deeper conversations about life, legacy, and what really matters. Despite the physical distance, Cort felt closer to his father than ever before. These conversations helped him see his own challenges through a wider lens, understanding that difficult periods often carry hidden opportunities for growth.

The daily juggle of responsibilities—making breakfast, reviewing scientific literature on his phone while waiting at soccer practice, working on papers after CJ went to bed—wasn’t just about surviving. Each small action was part of a larger story about showing up for what matters most. When faced with competing demands, Cort found clarity by asking himself simple questions: What kind of father do I want to be? What example do I want to set for CJ? What contribution do I hope to make through my research?

Looking back on that period, the things that stood out weren’t just the challenges but how they became opportunities for self-exploration and new insights and discoveries about life. The practices Cort learned over the years that helped him navigate this time weren’t about eliminating difficulty—they were about developing a different relationship with it. Through daily moments of reflection, genuine human connection, and a deepening understanding of what truly matters, Cort discovered that it was possible to do more than just survive life’s storms. It was possible to be transformed by them.

The tightness in Cort’s chest that morning at CJ’s school wasn’t just anxiety. It was also the sensation of a heart expanding to hold both the pain and the possibility of their new life. Like any skill worth mastering, this ability to transform challenge into growth didn’t come easily; it was the product of countless small choices, daily practices, and willing steps into uncertainty. Cort realized that flourishing is not a destination but a practice—one that asks only that we show up, stay present, and do our best to embrace life in all its complexity. The morning’s familiar tightness wasn’t just tension. It was the sensation of that practice at work, of a heart learning, through patient repetition, to turn life’s hardest moments into opportunities for self-discovery.

We are all confronted by our anxieties, as Cort was during this critical period of his life. We get lost in distraction or depression, in fear or being overwhelmed, but we also carry the seeds to flourish, even though many of us are simply not aware we have these capabilities. Sometimes, when we encounter a person who is especially compassionate or wise, they help us recognize these qualities in ourselves. Maybe you feel a heart connection or like you’ve known them forever even though you just met. We often describe these encounters as heartwarming.

Feelings of connection are one surefire way to flourish, but there are many others. Think about a time when you felt attentive, focused, and at ease in the present moment. Perhaps you were in nature and experienced awe in response to natural beauty. What did that moment feel like to you? What was the trigger that allowed you to access this deep sense of flourishing?

The moments of serenity Cort experienced after his son CJ went to sleep or when he was by himself in his car in the parking lot were glimpses into the experience of deep flourishing. Cort could not help but wonder: What if this state could become more frequent and enduring? Is it possible for us to cultivate a state of flourishing in any situation? Could we rewire ourselves to strengthen these qualities, the way we strengthen the heart and other muscles with physical exercise? And like learning to play a musical instrument, could we practice and get better at flourishing?

What does it mean to flourish? As we said in the first chapter, flourishing has four essential components: Awareness, Connection, Insight, and Purpose. We are flourishing when we are fully present with ourselves and our surroundings, connected to those around us and to our context, understand how our beliefs and expectations of ourselves shape our experience of the world, and have a sense of purpose that goes beyond ourselves.

Soon after we first met, we recognized we had something big in common: a shared conviction that humans are born to flourish and that everyone has the capacity to change.


The Pliable Brain and Body

Our brains and bodies are wired for change. Neuroplasticity refers to our brain’s capacity to form new neural pathways, even entire networks, when we learn something. For example, if you learn a visual-motor skill like juggling, which requires precise hand-eye coordination, the pathways between the visual and movement centers in your brain will be measurably strengthened. The next time you try to juggle will be easier because you created these new pathways.

Epigenetics studies the way a modification to a gene changes the gene’s expression. For example, in our laboratory, we’ve demonstrated that just one day of intensive meditation practice among long-term meditation practitioners results in an epigenetic change that decreases the body’s inflammatory molecules. This decrease in inflammation, a common factor in many chronic illnesses, shows that the habit of meditation changes how a person’s genes are expressed.

Even though we are wired for change, it doesn’t mean we always change for the better. Throughout our lives, we can change in ways that make us angrier, more fearful, more distracted, more detached and alone, and unhappier—the opposite of flourishing. If we build a habit of doomscrolling our social media feeds every day, our brains will wire toward that habit. If we build a habit of going into a rage every time we sit in traffic, we will wire that habit. But here’s the good news: the very same aspects of our biology that can be hijacked to produce suffering can be harnessed for our good and help us flourish.




Sculpting the Brain

Have you ever marveled at the changes that babies show over the first three years of development? How do we go from fragile, preverbal infants who sleep most of the time to curious, hyperverbal toddlers? What about watching with breathtaking wonder how an Olympic figure skater accomplishes the near-impossible jumps that mesmerize global audiences? Or listening with reverence to a virtuoso musical performance? In each of these cases, the skills these infants, athletes, and musicians display are a product of their neuroplasticity. In acquiring these skills, the brain is sculpted by experience and training. These neuroplastic changes establish a new baseline, so that the next time a toddler, athlete, or musician performs, the skilled behavior will unfold ever more seamlessly.

Changes in our brains can occur wittingly or unwittingly. Most of the time, neuroplastic changes occur unwittingly. Our brains are constantly being shaped by the forces around us, and we are usually oblivious to these changes. A common yet unfortunate example is the prevalent fear-based advertising we see during a US election season. Doctored images of “immigrants” committing crimes, for example, likely hijack the brain’s fear circuit and lower its threshold for activation. We’re not aware that our brains are being sculpted by these experiences, but evidence shows that they are. In this case, the threshold for activating our amygdala—an important emotional center in the brain—might be lowered so that innocuous events might trigger it and be experienced as threats.

But we can also alter our brains wittingly by training our minds, much the same way training the body through physical exercise leads to changes in the immune system and other aspects of our physical health. For example, your brain will change by engaging in a simple awareness practice like noticing your breath and returning your attention to it every time you get distracted. The more you do this, the more you will strengthen this new neural connection, which reinforces the habit. Before you know it, you will be less distracted and use your breath to help yourself focus without even thinking about it. Another simple way to train your mind is with the practice of appreciation. Have you ever paused for a few moments to appreciate nature? Or the positive qualities of another person? If you do this consciously and repeatedly, it will induce a neuroplastic change that results in appreciation arising more spontaneously in the future.

We need to be intentional about how we engage with the world and pick up the skills we need to improve our well-being. Otherwise, our neuroplastic brains will be hijacked by the forces around us, and we’ll find ourselves with all sorts of habits that increase suffering. It isn’t easy. To paraphrase a bumper sticker frequently spotted in the US, “Stuff happens.” Adversity is all around us; it’s a part of life. We cannot buffer ourselves from it completely. By training our minds, however, we can change our relationship to adversity and transform the difficult periods of life into opportunities for learning and growth.

When a stressful challenge occurs, it triggers a cascade of changes in the brain and body. Imagine having an argument with your partner, your child, or a friend early in the morning. The sight and sounds of the interaction will be registered by the visual and auditory cortices—the parts of your brain that process information from your eyes and ears. Each of these sensory-specific brain regions has a pathway of connecting neurons to the amygdala—that major processing center for our emotions that is triggered when something important happens. If it’s something positive, it would be good to keep it going and savor whatever is happening. But when it’s a stressful event, other parts of the brain become engaged to help formulate a plan to decrease the stress. The plan might be to try to escape the situation, or it might be to reinterpret the situation so that it becomes less stressful.

The early-morning argument will also affect your body. Our brains are neuroplastic, and you might say that our bodies are plastic, too. That probably sounds really strange, but it simply means that our bodies, like our brains, are constantly changing and adapting to our current circumstances. When you’re in an argument, your body becomes stressed as it receives signals from the brain. One of the key structures transmitting information from the brain to the body is the insula, which lies near the front of the brain, behind your forehead. The insula is the only part of the brain that contains what we call a “viscerotopic map.” In other words, many of our major bodily organs, including the heart, lungs, and sex organs, are mapped onto geographic regions of the insula. During and after the argument with your loved one, when the insula is activated, your breathing may become more rapid, and your heart may beat more quickly and strongly so that you feel heart palpitations. This is how your insula is literally talking to your heart and lungs.

Your heart and lungs, in turn, talk to your brain. The pathways between the insula and the visceral organs of the body are not one-way. William James, America’s first great psychologist, famously proposed that an emotion is the perception of a bodily change. So, in our example of the morning argument, when your brain perceives the acceleration of your breathing and heart rate, you might experience anxiety or fear. This pattern in the body coordinates with a pattern in the brain that might activate the salience network, which in turn ramps up these bodily changes. The salience network incorporates brain regions that function to label activities and events that are significant, like emotional events that are personally meaningful so that our emotions leave memory traces in our bodies and brains.

When we cultivate the qualities of flourishing, we’re not only changing our minds but also altering our brains, which, in turn, will impact our bodies. Just as the body can tense in response to stress and form body memories around struggle, the reverse is also true. When the body is in a calm state and breathing is slow, it will bathe the brain in soothing neural impulses and help quiet the structures involved in the fight-flight-freeze response, and that state of calm in the brain will inform the body.




The Machinery of Plasticity

But let’s back up because it will be helpful to look more deeply at how plasticity works so you can appreciate the miraculous machinery of what it means to be human. Our nervous system enables us to sense, feel, breathe, think, move, create, and imagine.

The nervous system’s basic building block is the nerve cell, or neuron. A neuron is designed to send and receive messages between two or more parts of the brain or between the brain and the body. Including the brain, spinal cord, and the rest of the body, we have approximately 135 billion neurons at any given time. Each of the five senses has specialized neurons: neurons responsible for vision are in our eyes, those responsible for smell are in our nose, and so on. And we have motor neurons specialized to produce action.

We also have interneurons, nerve cells dedicated to forming connections. These little cells are the fundamental building block of neuroplasticity. Unlike simpler organisms, humans have brains in which most nerve cells are these interneurons. In other words, we can form connections between our senses, movements, ideas, thoughts, and feelings far more than any other living organism can. Another way of saying this is that we have a greater ability to learn new skills than other living creatures.

Interneurons grow and change in response to experience and training. In a famous study published twenty-five years before the widespread use of GPS and Google Maps, a group of neuroscientists at University College in London looked at the brain anatomy of London taxi drivers. They wanted to see if learning to navigate the complex streets of London would induce measurable changes in the parts of the brain essential for memory and spatial navigation. For those who’ve been to the city of London, you know that navigating its curved and narrow streets is like learning a second language. Becoming a London taxi driver usually requires two full years of training to pass the mandatory police exam, which includes navigation. Using a structural MRI scan, the study compared the brain anatomy of experienced London taxi drivers with inexperienced drivers of the same age and gender. Researchers were particularly interested in the hippocampus, an elongated structure on each side of the brain, buried within the temporal lobe, the part of the brain just above the ears. They found that the size of the posterior portion of the hippocampus was significantly larger in the experienced taxi drivers compared with the inexperienced drivers, and the longer a driver had been driving, the larger this area of the hippocampus.

It turns out that the hippocampus is one of the essential brain regions for flourishing. Researchers have shown that simple awareness-based meditation practices increase the volume, the literal size, of the hippocampus. Given its role in memory, this brain region is important in helping us remember to bring a flourishing mindset to our everyday interactions.

The taxi driver study was one of the first of a small cottage industry of research suggesting that when we use a specific part of the brain extensively to develop a particular expertise, that part of the brain gets larger. The connections between that area and other areas of the brain also increase.

Learning the skills of flourishing similarly induces changes in the brain, as the research with simple awareness meditation has demonstrated. In a study at the Center for Healthy Minds, Tammi Kral, a graduate student at the time, examined possible changes in the neuronal connections between different brain regions using training in a simple awareness practice (stay tuned for chapter 5). In particular, she wanted to know if an eight-week awareness training would alter the actual neuronal connections between the network in the brain responsible for rumination and mind-wandering (called the default mode) and the network responsible for directing attention and self-regulation (known as the central executive network).

The study participants were randomly assigned to either eight weeks of awareness meditation training or one of two different control groups. One control group was called the Health Enhancement Program, a training we invented to control for the group experience, which promised some benefit and an enthusiastic instructor. The awareness training group and the Health Enhancement Program group were perfectly matched on each of the dimensions. The other control group was a “wait-list” control, which was told they could take either the awareness training or the Health Enhancement training after six months.

In the group practicing meditation, we found increased connectivity between the two important networks in the brain. The conclusion here is that training in simple mindful awareness (which is part of the awareness pillar we teach later in the book) does help us direct our attention and regulate mind-wandering. The fact that a modest dose of awareness meditation training—in this case approximately twenty-four hours spread across eight weeks—produces measurable structural brain changes in the connections between these two important networks underscores that we can all change our brains, and therefore our lives, with just a bit of mental training.

It wasn’t long ago that scientists held a very different view. When Richie was a graduate student, he was taught that the brain could not generate new cells, unlike other parts of the body. We all know that if we injure our skin, new cells will grow back to replace the damaged skin. Until 2000, everyone believed humans are born with all the neurons we’ll have in our lifetime. People thought that infants are born with more neurons than they need and that their cells are “sculpted” as they develop. In other words, cells that are not required for a specific task die off. But it turns out that thinking was wrong. Our brains are generating new cells all the time.

We now know that adult humans grow an average of 1,000 new neurons daily, and we also know that unhealthy states of mind, like stress and depression, impair our ability to grow new neurons. The growth of new neurons is important for flourishing. By engaging in some key healthy habits of mind (which we’ll share in subsequent chapters), we can harness the potential for change in our brains and bodies in ways that support enduring flourishing. Once you begin to see that you carry within you the potential to change for the better and that these transformations of mind will literally change your brain and improve its health, a new sense of hope emerges for what may be possible in the future.




Our Genes Have Volume Controls

Like neuroplasticity, epigenetics is a relatively new but very powerful way of understanding our potential for change. We all have genes that predispose us to one or another trait, but the extent to which a gene is expressed (that is, turned up or down like a volume control) determines the extent to which its trait is expressed. For example, if you have a gene from your father that predisposes you to anxiety, but your genetically unrelated caregiver is very laid-back and relaxed, you could experience an epigenetic change that “turns down the volume” of the anxiety-related gene you inherited from your father. The change can down-regulate the anxiety-related gene so that it produces less of the stress hormone cortisol, for example.

The extent to which any given gene is expressed is influenced by a host of factors, including internal stressors, such as our emotions, and environmental stressors. Just because we carry a gene that might predispose us to a disease—the APOE4 gene, which is connected to Alzheimer’s disease, for example—it doesn’t mean that gene will be turned up or activated. We can live with the gene for a disease and never get that illness. Take, for example, two people with identical genetic risk for Alzheimer’s. Research shows that if a person is very active intellectually—reading, writing, engaging in discussions about theater, art, or politics—that person will, all other things being equal, have a less severe presentation of the illness.

Think of each of your genes as having a volume control that goes from low to high. This volume control determines how much protein a gene will produce, and whether or not the protein is manufactured will determine the expression of that gene. For example, if a gene that produces a protein to increase inflammation is not activated, it will keep inflammation at low levels.

Many factors can influence the volume control on our genes, from our emotions to our life circumstances. For example, research shows that environmental factors like trauma have a huge impact on the volume control of our genes. What is even more amazing is that such effects can be passed down at least a couple of generations. Rachel Yehuda, a neuroscientist at Mount Sinai School of Medicine in New York City, has been studying the neuroscience of stress for decades. In 2016, she and her colleagues published a groundbreaking article about the epigenetics of stress in a group of 32 Holocaust survivors and 22 of their adult children. Their research included a demographically matched control group of parents and children not exposed to the Holocaust. Among both the Holocaust survivors and their children, researchers found an alteration in the epigenetic status of a gene that plays a critical role in regulating the neurochemicals involved in our response to the stress hormone cortisol. No such alteration was found in the control group. In other words, the participants who had experienced the unimaginable traumas of the Holocaust and their children both carried a biological alteration that predisposed them to even more dysregulation in their hormonal responses to stress.

Gene expression is also affected by our circadian rhythms. When we transition from waking to sleep and then back again, a host of genes are up- and down-regulated. Some of these genes regulate the sleep-wake cycle itself. Other genes triggered in the sleep-wake transition are involved in inflammation, which suggests that sleep (particularly deep sleep) can have an anti-inflammatory effect. Interestingly, these patterns are disrupted in patients with certain major psychiatric disorders such as schizophrenia.

The simple fact that our genes are up- and down-regulated during sleeping and waking is a fascinating little detour—which is related to flourishing. When we are stressed, we lose sleep, and that loss of sleep can activate gene expressions that further our inflammation and stress.

Through our work at the Center for Healthy Minds, we realized that if trauma and our circadian rhythms can exert epigenetic effects and be passed down from generation to generation, it was highly likely that mental training to promote flourishing could alter our epigenetics in a positive direction—which leads us to believe that the qualities of flourishing can also be transmitted intergenerationally. An amazing possibility and an inspiration to all current and future parents!

One of the key collaborators in our epigenetics and flourishing research is an extraordinary woman named Perla Kaliman. We call Perla “the wandering yogi scientist.” Originally from Argentina, where she received a doctorate in biochemistry, and a professor and researcher at the University of Barcelona in Spain, Perla travels the world harnessing opportunities to engage in collaborative work and relieve suffering. Along with Perla, Antoine Lutz, a French neuroscientist; Melissa Rosenkranz, one of the Center’s core faculty members; and Richie designed a novel study with 19 long-term meditation practitioners, including Cort before he moved to the Center to pursue his doctorate. The meditation practitioners came to our lab for a full day of intensive meditation practice that included both sitting and walking practice. They were compared with 21 nonmeditating control participants who also came to the lab for a “day of leisure” that included quiet activities such as reading, watching videos, and walking. The duration of practice or leisure for both groups was 8 hours.

At the beginning and end of the day (8 a.m. and 4 p.m.), blood samples were obtained, and white blood cells were extracted for epigenetic analysis. DNA methylation is a process that dynamically influences gene expression. We searched for genes that were differentially methylated between pre- and post-day intervention in the meditators versus the controls. We found 61 genes that met rigorous criteria for differential methylation between the meditators and controls, and it turned out that most of these genes were in pathways critical for the regulation of inflammation. The meditators were showing a down-regulation of genes implicated in inflammation. This is remarkable since it occurred over the span of only 8 hours.

Many chronic illnesses include inflammation as a key component of the illness, ranging from asthma to inflammatory bowel disease to many forms of cardiovascular disease. Even Alzheimer’s and other forms of dementia involve inflammation—in this case, in the brain. These facts invite the exciting possibility that nurturing human flourishing might not only benefit psychological well-being but also physical health, particularly in people who suffer from inflammatory illnesses.




Born to Flourish

In a nutshell, neuroplasticity and epigenetics can work for or against us in our ability to flourish. But there is a third internal mechanism that always works in our favor: what we call innate goodness. Innate goodness helps us make choices that make a positive impact on our minds and epigenetics.

Cort saw this innate propensity for goodness firsthand when he lived with his family in Nepal. Cort’s son, CJ, was born in Kathmandu and spent his early years playing in the shadow of the towering Boudhanath Stupa, an ancient Buddhist monument on the outskirts of the Kathmandu Valley. The Tibetan refugee community had settled in this area decades earlier. In what would eventually become their daily ritual, Cort took CJ out each morning and evening for the traditional circumambulation of the massive Buddhist monument, a centuries-old Tibetan practice. Together, they joined throngs of Tibetan monks and nuns, local Nepalis, and Tibetan refugees as they slowly walked in a clockwise circle around the stupa.

The bustling pathway was often lined with beggars—elderly men and women with weathered faces, children with outstretched hands, and others, often draped in tattered clothing. To many, they might have seemed an intimidating or uncomfortable presence, but to CJ, they were simply people in need. While some young children might shy away from unfamiliar faces and cling fearfully to their parents, CJ displayed a remarkable instinct that transcended his limited life experience. Barely able to walk and not yet speaking, he would purposefully approach these strangers seeking alms, and, without prompting, he would reach into Cort’s pockets searching for anything that could be shared—coins, small items, or bits of food. If he found nothing to give, he would point insistently toward nearby shops, his gesture clearly communicating a desire to acquire something not for himself but to share with others.

What made CJ’s behavior so striking was the pure, unlearned quality of his compassionate impulses. In a stage of life traditionally marked by the refrain “mine!” and requests for treats and toys, CJ’s natural inclination was toward giving rather than receiving. His spontaneous generosity emerged before any formal teaching about sharing or kindness, suggesting something more fundamental at work.

CJ’s instinctive compassion in the streets of Kathmandu points to a profound truth about human nature that science is only beginning to fully understand. As we’ll see, research now reveals that this innate orientation toward goodness isn’t a heartwarming anomaly—it’s a fundamental aspect of human development that manifests long before cultural conditioning or social learning can explain it. We’re discovering that while our brains and genes can be influenced in many directions, there exists within us a natural compass that points toward kindness, connection, and flourishing.

As Cort observed in his son, we all come into the world with a preference for goodness. We are drawn to kindness, openness, and relaxation, to a smile rather than a grimace. We yearn to live a life of joy and purpose and to connect with both ourselves and others. This preference, this yearning, has the power to direct us.

The notion of basic goodness may sound unscientific, but this principle is rooted in rigorous and methodical research. One body of work has shown that infants are oriented toward kindness even before they’ve had the opportunity to learn about social preferences. In 2007, a group of psychologists at Yale conducted an experiment in which six-month-old infants sat on their mother’s lap in front of a contraption designed for this experiment, a wooden incline on which a stick figure with eyes was placed. The children watched as the figure appeared to climb but twice got stuck two-thirds of the way up. In a third scenario, another figure came to help the first figure and push it up the hill. In a fourth, a different-colored figure appeared to push it down the hill. The experimenters measured how long infants gazed at each of these figures as a measure of their preference.

Among the six-month-old infants, 100 percent preferred the helper. In some ways, this result might seem unremarkable, but is remarkable—the infants were so young they had not yet been taught social norms of any kind. The finding indicates that even as infants we carry an overwhelming and seemingly universal preference for goodness. We prefer warmhearted, kind, and altruistic interactions to selfish and aggressive ones. Tapping into this innate drive will help us cultivate the skills to flourish.

Infants also show an innate disposition to help relieve others’ distress. In other words, we are all born with what we might call innate compassion. In a research study we conducted in our lab in collaboration with developmental psychologist Hill Goldsmith in the late 1990s, we tested 368 toddlers at 32 months of age. The study was primarily focused on behavioral inhibition, or shyness, in children.

In one part of our research, a staff member held an old-style clipboard and, at some point, feigned getting her finger stuck in the clipboard clip, grimacing and verbalizing an “ouch!” The toddlers were videotaped during this interaction to ascertain their responses. Viewing the short video clips of all 368 toddlers and observing the behavioral range in their response to this situation was remarkable. The vast majority of toddlers attempted to relieve the experimenter’s distress. Some asked the experimenter if she was okay, others asked if she needed a bandage, and still others kissed the experimenter’s finger. More than two-thirds of the toddlers this age displayed some form of helping behavior.

Kiley Hamlin, a psychologist at the University of British Columbia, who is an early pioneer in studies on innate goodness, points to three characteristics of infants that convincingly reveal our innate capacity to flourish:


Infants show a moral goodness in their propensity to help others in distress.

Infants have the capacity for moral understanding and evaluation. They understand social interactions, evaluate them, and show a clear preference for altruistic and warmhearted social interactions.

Infants exhibit a preference for moral retribution. If an actor is selfish and mean to others, they want to see such “bad guys” get punished. This preference has been demonstrated in infants as young as five months.



The combination of these three characteristics provides the young infant with an innate moral compass and a core foundation for flourishing throughout their lives. It also suggests that when we teach simple practices to cultivate qualities such as compassion, which enhances our connection with others, we are not generating these qualities de novo but rather are familiarizing ourselves with the basic nature of our minds and strengthening these innate qualities.

The fact that goodness is innate is hugely important. It tells us that the qualities of kindness we seek to cultivate are qualities we already have. They simply need to be recognized and strengthened. This was a very important insight for us and directly contributed to the formulation we present in this book.
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