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This book is dedicated to all the students and colleagues I have had the good fortune to work with over the years who have taught me so much.






Preface

Have you noticed how happy most young children are? They seem to delight in the simplest things. Puddles, dirt, snow, twigs. At the back of my office is a junior school playground. Every break, it is filled with the laughter and squeals of young children at play. Where does all that joy go? We start off happy as young children but many of us turn into unhappy adults, dissatisfied with our lives. Even when things are going well for us, genuine and sustained happiness can feel elusive. Why is this, and what, if anything, can be done about it?

I’ve been studying children for four decades as a developmental psychologist. I am fascinated by the processes that take us from a helpless baby, dependent on others for survival, to an adult capable of painting the Sistine Chapel, composing symphonies, building spaceships or waging war. My life has been dedicated to research and teaching my students to inspire them to become the next generation of scientists. This has been immensely satisfying for most of my career, but about six years ago, I noticed that each new intake of students was increasingly unhappy and anxious about their academic performance. They worried excessively about their grades. They wanted more instruction about how to go about the various assessments. They seemed less interested by the amazing discoveries in the field that they were learning about and more focused on how to get the top marks. My joy and enthusiasm for teaching students had been undermined by a pragmatic, goal-directed approach that was accompanied by a rising tide of misery and unhappiness. Of course these ambitions for academic achievement are admirable goals, but not at the cost of personal happiness. It wasn’t just my students. The whole sector of higher education was experiencing an epidemic of mental health problems. The transition to university has always been a challenging time. I know because I wrote about it in my first happiness research paper over thirty years ago, but things are much worse today.1 Students were overly preoccupied with their own poor mental health and I had to do something about it.

I knew that there was a field within my discipline called positive psychology that sought to improve mental well-being through simple routines and activities. I was sceptical. I heard that meditation was very effective, but it had its roots in Eastern religion rather than evidence-based science. There were countless articles in the media on how to be happy and successful that seemed to me to be quick fixes. How could they improve happiness so easily? Airport bookstores were crammed with self-help books often written by ‘experts’ with questionable credentials. Positive psychology all sounded a bit too much like hype and rather wishy-washy to me, but I was willing to give it a go.

By coincidence, I discovered that a former Harvard student of mine, Laurie Santos, a senior academic psychologist and head of a residential college at Yale, had created a well-being course, ‘Psychology and the Good Life’, that had become the most popular class on campus. In her typical generous and selfless manner, Santos sent me her notes, to which I added my spin to create ‘The Science of Happiness’ course that I piloted in 2018 at the University of Bristol. I wasn’t sure if anyone would come. As it happens, over 500 people, students and staff, turned up on the first day. What makes this extra-remarkable was that this pilot was not an official university unit for credit, but simply a series of weekly lunchtime lectures anyone could attend.

Since my course was about the scientific approach to understanding happiness, I included studies that sought to explain human behaviour in terms of the underlying mechanisms in the brain. My own areas of interest – child development, the self and neuroscience – played central roles. I wanted to share my passion for the power of data and evidence, so I included lectures on statistics and experimental design to demonstrate how science is the best way to discover truths in the world. Unlike many positive psychology advocates, I was cautious not to oversell the promise of the principles I was teaching. I was determined to approach the Science of Happiness as rigorously as possible, so I had the audience participate in psychometric tests before and after the course to determine whether the recommended activities made any difference to their happiness. I informed them that they were taking part in their own experiment and the outcome would determine the future of the course. And I promised: if it didn’t work, I would abandon the course and return to my studies.

After the course was over, the student feedback was extremely positive. They found it interesting and fun, and enjoyed the opportunities to participate. For some members of the audience, the experience had been ‘transformative’. But what would the data say about their happiness? I remember tentatively running the psychometric scores through the statistical analysis, and I was absolutely gobsmacked by the results. Overall, on all the measures of well-being that I had administered, there was what we call a highly significant 10–15 per cent increase in positive scores from before the course began until it ended ten weeks later. That may not sound like a transformation into a state of eternal happiness and bliss, but this degree of change, over a relatively short period of time, is meaningful. I was now a convert. I knew then that you can make people happier through science, and through education. Making you happier is the purpose of this book.






Introduction

As a scientist, I always want to know the answer to the ‘why’ questions. Why do some of us feel unhappy? Why is happiness so fragile? And why do positive psychology interventions work? I think the answers can be found in childhood.

In most families, young children are the centre of attention. They have not yet encountered the competitive world of social relationships and the acute sense of being evaluated or judged by others that makes up most of life by the time you reach adolescence. Most young children are happily self-centred, or egocentric, living in the present moment with little room for regrets about the past or worries for the future.

However, as children grow up and enter the competitive worlds of school exams, relationships, social media and work, they find they are no longer the centre of attention. They must learn to get on with others who are also vying for status and recognition. Conflicts often arise when both parties fail to appreciate the other’s perspective. We want to have status and be admired by others, but this too leads to conflict. It is difficult to be both a winner and a team player at the same time. You can’t be the most popular person without others being less popular. You can’t be the most liked person without others being disliked. You can’t be the most successful without others failing – at least, according to the egocentric view. In order to get along with others and become accepted into society, we need to appreciate what others might be thinking and consider how we should act with this in mind, but it does take some practice and skill. These abilities emerge over childhood.

By the time we enter adulthood we have accumulated more cares and worries than our younger selves. So, when we are trapped in our own self-centred universe – which happens often – it’s easy for that self-focus to become directed towards our problems and we can blow everything out of proportion. Consider a representation of our ego in relation to others, the problems we face and the exchange of points of view (Fig. I.1).
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Fig. I.1: Representation of an overly egocentric social network



When we are egocentric, we are dominant at the centre of our universe and perceive relationships as tending to go in one direction. We impact on others and when others impact on us there is little mutual exchange because we tend not to take the other’s perspective into consideration. Unlike children, egocentric adults are very much aware of present and potential future problems. We view our problems as bigger than they really are. We don’t appreciate that others have their own problems, or if they do, then they do not compare to our own. As far as we are concerned, the difficulties we face are the most important.

But there is another way that we can see the world: from an other-centred, or allocentric view, which can lead to greater happiness. An allocentric view considers the perspectives of others and the interconnectedness of the social world (Fig. I.2).
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Fig. I.2: Representation of an allocentric social network



Our self is reduced and now comparable to others. Our relationships are more reciprocal, and we are aware that there are issues that impact on others that are more important to them than our problems are to us. This view puts issues into perspective and often makes our own concerns seem less burdensome. As the saying goes, ‘A problem shared is a problem halved.’ When we think and behave more allocentrically, we benefit from the social support we receive and the unexpected happiness that can be found by reaching out to others.

Most adults can step out of their ego and take an allocentric perspective when they need to. After all, learning to do so is an important part of growing up, but it is difficult to think like this spontaneously. We are seldom aware of the difficulties others face unless they are close to us, or their plight is specifically brought to our attention, because we are so caught up in our own world-view. Even when we do hear of others’ problems, when we are too egocentric there is still a tendency to regard them as less important than our own.

As the Greek Stoic philosopher Epictetus said, ‘It’s not what happens to you, but how you respond, that matters.’ In other words, two people could face the same negative life event but one will brush it off and the other will ruminate for days. Why is that? What makes someone see a glass half-full as opposed to a glass half-empty? Why are some of us happier than others? Are we born that way, or do we become like that?

It’s true that happy kids tend to grow up into happy adults. What makes a happy kid is partly down to the genes we inherit from our parents. By measuring happiness in both identical twins who share all their genes and non-identical twins who share half of the same genes, scientists can work out what proportion of the variation in scores comes down to biology and what comes from the environment. This is called heritability, and when measures of well-being are compared, on average no more than 40–50 per cent of the differences and similarities comes down to genes1 – an estimate that is not too different to that for intelligence.2 We each inherit a proportion of our dispositions, both good and bad, from our parents, but not all of them. Happiness, like other aspects of personality, can’t all be explained by biology.

The UK Office for National Statistics interviewed groups of youngsters aged ten to fifteen years of age and asked them what made them happy.3 It wasn’t their PlayStation, number of Instagram followers, money, holidays or doing well at school. ‘Feeling loved and having positive, supportive relationships, particularly with friends and family, including having someone to talk to and rely on’ was consistently stated as a top priority for children to have a happy life. This is important as another survey, of over 17,000 adults born in 1970, which asked the question ‘How dissatisfied or satisfied are you about the way your life has turned out so far?’,4 found that the biggest predictor of an individual’s adult satisfaction at forty-two years of age was how well adjusted they were as children in terms of emotional health. Our social interactions as children lay down the foundations of how we behave as adults, and that, in turn, impacts on our happiness. When we are connected to others, we learn how to cope better with life’s setbacks and challenges. Of all the things in the environment that might contribute to satisfaction with life, such as salaries, marriage or romantic partners, it’s how well we got on with others as children that is the biggest predictor of our well-being as adults.

Does this mean that if we had an unhappy childhood, we can’t be happy adults? Not necessarily. My own childhood was unhappy. I was raised in an itinerant family, constantly moving from one country to another because of an abusive, unhappy, alcoholic father seeking employment, purpose and meaning in his life. He died when I was fifteen, leaving me to fend for myself after my mother returned to her native Australia two years later. In spite of this traumatic childhood, I regard myself as a relatively happy adult. I don’t know why this is the case, but I do know it is possible to make people happier through education and I have the evidence to back that up.5

This evidence comes from my ‘Science of Happiness’ lecture series, which has been running now for the past five years at the University of Bristol as a credit-bearing course for first-year fresher students.6 Since teaching the course, I have come to realise that there is a common mechanism at work in childhood that might provide answers to the ‘why’ questions of happiness. Our egocentric bias may always be with us, but we can train ourselves to think more allocentrically. Attaining this balance between egocentrism and allocentrism is crucial to this process and at the core of each of the practical takeaways in this book.

Over seven lessons I want to explain how to pursue happiness using evidence-based techniques, but I also want to explain why they work. Lesson One, ‘Alter Your Ego’, will explain how our sense of self is constructed during the course of child development. We begin with a very egocentric self but become increasingly aware of others and our place in society. If we remain dominantly egocentric, then there is a danger that this self-focus will distort our perspectives and lead to unhappiness. In Lesson Two, ‘Avoid Isolation’, we discover how humans became so socially dependent due to our unusual childhoods and large brains. The brain is also the topic of Lesson Three, ‘Reject Negative Comparisons’, where we demonstrate the inherent biases in the way we process information and how these biases can get in the way of our happiness. In Lesson Four, ‘Become More Optimistic’, we address the problem of our tendency to focus on and assume the worst. We expand on this in Lesson Five, ‘Control Your Attention’, which explores how, when we are not concentrating or engaged in activities that require our attention, our minds wander towards negative thoughts. To combat this tendency, Lesson Six, ‘Connect With Others’, reveals the benefits of interacting with others and the misconceived awkwardness we think will occur when we speak to strangers. And finally, in Lesson Seven, ‘Get Out of Your Own Head’, we explore different ways to see the world in a new light, to improve our happiness.

The Science of Happiness is more than a self-help book. In many ways, it is a self-destruct book, because the overly egocentric self can be the source of so much unhappiness. However, we cannot and should not try to remove our self-perspective by becoming solely allocentric. If we only think and feel for others, then we are in danger of entirely losing our sense of self, which is just as important for our mental well-being as our connection with others. If we focus on conflicts and crises that are beyond our power to change, we are going to be overwhelmed with despair. We should not become so dependent on others for our own happiness that we lose total control over our own mental well-being.

Across the seven lessons, you will learn that a balance needs to be struck between our egocentric viewpoint and adopting a more allocentric perspective. Throughout and at the end of each lesson, there will be simple exercises to help you with this shift to becoming more balanced – and therefore happier.

But remember, knowledge is simply not enough. We have repeatedly shown that our course improves students’ mental well-being and reduces their feelings of anxiety and loneliness, but the improvement lasts only as long as the students keep up their practices.7 It’s like physical health: you can be fitter, but only so long as you work at it. If you stop living a healthier lifestyle, then you will stop being healthy. The same is true of happiness. You need to work at it, to practise happiness, in order to achieve the lasting benefits.






LESSON ONE Alter Your Ego


It used to be thought that Earth was at the centre of the universe, with the Sun and Moon orbiting our planet. That all changed in the sixteenth century, when Copernicus explained the movements of the planets, subsequently verified by the observations of Galileo with his telescope. This revelation produced a paradigm shift – a radical rethinking of our place in the universe. What is true of the cosmos is true of each of us. We are not the centre of the universe, even though we may think so. If we wish to be happier, we too must undergo a radical rethink in our own lives. We must abandon our notion of a self-centred universe with our ego at the middle, surrounded by others, and recognise our place and how we relate to each other. As described in the introduction, we must shift from an overly egocentric view to one which is more other-focused, or allocentric.

Radically rethinking ourselves in order to grow happier is challenging because we all start with a rampantly egocentric view of the world. This arises due to the nature of consciousness and the way we begin to process the world as children. When we acknowledge our bias to observe everything from this egocentric perspective, then we can start to change our perception. By recognising and increasing our allocentric view, we can reduce the burden of the problems and concerns we bring upon ourselves and benefit from the support and objectivity that social interactions can provide.

Children usually make this transition as part of normal development, but we all vary in how much we make that change. The reason that this shift is necessary is because our adult happiness depends on it. As we noted in the Introduction, happy children grow up to be happy adults, and it’s our social connections that make us happy as children. But if we want to get on with others, then we must become less self-centred and more allocentric. The roots of our adult happiness can be found in our childhoods.

In this first lesson, I want to introduce the concept of the self and how it emerges over childhood as we develop interaction with others. We are so used to the word ‘self’ that we rarely think about how it is used in different ways to refer to different things. Our self is who we are, but who we are depends on the context. If I ask you at an interview to tell me a bit about yourself, then the expectation is that you are going to give me a potted history of your work experience, skills and training. If we are on a date, and I ask you to tell me about yourself, then I don’t expect a résumé but, rather, your likes and dislikes, political views, favourite foods and music. Then there is another sense of self, which is the mental life we experience. Occasionally, I may sense a distortion in consciousness and say, ‘I am not myself.’ The autobiographical facts about me have not changed but, rather, I feel that I am different in some way. In effect, the self is constantly constructed from the combination of a conscious appraisal and a history of personal experiences.

The nineteenth-century philosopher William James drew a useful distinction between the ‘I-self’ – the conscious actor, knower and thinker – as distinct from the ‘Me-self’ – the objective story of one’s actions, knowledge and thoughts.1 Let me illustrate the difference between the I-self and Me-self by asking you a question. Which flavour of ice cream do you prefer – vanilla or chocolate? Take a moment to consider. In answering, let me point out different aspects of the self that you may not have thought about. First, you have an experience of conscious awareness. As you were reading the sentence, your inner voice spoke the words, you understood the question and began to formulate an answer. That conscious awareness is the I-self, the actor. This is the inner mental world that we are aware of. This is where thoughts and emotions are experienced. But this conscious I-self draws upon a library of knowledge where an unconscious Me-self resides, the story of who we are. To answer the ice-cream question, you must retrieve the relevant information from memory, which keeps a record of your personal history of eating frozen dairy delights. This is the Me-self repository of knowledge. Although distinguishable, the I-self and the Me-self both feed into the construct that we call ‘self’. In other words, conscious experiences become memories and memories can re-enter our conscious experiences on recall.

When our stream of conscious thought appears organised, coherent, unified, enduring, with a sense of agency and free will, then we experience the self that most of us are all familiar with, but it doesn’t follow that a self exists a priori or independently to its constituent components. This is why I have described the self as an illusion.2 I am not denying there is an experience of self, but it’s not what it seems. Illusions are the same: they appear to be one thing, when they are another.

‘Hold on one moment,’ you say, ‘not so fast. Who is searching for an answer to the ice-cream question if not the self?’ This would seem to create a paradox – the self is both monitoring experiences and generated by experiences. Like the hands in the Escher lithograph, one creates the other (see below).
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This paradox exists only if you consider the I-self as independent and the antecedent or initiator of thoughts and actions. And it doesn’t depend on constant consciousness, either. If consciousness is absent – and we experience this every night when we are in deep, dreamless sleep – then the self reassembles every morning when we awaken. At first, the I-self becomes aware, and then we rummage through our Me-self to fill in the agenda for the day. It will not – and cannot – be the same self as the one from the previous day, though we rarely notice any difference, and it changes with each subsequent day of experience, but it is a self resketched, nonetheless. This is not a new idea. One translation of the Buddha’s Dhammapada reads, ‘What we are today comes from our thoughts of yesterday, and our present thoughts build our life of tomorrow: our life is the creation of our mind.’3

We are not normally aware of these different components of the constructed self until they become disconnected. Consider the plight of Clive Wearing, who is unable to form new memories, or at least become aware of them.4 In 1985, Wearing was an eminent Cambridge University musicologist who was struck down with herpes simplex encephalitis, an infection of the brain, which destroyed his capacity to store any new memories. Wearing has profound anterograde amnesia, which means that anything he experiences anew is lost within seconds. He remembers many skills acquired prior to his illness, such as how to play the piano and what his wife Deborah looks like, but he cannot remember anything new that happens to him.

Since his illness, Wearing has updated a diary every day in an effort to make sense of his life. Most of the entries consist of variations of the same sentence, underscored and repeated from page to page: ‘Now I am awake’ with the time of entry, 10:30; ‘I am awake’, but then scored out 10:30 ‘I am awake,’ with each successive entry, 10:32 ‘Now I am truly awake!’

His memory lasts for about seven seconds. In terms of selfhood, Wearing is unable to update the Me-self and integrate this with the conscious subjective awareness of the I-self. Hence, he experiences an absence of continuity or any enduring self. Wearing is locked in his own perpetual Groundhog Day – the 1993 film that tells the story of a man who relives the same day over and over again.

At this point in a book on happiness, you might ask: ‘Why all the focus and philosophical musings about the self? Is this really necessary? This is all a bit too abstract. I just want to be happier.’ But if we want to change for the better, then we need to understand the true nature of the self, how it is constructed and how it can change, because we can’t truly become happier without a better understanding of ourselves. We are so wedded to our experience of self that we believe that it stands apart from experience and distant from others. Like an observer upon the world, rather than constructed from the world, we view our self as separate. We don’t even believe we will change as we grow older, even though most of us acknowledge that we have changed since childhood. The assumption that we have reached the endpoint of our own development is called the ‘end of history illusion’.5

The truth is you can – and probably will – change as your self rewrites itself through experiences. If you want to be happier, you need to take this opportunity to see yourself as the product of your interconnectedness with others and not as an isolated island.


When do I begin?

Most psychologists agree that the self is gradually constructed over childhood as the combination of greater understanding and personal memories. Indeed, the twentieth-century Swiss developmental psychologist Jean Piaget claimed that the infant starts off with no appreciation of self as distinct from the external world.6 Rather, newborns experience the world as an extension of their own minds. They are in a state of extreme solipsism (from the Latin for ‘alone’ and ‘self’). When you experience extreme solipsism, the distinction between self and the world disappears. This is also what happens when you’re on a psychedelic trip, which we will discuss in the last lesson.

Though newborns are extremely egocentric, they are attuned to the presence of significant others, especially the mother. The early years tend to be sociable ones. Babies prefer to stare at the human face more than other patterns,7 especially the face of their mother.8 In turn, we love to look at our babies and treat them as little adults. Doting parents typically treat their newborn babies as independent little persons with their own personalities and the full range of mental states.9 This informs how we talk to and interact with babies. We make comments like, ‘Oh, you are so funny!’ or ‘Are you being naughty?’ Such interactions stimulate the emergence of intersubjectivity – an appreciation of the self as separate but in relation to others.

It is only a matter of weeks before the young infant is initiating and participating in behaviours that forge and strengthen the bonds of social connection. Take smiling, for example. Many parents report that their newborn baby smiles at them. In many cases, they are instead grimacing with gastric wind, but within six weeks most babies will purposefully smile back at you. This social smiling marks a significant milestone in self-development – an example of intersubjectivity that signals the beginning of social communication. If you look directly at a two-month-old, in most cases they will stare intensely back at you and smile. If you smile back, they smile more, and you both end up laughing! If you look away, they stop smiling.10 Brain-imaging studies reveal that the reward centres of the brain light up when young mothers are presented with images of their babies smiling but not when they are frowning.11 If someone smiles at us and we smile back, not only does that signal that we are paying attention to them, but that we are socially engaging with them in a positive way. Imagine how you would feel if you smiled at someone and they either didn’t respond, turned away or frowned back at you. I expect you would feel a little crestfallen. At this young age, social smiling is a strategy babies unwittingly employ to find out who likes them. Initially they smile at everyone but over time they become more selective. By the end of the first year, most are now fearful of strangers.12 This reflects a growing awareness of others and a strengthening of the bonds we form with family.

We will examine in more detail how these early emotional attachments form in the next lesson, as they play an important role in shaping our future adult relationships. However, suffice to say, happiness depends on forging bonds with those we can trust; babies come to rely on those who behave consistently towards them. One of the best ways to build a reliable understanding of others is to establish a rapport. Babies send out signals that adults can respond to and the adults who are the most responsive get the babies’ attention.13 This is a good strategy – to focus their efforts on those who are the most invested in them. When others are inconsistent or unreliable, babies do not easily form stable attachments.14 This is also true of adults who want to establish worthwhile relationships.15 Unpredictable people can be a waste of time. If someone doesn’t turn up or is late for a date, then you can miss out on the meal or the movie screening that you wanted to attend. Tardiness also sends a signal of how important you are to them. If someone can’t be bothered to turn up on time, they may be disorganised, or it may be an indication that they don’t consider their appointment with you a priority. Inconsistency is also a negative parenting flaw because children cannot build reliable personal attachments when people are unpredictable. This creates tension, anxiety and leads to unstable emotional attachment among children. But not all is lost, as parents trained to consider their child’s attentional signals through video feedback can learn to build better, more stable attachment styles.16

The behaviour of young babies suggests that they are sociable creatures wired to interact with others from the start. Clearly, there are many ways in which babies appear to be prosocial. These social behaviours are an evolved strategy to maximise the support and care from others and build bonds with those who are most likely to look after them. Babies clearly recognise and enjoy the attention of family members, but they are still at the centre of their egocentric universe. They haven’t yet learned to be allocentric. Over time, these relationships will extend beyond the immediate caregivers and eventually out to other people, and that is when they must develop their allocentric sense of self, one that is interconnected with others.




Happy childhood memories?

For most of us, watching babies at play is a happy experience. They seem so cute and innocent, and it is hard to resist their appeal. Very few of us can be indifferent to their charms. Clearly the human infant is already a skilled social operator, manipulating adults, but given their minimal experience, they haven’t yet formed a Me-self. They are living in the joyful moment of self-centred attention, oblivious to much else. No one can remember the day we awoke with a sudden awareness of self and our standing in the world. Surveys of hundreds of individuals reveal that most of us, if we’re honest, have little memory of ourselves before our second birthday. It’s not that our memories have faded over the decades – for example, seventy-year-olds can remember many more events from fifty years earlier than twenty-year-olds can from being a baby only eighteen years previously.17 Prior to around two years of age, all that most people can report are sporadic impressions or events, such as a bird flying in through the window when they were lying in the crib (my wife’s earliest memory). I have no such recollections. During the second to third year, however, our childhood memories take on a quality that makes them more autobiographical than the unconnected episodes of earlier infancy. This is when the Me-self starts to form.

Biological explanations for this infantile amnesia are based on the maturation of the hippocampus, the structure deep within the brain most closely associated with long-term memories.18 It’s the structure that was damaged by the herpes simplex infection that destroyed Wearing’s capacity to encode new memories. Memories are stories that involve us – the actor. We experience the events from an entirely personal perspective. The origins of autobiographical memory are likely to first require an independent self as the protagonist within the context of the experience, in the same way that we need a central character in a story to make sense of the structure of events. Without an enduring, independent sense of self, it is impossible to form autobiographical memories. This would explain why children whose caregivers talk to them more frequently about the past have much better early childhood memories when they are older. These conversations help to structure early memories into meaningful, coherent events with the child at the centre.19

One of the earliest pieces of evidence for a slowly emerging self-awareness comes from appreciating one’s own reflection in the mirror. When presented with a mirror, young human infants initially treat their reflected image as another child, but at around twenty to twenty-four months they begin to show reliable mirror identification, indicating a new level of self-awareness.20 This is one reason why such self-recognition coincides with the formation of the first reports of autobiographical memories. With a protagonist in place, we can start to construct the memories into coherent stories that are more organised and thus more easily encoded – and so the I-self and Me-self begin to work together.21




The egocentric child

Even as the sense of a self starts to emerge and strengthen, the child still fails to understand the true nature of reality as distinct from what they perceive. Piaget’s description of the egocentric child, observing and interpreting the world from their own perspective, still holds today.22 For example, if you pour the contents of a glass into another-shaped container that is taller, young children think the volume of liquid has changed. It looks different to the child, so they reason that the volumes are now different.

The classic demonstration of egocentrism is Piaget’s Three Mountains task.23 In that experiment, children sit across from an adult at a table with a set of three papier mâché mountains in front of them, each with a different landmark like a building or a tree. When asked to choose from a number of photographs taken from different angles around the table, egocentric children can easily select the picture that corresponds to the arrangement of the three mountains from where they are sitting. However, if asked to select the photograph that corresponds to the view that the adult has, from a different perspective across the table, the egocentric child typically selects the same photograph that represents their own perspective. Again, they assume that others experience the same viewpoint as their own. If you play hide-and-seek with an egocentric child, then don’t be too surprised if they try to hide by running to the corner of the room and pulling a towel over their head, thinking that if they can’t see you, then it stands to reason that you can’t see them (Fig. 1.1).24
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Fig. 1.1: A miserable fail at hide-and-seek.

(Permission: Elizabeth Bonawitz)



It’s not that young children can’t think from another perspective. Various studies show that children can think more allocentrically if you deliberately draw their attention to a different perspective.25 Rather, egocentrism is the default mode of thought for young children that they must learn to overcome to be accepted by others. Indeed, egocentric thinking represents a considerable obstacle in communication. If you ever listen to a couple of pre-schoolers in conversation, they might as well not be talking to one another.

‘I have a tricycle.’

‘So what? When I grow up, I am going to be a policeman.’

‘It’s blue.’

‘I want to be just like my dad.’

It’s not that young children don’t care about others but, rather, they cannot easily imagine another’s perspective. When a child under the age of four is asked to imagine what another person might be thinking, they typically respond that others have exactly the same thoughts as they do. If you ask a three-year-old what’s inside a tube of Smarties, they are likely to answer ‘Smarties’.26 If you show the child that the tube actually contains pencils, they find that amusing (some kids are easily amused). But if you then ask them what they thought was in the tube originally, they’ll say ‘pencils’ – as if they have conveniently rewritten history to fit with what they now know to be true. These children don’t seem to recognise or admit that they were initially mistaken (and we all know a few adults like that!). But what is more surprising is that if you ask them what another child who hasn’t yet seen the contents will answer in response to the same question, they say that the other child will reply ‘pencils’. They believe that the other child knows what they themselves now know to be true. Again, because they are so egocentric, they expect others to be able to read what’s on their mind.

We can imagine what someone else is thinking by putting ourselves in their shoes. We can simulate a theory of what they may be thinking based on our past experiences, similar circumstances or what we predict they might be thinking. We operate with a theory of mind.27 It is a mentalising skill that develops over childhood and plays a critical role in our capacity for social interaction.

As one of the demonstrations for my televised BBC 2011 Royal Institution Christmas Lectures on the brain, I asked two children from the audience, Mark and Olivia, both about eight years of age, to act out a theory of mind scenario. Olivia was asked to leave while I showed Mark a cabinet that I wheeled out in front of the audience. On top of the cabinet were a brown box and a green box, each with a lid. I handed Mark a model of the brain and asked him to put it in the brown box while I continued talking. After a minute, I asked Mark to retrieve the brain, whereupon he opened the brown box, where he last saw it to discover it was missing. He then opened the green box, where the model had been moved to. With his mature object concept, he knew it must be somewhere. When asked, Mark assumed there must be some trapdoor mechanism, but what he didn’t know was that a diminutive magician, Billy Kidd, was crouched, hidden inside the cabinet making the switch. That was odd and a little amusing for the audience, but there was no thunderous applause.


[image: Image]
Fig. 1.2: Theory of mind demonstration. (Permission: Author)



I then asked Mark what he thought Olivia would do when presented with the scenario. Armed with his theory of mind, Mark was able to predict that Olivia would also search in the brown box first where she last saw it placed because she couldn’t know about Billy Kidd. For dramatic effect, however, we decided to change the climax. This time Billy Kidd wore a rubber monster hand to grab Olivia when she opened the green box. After Olivia had opened the first empty box, the audience could see what was going to happen next and became increasingly excited. Each audience member was using their own theory of mind to predict the surprise that the unsuspecting Olivia was going to get. When Olivia jumped back in fright from the grasping monster hand, the audience exploded into squeals of delight and applause. By predicting what was going to happen, the anticipation had amplified the comic effect.

Just about all our social interactions, especially with strangers or in uncertain situations, require a theory of mind. However, without a theory of mind, if you’re someone who believes that others think the same thoughts as you and see the world the same way as you, then that is going to present some considerable obstacles when you try to interact with them – not only as children but as adults as well. That lack of insight impacts on our opportunities to find happiness. For example, as we will discover in Lesson Six, one of the best ways to generate happiness is to strike up a conversation with a stranger, but most of us shun the opportunity because we think that this will be awkward and that the other person will be thinking the same thing – when in fact the opposite is true.




Who am I?

At between two and four years of age, the I-self combines with a Me-self that is becoming more elaborated with experiences and information about who we are: ‘Who am I and which groups do I belong to?’ The Me-self begins to fill up with relevant information. The leading psychologist in the child development of self, Susan Harter, identified four attributes that pre-schoolers typically use when describing their self. These are physical (‘I have brown eyes’), activity (‘I like to play football’), social (‘I have a younger sister’) and psychological (‘I am happy’).28 These factoids are often very specific and unrelated. Children at this age also tend to be overly positive when describing themselves. As adults, we sometimes embellish our achievements when we want to impress another, but that’s nothing in comparison to young children. They are unrealistically confident about their abilities (‘I am very strong’) and when tested, pre-schoolers invariably overestimate their performance on how far they can jump or accurately throw a ball. Again, this reflects an overly egocentric self.

The reason that young children are overly confident is that they don’t compare themselves with others. Rather, they tend to compare themselves with how they were last week, so they are aware of their improvement and see this as positive progress. How ironic that we lose this tendency when we grow older, and that this loss can be the source of so much grief. Adults who fail to see personal progress tend to compare themselves with others rather than how they were doing one or five years ago – a preoccupation we will discuss in greater depth in Lesson Three, on the comparing brain.

In the early years of school children are still overly positive about their own abilities but they are becoming increasingly aware of others’ opinions. There is a notable shift in their sense of self towards being more objective and considering themselves compared with their classmates. They are making more accurate comparisons but there is also a growing awareness of the importance of being accepted and not rejected by peers. For example, you see many more examples of altruistic behaviour such as sharing, but this is typically directed towards peers;29 only later does helping others become less strategic. There is also an increasing interest in group identity, with prejudice starting to rear its ugly head around this age. Between five and seven years of age, children show strong preferences for their own racial group and prejudice against another group, especially if they have been raised in a segregated environment where they don’t mix with other races on a regular basis.30

As children enter later childhood, around eight to ten years of age, their earlier exuberant positive self-assessments change to more accurate and often more negative evaluations, as they increasingly draw comparisons with peers.31 They can recognise that they have both strengths and weaknesses, compared with the all-or-nothing mind of the younger child. They are now much less egocentric and more attuned to how they compare with others. Pride and shame are used to describe achievements independently of what parents are telling them. Increasingly, cultural norms and susceptibility to media portrayals are beginning to shape aspirations. Children at this age also begin to formulate idealised versions of what they would like to be. They are also much more likely to describe themselves in relational terms to their peers. Those who feel inferior can start to make downward comparisons with less gifted peers as a self-enhancement strategy to maintain their self-esteem.





Good job!

It is worth taking a moment to consider happiness as it relates to children’s self-esteem. Self-esteem is the value that individuals place on themselves and is strongly associated with happiness. This association is not too surprising; it is difficult to feel happy if you do not feel worthy. Low self-esteem has been blamed for all manner of subsequent societal problems, including poor mental health, substance abuse, crime and violence. Since the 1970s and especially in the USA, there has been a movement to raise children’s self-esteem as a preventive strategy against societal problems by raising educational performance. When I worked as a developmental psychologist in the USA, I was surprised how often the exclamation ‘Good job!’ was used by just about everyone interacting with children. It didn’t really matter whether the child had done a good job or not. Rather, it had become second nature to constantly praise children to make them feel happier. Although the self-esteem movement has had considerable impact in both parenting and educational circles, the evidence to support the assumption that raising happiness by boosting self-esteem has beneficial outcomes is lacking.

Children regarded as having high self-esteem are rated as more confident, active, curious and independent.32 They are also more able to cope with change. In contrast, children described as having low self-esteem tend to be withdrawn, lacking in confidence and not able to cope with challenges, instead getting frustrated quickly or giving up. What’s interesting is that even though low- and high-esteem children differ in confidence, there are no actual differences in competence at this early age. It’s not until they become more skilled, later in childhood, that the link between competence and confidence becomes established. This suggests that in early childhood, it is the adult input, mostly from caregivers, that instils confidence, but nonetheless children do become more attuned to objective performance measures with age – noting more how others are getting on compared with themselves. Children are not stupid; they know when they have done well, and this knowledge makes them happier.

Of course, you could argue that one begets the other; confidence increases the likelihood of children taking on more challenging roles, thereby improving performance that, in turn, increases confidence. On the other hand, a less confident child’s performance could stagnate or drop off if they do not cope well with setbacks or push themselves. But this is a chicken-and-egg problem. Does confidence increase performance or is it the other way around? There is a clue in the order of change between self-esteem and performance. One tends to precede the other, suggesting a causal role. The evidence indicates that self-esteem rises after there is an increase in performance, and not the other way round.33 Therefore unwarranted praise is not what drives increased performance.

When it comes to parenting styles connected to children’s performance, three broad categories can be distinguished: authoritative, authoritarian and permissive.34 Authoritative parents tend to be engaged in their child’s performance. They may be firm and structured, but they are also warm and child-centred – a style of parenting that is associated with higher self-esteem.35 In contrast, authoritarian parents are much stricter in controlling the situation and tend to dominate, stepping in and taking over without allowing the child to come up with solutions – a style of parenting that is associated with lower self-esteem.36 This has sometimes been called ‘helicoptering’ – where the parent hovers over the child, looking for the first mishap to correct. Children of authoritarian parents tend to become overly dependent on others and think that others are responsible for their situation. Finally, permissive parenting is lackadaisical or hands-off and has been associated with delayed maturity in children.37

What can you do to raise a happier child to become a happier adult? Reward and praise are important to bolster self-esteem, confidence and willingness to take on more challenging roles, but they need to be calibrated to success. If you overly praise your child, you will make them happy initially because this is what they require from loving adults, but the danger is that you will unwittingly undermine their mastery. When every outcome becomes a ‘good job’ by default, your child will not learn to discriminate between success and failure. Over time, this will make them less independent and resilient when you are not around. Take an active interest in your child’s efforts, supporting them where you can with encouragement and advice, but do not lavish them with unwarranted praise. Rather, step back and allow them to make their own mistakes to learn from in a non-judgmental way, so that there is no pressure for them to succeed in order to gain your unconditional love. Give them guidance, allow them to flourish but neither ignore nor stifle them. Provide the parental scaffold to support them rather than constrain them.

We began this lesson with the finding that happy kids tend to grow up into happy adults. That happiness as a child is largely due to their supporting relationships with others, but what determines the ability to form healthy relationships? There are a number of mechanisms, but emotional regulation – the ability to manage our emotions – is a big factor. We control ourselves through activity of the prefrontal cortical regions of the brain (the outer layers towards the front), which take the longest to develop and play a major role in coordinating the various systems that generate our minds.

Prefrontal systems do not reach maturity until adulthood, which partly explains why adolescents can be impulsive and experience disorganised thoughts and behaviours. In pre-schoolers these systems fail to regulate the emotional outbursts and temper tantrums that are observed at this age. Lack of impulse control also explains the egocentric thinking of children who cannot suppress their own perspective on the Piagetian Three Mountains task, or the theory of mind tasks we encountered earlier, because they can’t suppress the urge to say what they know to be true. They can’t stop themselves saying ‘pencils’ when they really should be answering ‘Smarties’.38 Even adults can experience impulsive and disorganised thoughts when their prefrontal systems are not working properly. One of the effects of alcohol is to impair prefrontal functions, which is why inebriated adults become disinhibited. Emotional regulation is important for anger management – to keep a cool head when tempers are rising.39 One benefit of slow maturing prefrontal systems is that we can adapt and modify our behaviour to a multitude of different social norms, rules and cultures that are constantly changing. Neuroscientist Sarah-Jayne Blakemore argues that through the extended development of the prefrontal systems, we ‘invent ourselves’ by establishing the regulatory networks necessary to operate as adults.40

As mature adults we depend on the control provided by the prefrontal cortical systems. With age, they increasingly perform so-called executive functions, including planning and reasoning, as well as suppressing irrelevant or intrusive thoughts. Stability, consistency and regularity during childhood enable the maturing brain to encode adaptive ways of behaving because these parameters enable children to detect and recognise patterns and anticipate how to respond. This provides mastery over the situation ‘If I do this, then they are likely to do that.’ This ability to predict, facilitated by a theory of mind, enables us to navigate the complex social worlds we inhabit.




The looking-glass self

The final sense of self that is relevant to our happiness is the way we think others think about us. Who we are is dependent on others’ opinions. We may believe we are the funniest joker in the world, but if no one else is laughing, are we really funny? This is what sociologist Charles Cooley calls the ‘looking-glass self’ – the notion that the self is a reflection of what others think about us.41 The problem is that we can’t really know what others truly think about us. We can only imagine how we are perceived, which creates a formula for a constantly shifting self, captured by Cooley’s conundrum ‘I am not what I think I am, and I am not what you think I am; I am what I think that you think I am.’

The looking-glass self is why we often feel we are not being true to our self. We behave differently in the boardroom, the bedroom, on the playing field or among the different groups we are members of, and this makes us uncomfortable. Being consistent within each of these relationships is desirable so that we maintain integrity, but you can’t behave the same way across different groups because that would be inappropriate. You can be romantic with a lover but must remain professional with a colleague. Expressing insecurities and vulnerabilities may be regarded as appropriate in one situation (e.g. therapy) but not others (e.g. job interviews). Sometimes this can feel like being a different person. In these moments we can feel a loss of identity. The current controversy surrounding identity politics reflects the tensions that exist between how individuals regard themselves and how society regards them. Some of us believe that we have never had the opportunity to be our true self. Maybe this is why the number-one regret among terminally ill patients is that they didn’t have the courage to live a life true to their authentic self rather than the life others expected of them.42

When we are unhappy, we beat ourselves up over our failures and our bad decisions and choices. We attribute these failings to our self. But we do not choose the environments we are raised in, nor can we control all the experiences that come to influence us. Our autobiographies are ghost-written by others. Once we appreciate that the self is constructed from a multitude of factors, we can start to lift that burden from our shoulders. If we can step back so that we are less emotionally invested, we can find a healthier perspective. This is what I mean by becoming less egocentric and more allocentric.

Becoming less egocentric triggers a psychological process known as detachment or decentering. Detachment is not indifference or a denial of thoughts and emotions. Rather, it is the act of viewing these mental states objectively, which is a more productive way of introducing a psychological distance between yourself and your mental experiences. In Lesson Five, I’ll explain why detachment works as a technique to combat intrusive negative thoughts.

In the meantime, here is a happiness hack for detaching yourself from upsetting emotions and thoughts.

If you get upset, say out loud, ‘I am not my feelings, my emotions, my past or my beliefs.’ Rather, say, ‘I am someone who has feelings, beliefs and emotions.’ You can say, ‘I am not an anxious person. No, I am a person having an anxious thought.’

This subtle shift in language changes our self-perception from someone who is and will always be anxious into someone who is currently experiencing a temporary bout of anxiety that will pass. This is a much more positive and optimistic way of thinking that we revisit in Lesson Four.

Some people believe that getting rid of the self is the answer to becoming happier. Buddhism advocates annatta or ‘no self’ as the goal to enlightened happiness, achieved by letting go of all the components that generate the experience of self. We will describe in later lessons how meditation, rituals and psychedelics that radically alter our perception of self can be therapeutic for healthier mental lives, but they are not for everyone. Sometimes such practices lead to depersonalisation. Symptoms of depersonalisation include feelings that you’re an outside observer of your thoughts, feelings, your body or parts of your body – as if you were floating in air above yourself or feeling like a robot, or that you’re not in control of your speech or movements. Feeling a loss of control appears to be a critical factor underlying the negative experience following depersonalisation. However, if we can take control over our egocentric self and voluntarily project our thoughts and behaviours to be more allocentric, then that will generate a positive experience that underpins our path to becoming happier.

The integrated sense of self must have evolved for the betterment of our species. It’s there for a good reason, as a way of keeping track of conscious experiences, of organising thoughts and interacting with others. We don’t need to annihilate our self for a healthier mind, but we can dampen down or quieten the egocentric self to allow others to be heard. We can gain some distance from the I-self when we are ruminating on the negative. We can learn to appreciate that we operate with multiple versions of our self that mirror the expectations and opinions of others, but also that we must not become too overly dependent on what others think – because if we become overly compliant, others become aware of our duplicity, which leads them to question the reliability of their models of us. We in turn become aware that we are in constant flux trying to please others. Achieving balance between the egocentric and allocentric self is key to our pursuit of happiness. The self is not cast in stone, and that is a liberating thought. We can alter our ego.
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