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To Sharon and Kaley



Foreword

BY DR. RICHARD J. DAVIDSON

Today, an increasingly large percentage of the population has begun to notice the lack of emotional balance in their lives: They are stressed at work and find themselves moody and volatile. They feel less than optimal physically. They spend less time than they would like with their families, yet when they are with their spouse or children, the interaction is often marred by interpersonal discord. These same people are searching for strategies to help them become less stressed and calmer. If you are one of those people, Start Here will help you find the set of tools you need to begin making meaningful changes in your life.

The genius of Start Here is that it is not just a book. It presents a training program called Life Cross Training (LIFE XT) that contains specific exercises for your mind and body designed to help you improve your life and enable your sense of wellbeing to flourish. Start Here provides a wealth of helpful information grounded in contemporary scientific research. It offers additional resources for those wishing to probe specific areas more deeply and, most important, a program of concrete exercises you can use to help transform your everyday life and create a stronger and more enduring sense of happiness.

One of the many things I like about the approach of the LIFE XT program is that it is not limited to the ancient contemplative practices, such as meditation. While I myself have benefited enormously from such practices, it is clear that the other two pillars of happiness training contained within the LIFE XT approach are critically needed: movement and inquiry. Movement includes both aerobic and nonaerobic forms of exercise. The scientific evidence concerning the benefits of physical exercise, particularly for the brain, is now very robust and compelling, and the practical advice and recommendations in Start Here will be enormously helpful to those who have not yet incorporated regular physical activity into their routine.

The Inquiry piece of the LIFE XT training provides an important tool for questioning the validity and veracity of stressful thoughts. This practice has the power to unravel the many stressful stories that keep us from experiencing happiness: I have too much to do. My husband isn’t there for me. I don’t have enough.

The three foundational practices of LIFE XT (Meditation, Movement, and Inquiry) are intended to become part of a weekly routine; they require setting aside time and attention. The second part of the LIFE XT program consists of six Be and Do Stage practices. Unlike the first three practices, these practices are designed to cultivate qualities like presence, gratitude, compassion, engagement, relationships, and contribution. The recommendations contained in this section again derive from many different sources: some from the ancient wisdom traditions, some from positive psychology, and others from more rigorous neuroscientific research. As someone who knows this space both as a scientist and as a practitioner, I found the assembly of this wide range of material in a single location—presented in a highly readable and practical format—to be very helpful.

The book’s foundation rests not only on ancient wisdom traditions but also on modern science. Important studies such as the recent findings on “mind wandering” by Matthew Killingsworth and Daniel Gilbert at Harvard University provide a useful framework for the average person to understand how these practices actually serve to rewire the brain in ways that decrease stress and increase overall wellbeing. This kind of information can be very helpful and inspiring as people begin to make positive changes in their lives.

The sources of insight that guide the recommendations set forth in Start Here do not emanate from a single tradition, a particular method, or a specific theoretical orientation. Instead, it is a comprehensive framework that combines the best practices from many different wisdom traditions, from modern science, and from philosophy, and applies them in a very practical program for improving everyday life. The result is an integrated set of tools that can be deployed in a simple way to enhance wellbeing.

For these reasons, I believe this book and the program that is presented will benefit anyone seeking to live with greater happiness. I urge you to investigate the application of the many simple practices that are offered up in this book to your daily life, and to stick with them and continue to implement them. It is only through regular practice that the brain will change, and modern science now clearly indicates that this can indeed happen.

May you find this book helpful and may you improve your life by adopting these practices.

—Dr. Richard J. Davidson, William James and Vilas Professor of Psychology and Psychiatry at the University of Wisconsin; director of the Waisman Lab for Brain Imaging and Behavior and the Lab for Affective Neuroscience; founder and chair of the Center for Investigating Healthy Minds



THE OPEN SECRET


An Introduction to Life Cross Training

There’s a truth we’ve learned to embrace—one that has changed our lives and led us to bring the idea of training wellbeing to thousands of people. We call this truth the Open Secret.

You likely already know this “secret.” Think about people you admire, those who seem like they have everything life has to offer: a beautiful home, a great family, and ongoing opportunities. From what you can see, they have it all.

Here’s the secret: Scratch the surface of what looks like success, and chances are you will find a person who has experienced a mixture of highs and lows, moments of deep contentment along with moments of sadness, anger, anxiety, and fear. The fact is that while most of us project a polished facade, we all search for happiness, fulfillment, and joy as we work to navigate the challenges and obstacles that life brings us.

This is likely true of the people you admire. It’s probably true of you. It is certainly true of us.

I am Eric Langshur.

For most of my adult life, I started each day with the same harrowing morning ritual: Wake up. Eyes open. Brain on. Then immediately, the assault of thoughts would begin:

What have I got to get done today? What balls am I in danger of dropping? What is Elizabeth thinking about what I said to her yesterday? I need to remember to call my dad. I should hurry or I’m going to be late for work.

On and on . . . and on.

The experience was so normal to me that I wasn’t even aware it was happening. Somewhere around my fortieth birthday, though, I did start to notice this unrelenting stream of thoughts, and I realized, This voice in my head is exhausting me.

Clearly, this wasn’t the kind of joy-filled life I once thought I would be living when I achieved “success,” and this realization of my incessant inner dialogue wasn’t anything like the kind of “waking up” epiphany that the mystics describe. Instead, becoming acutely aware of my thoughts, worries, and anxieties only intensified the ever-present undercurrent of stress in my life. As a corporate executive and serial entrepreneur, I knew how to build businesses and manage large organizations. But, I began to realize, I didn’t know how to manage my own mind.

This jarring insight set me on a decade-long search to understand how to be happier. I sought wisdom by reading the great spiritual texts: the Old and New Testaments, the Quran, the Bhagavad Gita, and the texts of Taoism and Buddhism. These in turn sparked an interest in philosophy, turning me toward the Greeks (Plato, Aristotle, Epictetus), the Romans (Marcus Aurelius, Seneca), the modern Europeans (Nietzsche, Goethe, Kierkegaard), and the American Transcendentalists (Thoreau, Emerson).

I became a philosophy and self-help junkie in my search for meaning. My wife, Sharon, regularly laughed at my enthusiastic exploration of this literature. My head reeled with the plethora of ancient wisdom and advice on wellbeing, and I experimented, bouncing from idea to idea during an amazing period of transformation.

Very slowly, two incredible developments emerged. My mind started to quiet, and after years of deep exploration and study, I began to see that these great spiritual and philosophical tomes shared a similar set of ideas about happiness and wellbeing.

I am Nate Klemp.

At age twenty-seven, I had my life turned upside down.

In the final year of my PhD program at Princeton, one warm September afternoon, my wife and I were riding our bikes side by side, lost in conversation. We didn’t notice as we veered toward each other—until our handlebars locked together at full speed.

CRACK. I heard the spokes in my front wheel shatter as my handlebars twisted uncontrollably. I launched forward headfirst onto the gravel path.

Five seconds later I lay on the ground, staring up at the blue sky, my head, neck, and jaw throbbing, my wife leaning over me.

One month later I began to feel the full effects of the injuries to my head, neck, and jaw. The Princeton campus began to feel like a ship traversing rough seas. My world started spinning. My ears rang. Something wasn’t right.

Four months later my mental and physical condition had gone from bad to worse. Before the accident, I was a happily married, fit, razor-sharp graduate student at Princeton. Now the physical and mental aftershocks of my accident left me struggling to perform even the most mundane tasks. Picking up groceries felt exhausting. Two hours of writing my dissertation felt like twelve. A three-hour flight felt like a trip around the world. My entire life felt like I was running a marathon at mile 25. But there was no finish line in sight.

Until then the biggest challenges I had faced were theoretical. As a grad student in political philosophy, I spent long days at the library, working to understand political rhetoric, inequality, and other abstract questions. Now my challenges were practical and deeply personal. How can I part these clouds of anxiety and fatigue? How can I save my marriage? How can I salvage my career? How can I train my body and mind to live a better life?

Answering these questions became my passion in life. I used my training in philosophy to search the texts throughout the ages for answers. These readings led me to a new set of life practices. I learned to meditate. I became an avid practitioner of yoga. Soon, my career ambitions shifted outside the conventional academic path, from tenure to wellbeing, from the theory of happiness to its practice. After years spent understanding philosophy as a set of ideas, I now wanted to experience philosophy as a way of life.

Life Cross Training

So began the work of Life Cross Training (LIFE XT). Like many people on the journey of self-discovery, we each felt lost in a sea of conflicting insights, ideas, and programs. Then fortuitously we met and discovered each of us had separately followed a similar path, studying many of the same texts, coming to similar conclusions.

Sorting through this maze of wisdom and advice on how to live a better life became our deep passion. Our hunger for greater wellbeing worked like rocket fuel to motivate us to bring together the most powerful ideas and practices for achieving wellbeing and happiness.

We began with ancient wisdom. For thousands of years, after all, philosophers and spiritual teachers have put forth wisdom and ideas for living a better life. To guide our journeys, we decided to create a map—a framework that would synthesize this expansive body of ancient wisdom. With the help of leading experts in classics, philosophy, and religious studies, we explored the vast array of practical advice offered by the great philosophical traditions of the East and West. While we found differences in doctrine and practice, we also found a powerful underlying set of shared insights. Just about every tradition converged on certain core practices: presence, gratitude, compassion, contribution, and more. You will find the most potent of these in the nine practices of LIFE XT.

Then we started to live these practices, comparing our experiences as we journeyed on. We turned the gym in Eric’s home into a training room for happiness and wellbeing, writing out the early LIFE XT framework on the walls, reviewing our results, and weaving the pertinent practices into our daily lives.

As we developed our daily practice, we looked to advances in the fields of neuroscience and positive psychology, where we found scientific validation for the synthesized framework we had developed. Working closely with Dr. John Cacioppo, the pioneer of the field of social neuroscience, Dr. Richard Davidson, the preeminent researcher on the neuroscience of meditation, and other leading scientists highlighted throughout this book, we researched the vast body of evidence to support the LIFE XT practices. We were excited to discover that the benefits of these timeless practices were grounded in hard scientific fact.

These ancient insights and modern scientific discoveries captivated and inspired us. They helped us develop a more optimistic picture of what it is to be human and how all of us can live a good life. True, we all face constant challenges but, we discovered, with the right practices and applied effort, anyone can learn how to train this essential life skill of wellbeing.

Nate recalls how his body and mind changed as a result of this training:

My posture shifted from slumped to upright. I had more energy and felt more at ease. My mind also changed. This new training in happiness didn’t eliminate negative emotions like sadness, fear, and shame, but it created a subtle sense of space around them. It helped me learn how to stay in the fire of even the most uncomfortable states without having them overtake my life. These benefits rippled through all areas of my life. I felt a deeper sense of purpose in my career, more connected to my friends and family, and more present in my marriage. Through it all, my life became richer, more meaningful, and above all, happier.

Eric had a similar experience:

Although I continued to hear the unremitting voice in my head, it no longer gripped me in its manic swirl the way it it once did. Over time, a peaceful spaciousness developed inside me and I began to witness my thoughts—watching them come and go without getting caught in their often painful hold. I was thrilled to realize that I was actually developing the skill of attention, actively choosing where to place my focus. This simple skill has given rise to profound changes in my life, making me more joyful, more productive, and a better husband, parent, son, colleague, and friend.

Now, years later, LIFE XT has been adopted by thousands of people seeking to optimize their lives as well as companies dedicated to elevating their employees to peak performance, including top law firms, digital media agencies, and venture capital firms. Through our individual, group, and corporate training programs, we have helped people enhance their wellbeing, with dramatic and lasting results. Start Here—the book you are holding—will lead you to these same discoveries.

Life’s Challenges

Start Here begins with the Open Secret: the simple truth that we all encounter a myriad of challenges and obstacles as we move throughout our lives. In everyday life, we easily lose sight of the fact that everyone struggles. Turn on the TV and we see attractive celebrities who seem to have it all together and commercials that spark fantasies about how good life would be with a new car, bigger house, or more attractive mate. Log on to Facebook or Twitter and we mostly see a similarly idealized world—a world full of vacation photos, professional triumphs, and peak moments such as getting engaged, having a child, or getting married.

In this selectively sunny world, other people don’t get stressed, feel anxious, or spend their days running worst-case scenarios in their minds. But of course no one actually lives in that world. Picture-perfect celebrities struggle and experience the very same negative emotions that the rest of us do. That friend who just returned from Maui is already back in her daily rut of stress and irritation. The handsome, blissful couple with all the glossy wedding photographs went through months of anxiety planning the event, and may spend years stressing over how to pay it off. While we may not talk about it openly, the truth is that everyone experiences difficult moments.

Take Andrea, for example, a dedicated LIFE XT practitioner. On the outside, she looks as though she has it all: She’s a successful entrepreneur, a high-powered corporate executive, and a respected community leader. But she, like everyone else, has a powerful narrative about the challenges she has faced in life:

Growing up, life was uncomplicated and somewhat predictable. My summers were spent waitressing at the Jersey Shore, waiting for Bruce Springsteen to show up while my friends hung out. I felt safe and loved. I earned my degree in social work and set out to change the world! At thirty-one, I fell in love and got married. But less than two years later, life started to throw me curveballs. My parents died within six months of each other, the doctors told us that our second daughter might never walk, and our finances became a concern as medical bills mounted. Joy and optimism shifted to anxiety, depression, and a fear of what’s next. I was working 24/7, blaming others for my unhappiness, and seeing no light at the end of the tunnel—I shut down and became numb. It was years later, when I experienced a bad case of vertigo, that I was forced to begin to untangle the web.

Like Andrea, we all have a story and a deep desire to improve our lives. Of course this insight isn’t new. The nature of human dissatisfaction and the quest for greater happiness is part of the human condition. Now, though, our modern age presents us with a unique set of challenges that can make wellbeing seem especially elusive.

Consider just a few of the most pressing challenges in our modern lives. Stress has become a way of life for many of us. According to the American Psychological Association, 70 percent of Americans report that they experience physical or nonphysical symptoms of stress, and 80 percent say their stress level has increased or stayed the same over the last year.1 Stress also makes us sick: The American Institute of Stress estimates that more than half of all visits to primary care physicians are for stress-related complaints.2

While smartphones, tablets, and other technologies have improved our lives in countless ways, these tools also pose a deep challenge to our wellbeing. They consume our time and attention. The average adult spends more than eleven hours a day exposed to electronic media (TV, radio, computer, etc.), and checks his or her phone more than 150 times a day, which makes it difficult to focus, work, and be present with the people we care about.3

Add to this the speed of our modern lives. We now move through the day at a dizzying pace. We can communicate more in an hour than our grandparents could in a week. We can, for example, stand in line for coffee while attending an important meeting via conference call, emailing our friends, and catching up on the latest headlines. This warp-speed pace makes it difficult to slow down and simply be present in the moments of our lives.

It’s not just the stress, technology, and speed of the external world that challenges our wellbeing. It’s also our human biology that shapes the way we react to these external conditions. Our brains, after all, didn’t evolve to live in the midst of constant digital distraction—to multitask, write emails, or face the continual low-grade stressors of the modern world. The human brain evolved to handle a much more primitive state of affairs: gathering food, building shelter, and running from the occasional saber-toothed tiger.

This is the real paradox of our modern age: Our bodies and minds simply weren’t designed to handle the near-constant stress of the modern world. As we will see in the next chapter, this biological contradiction keeps us in a state of vigilance and anxiety, skewing our thoughts toward the negative and causing our minds to wander for about 50 percent of our waking hours.4 In short, we are biologically wired to experience the very opposite of happiness and wellbeing.


Hope for Happiness

Fundamentally, we are all seeking to be happier. The problem is that there are so many different books, programs, and systems for living a better life that it’s easy to become overwhelmed by the vast array of conflicting approaches. This was our experience. In the development of LIFE XT, we explored bestselling books on happiness that made big promises. But we found that within a few weeks, or even a few days, after turning the final page, we returned to our old habits and began searching for the next book, system, or seminar. While we uncovered many amazing tools and insights, we didn’t find any comprehensive programs that offered a clear road map to wellbeing. We also simply didn’t know what to believe. Many of these books and programs were based on intuition and personal experience—not scientific evidence.

In the end, we found that most programs presented wellbeing as something that happens in an instant—a kind of “get-happy-quick” approach. But we knew from our own lives and from the vast body of emerging research in neuroscience that happiness doesn’t spring from an idea or a flash of insight; wellbeing is a skill that must be trained, and this training has the power to change the brain.5

This idea may sound obvious, but it is truly revolutionary. Until just recently, most scientists viewed altering the structure of the brain through training our ability to direct our attention as impossible. The adult brain was considered to be fixed, resistant to change. Recent discoveries have led researchers to revise this understanding of a fixed brain, and we now know that the adult brain is capable of change throughout our lives. Just as we exercise to train our bodies and increase physical fitness, we can train our brains to optimize wellbeing.


A New Kind of Program

Inspired by this emerging science of neuroplasticity, the insights of ancient wisdom, and the encouragement of countless friends and colleagues, we set out to create a different kind of program—a comprehensive training system for wellbeing grounded in rigorous research. LIFE XT is based on three core insights, drawn from this research:

• Training. Wellbeing is a skill that can be trained.

• Attention. We can develop this skill by learning to direct our attention, which shapes our experience of life.

• Integration. The ordinary moments of everyday life offer the ultimate training ground for this practice of wellbeing.

LIFE XT is a comprehensive training program for complete wellbeing designed around these themes. The program consists of three stages with three practices each. You will develop one practice at a time, and at the end of each stage, you will measure your progress using the LIFE XT assessment tool. Nine practices may sound like a lot, but we have designed LIFE XT for maximum efficiency so that you can minimize the amount of time you need to devote to these practices by integrating them into your everyday life.

•  •  •

To help you cultivate this new way of life, Start Here offers step-by-step instructions. Think of it like P90X6 for the soul—a structured program designed to help you develop physical, mental, and emotional fitness. The program also provides access to a cutting-edge assessment tool designed in close collaboration with Drs. John and Stephanie Cacioppo at the University of Chicago to help you track your practice and measure your progress. This human analytics platform will allow you to see how these practices have an impact on just about every aspect of your life: happiness, energy level, focus, stress, sleep, health, and more.

As the LIFE XT program becomes integrated into your daily life, you will find yourself more at ease, waking up each day to the moment-to-moment feeling of being fulfilled, fully engaged in the world that surrounds you, quietly content with your life and conscious of its blessing. In short, you will be happier.

Welcome to LIFE XT. Your journey starts here.



UNDERSTANDING OUR SET POINT


The Biological Challenge of Being Human

As a species, we didn’t evolve to communicate electronically over great distances, search through cyberspace for information, live in vertical housing, or commute in individual vehicles. In the beginning, we were hunters and gatherers, and yes, we were also prey.

Imagine you are traversing the African savanna in search of your next meal. It’s very hot; there’s been no rain for months. As you walk through the tall grass, you hear a snapping sound—something is lurking behind you. You freeze. Your eyes dart around but you see nothing.

Out of nowhere, a lioness springs toward you, jaws open and claws sharp. You run as fast as you can, zigzagging through the grass, barely managing to escape. For the next hour, you live in fear. Your heart is pounding; your mind is racing with worry about how you’re going to get back to your family alive, and whether the lion is still out there or is heading for your village. . . .

This may sound like a scene from a National Geographic documentary, but Stanford University neurobiologist Robert Sapolsky argues that such scenarios give us a profound insight into the problems we twenty-first-century humans face in everyday life.1 Although our lives bear little resemblance to those of our ancient ancestors, our brains and bodies remain wired to deal with precisely these kinds of prehistoric situations.

Today’s challenge is that our modern lifestyle has evolved in the opposite direction. Day after day, we face stressors that are not life-threatening but “psychological and social”2—arising from work, relationships, and a constant deluge of information and digital distraction our prehistoric ancestors could scarcely have imagined.

Prehistoric Instincts—Modern Worries

The lion in the savanna scenario illustrates the paradox of being human in the modern era: We are running complex software on prehistoric hardware. The machinery of our mind and body was built for running from lions. It was designed to handle intense momentary stress followed by longer periods of rest and recovery. It was not designed to handle the constant low-grade stress we navigate every day.

Today it’s not our physical survival we worry about but our social survival: impressing our colleagues at work, paying down mortgages, or staying attractive for our partner. Our struggle for social survival produces a cascade of thinking that starts the instant we wake up and only quiets in exquisite moments—during moments of intense love, time spent in nature, or experiences of prayer and meditation. Otherwise this stream of thought runs continuously throughout the day, ceasing only when we drift into sleep.

Here’s how one LIFE XT participant, Heidi, an account manager at a digital media agency, describes her experience of this endless stream of thinking:

I’m the daughter of an overly skeptical, trust-no-one father and an anxiety-ridden, overachieving mother. Even though I think they’re the best parents in the world, it’s no wonder I spend every day and night worrying about every little thing. The older I get, the heavier my decisions weigh, and I’ve found myself paralyzed with doubt and worry more often than not. Did I do enough? Was it good enough? Did I move too fast? Did I wait too long? What does everybody else think? Constant doubt invades my thinking. It never stops. I can (and will) get myself worked up over anything.

Heidi is not alone in experiencing doubt and anxiety. The specific worries that people describe may be different, but the experience is universal. And it’s one that cuts to the core of this modern paradox: We react to finances, workplace drama, relationship conflict, and the many other social stressors of modern life as if our very survival were under threat. In response to our stressful thoughts, our bodies and minds activate the same primitive response mechanisms. Our breath shortens, our muscles tighten, and stress hormones like adrenaline, norepinephrine, and cortisol flood the body. We prepare to fight, freeze, or flee, as though we just encountered a grizzly bear on a remote mountain trail. And unlike our ancestors who had time to rest and recover, many of us spend almost every waking hour living with the burden of never-ending stress.

Wired for the Negative

Our body’s response to stress is just the beginning of the challenges we face. Our minds have also evolved with a negativity bias—a tendency to live in a state of vigilance and anxiety, running negative simulations of past regret or future harm and remembering the bad instead of the good.3 Neuropsychologist Rick Hanson outlines several ways in which our neurobiology shapes our experience (for more on these biological forces, see Appendix 2: The Triune Brain).

• Vigilance and anxiety. In its default state, our brain remains attentive to potential threats, constantly gathering information from both sensory inputs and memories. This biologically driven instinct can turn coworkers into rivals and the driver who just cut you off in traffic into a dangerous enemy. Being vigilant and alert kept our ancestors hyperaware of their surroundings and ready for a surprise attack. But in the relative safety of the modern world, this evolved instinct can create counterproductive thoughts and behaviors.

• High-priority storage. “Your brain is like Velcro for the negative experiences and Teflon for the positive ones,” writes Hanson.4 Have you ever noticed how peak moments such as great dinners, romantic walks, and profound insights are easily forgotten, whereas intense anxiety, grief, and emotional traumas stay with us for years? In evolutionary terms, this focus on the negative makes sense. It’s much more important for long-term survival to remember that a deadly snake lives behind that rock than to remember the lovely flowers it lives amongst. Yet in our current world, this bias toward the negative leaves us largely thinking about the things that went wrong, and makes us less likely to pay attention to the sunrise, the joy in a child’s laughter, or the feeling of gratitude for the many good things in our lives.

• Negative simulations of the future. In addition to impacting memories, our brain’s negativity bias shapes our projections of the future.5 Our brain is constantly running simulations about what might happen to help us anticipate future dangers that might threaten our survival. It’s what keeps us awake at three a.m., churning through future worst-case scenarios. In prehistoric times, it might have been helpful to think through how best to escape from predators, but in modern life this biologically driven tendency can leave us worrying about a disagreement with a coworker or imagining increasingly farfetched, worst-case scenarios about life’s challenges (money, job, spouse, status, or reputation).

We’re All Wired This Way . . .

These neurobiologically driven instincts make our lives quite challenging. They can turn anticipating a ten-minute speech we have to give into what feels like a near-death experience. They can turn a disagreement with our partner into all-consuming drama. Simply put, our default biological wiring creates obstacles to our wellbeing.

And yet the widespread denial of this basic biological fact makes matters even worse. Most of us, after all, spend our days hiding the effects of these powerful instincts—more or less out of necessity. Few people show up in a social setting and say, “I’ve been so stressed at work lately that I’m having panic attacks.” Almost nobody walks into their boss’s office and says, “I come to work each day feeling like my life has no real meaning.” Instead, most of us live in a world where such feelings are carefully tucked away out of sight.


Your Biologically Driven Set Point

This biological wiring that works in the shadows of the modern world establishes what scientists call the happiness set point. The set point is the unique spot that each of us occupies on the spectrum of life satisfaction: high, low, or somewhere in between. Think of it as your default location on the spectrum of wellbeing. On good days, you may rise above your set point. On bad days, you may fall below it. But research shows that, in the absence of sustained conscious effort, you will almost always return to the default location of your happiness set point.

Lottery winners, for example, experience a momentary increase in happiness after winning, but within a few months their happiness levels return to their original set point (psychologists call this phenomenon hedonic adaptation). Accident victims experience a dramatic drop in happiness after tragedy strikes, but over the long run they report returning to happiness levels only slightly lower than their original set point.6 Whether you experience a devastating loss or win a million dollars, after about a year, your ratio of good moods to bad will likely return to about the same level as before: your original set point.

The power of these forces holds huge implications for our understanding of wellbeing. It means that much of what we hear about happiness is simply not true. We have all encountered books, programs, or infomercials that promise quick fixes for a happier life. We have all heard songs like “Don’t Worry, Be Happy” or the “Happy” song, and while they may momentarily give us a lift in mood, they rarely influence our happiness set point. Science tells us it’s just not that easy. It’s nearly impossible to just wake up one day and decide to be happy.

The good news is that it is possible to reset our set point. But it requires training. This training begins by understanding the three forces that determine the location of the set point: judgment, attachment, and resistance.

Understanding the Set Point Forces

Imagine that you’re late for an important commitment. You jump in the car and pull out in a rush. As you turn onto the road, you find yourself behind a slow-moving car. Now the three impulses of the mind—the set point forces—spring into action. You immediately judge the other person to be a horrible driver. You attach to your own reputation as a punctual person. You resist the situation by feeling stressed. In this moment, as in almost every moment, these three set point forces shape your thoughts and experiences.


The Three Set Point Forces

1. Judgment is the mind’s tendency to divide the inner and outer world into categories—good/bad, right/wrong, like/dislike.

2. Attachment is the mind’s tendency to approach or cling to pleasurable thoughts, beliefs, or sensations.

3. Resistance is the mind’s tendency to fight or flee from painful sensations, experiences, or situations.



Judgment: The First Set Point Force

Judgment helps us make sense of the world by sorting our experiences into the conceptual boxes of good/bad, right/wrong, like/dislike. For our survival, judgment is a necessary capacity: money = like, disease = bad, stealing = wrong. So it’s natural that, as thoughts, sensations, and emotions arise, the mind instantly begins to judge. When we look in the mirror, talk to a friend, go to a restaurant, or read the newspaper, our minds churn out constant judgments. We might look “good,” our friend might be “lost,” the food might be “terrible,” and the news “unsettling.” We use many words to describe our judgments, but they all boil down to the simple dichotomy of good and bad.

While necessary for survival, judgment sits at the root of much of our inner turmoil. In the Tao Te Ching as translated by Stephen Mitchell, a text that dates back to the sixth century BCE, Lao-tzu observed:

When people see some things as beautiful,

other things become ugly.

When people see some things as good,

other things become bad.7

Judgment, in other words, divides our world, leading us to attach to the “good” and resist the “bad.” This biological instinct serves an important purpose: It simplifies the complexity of life, and it helps us hold on to the things that seem beneficial and avoid the things that seem to pose the greatest threat to our survival. But it also limits our experience and creates dissatisfaction. When everything falls on one side or the other, our perspective narrows. We see problems instead of possibilities, potential enemies instead of friends.

Consider a seemingly harmless judgment statement such as “the house is messy.” This judgment can be quite useful. It can inspire you to do the dishes, sweep the floor, and tidy up. But it can also become a constant source of stress and anxiety. As you become more and more fixated on cleaning up the “mess,” crumbs on the floor can trigger a cascade of stress hormones. Your child’s dirty dish can incite anger. Soon all you see is the “mess”—you lose sight of the beauty of your home and the gratitude you feel for having a house in the first place.

The judgments that cause us stress vary from person to person, and indeed, from moment to moment, but the impulse to judge is universal. And the results are the same. The things that we judge to be “bad”—gaining weight, losing money, losing our health—trigger our prehistoric impulses. In the body and the brain, these “bad” things turn into psychological predators, activating the body’s stress response, leaving us worried and on guard, rarely if ever at ease.

Modern science confirms that this tendency of the mind is hardwired into the very functioning of the brain’s left hemisphere. Jill Bolte Taylor, a Harvard-trained neuroanatomist and author of My Stroke of Insight, explains that our left hemisphere “categorizes information into hierarchies including things that attract us (our likes) or repel us (our dislikes) . . . It keeps us abreast of where we stand on the financial scale, academic scale, honesty scale, generosity-of-spirit scale, and every other scale you can imagine.”8

Although exquisitely practical, this mechanism, left unchecked, can lead to unhappiness. When combined with the negativity bias of the brain, these endless judgments of “good” and “bad” can leave us focusing on all that is wrong with the world, the people in our lives, and ourselves.

Attachment: The Second Set Point Force

In the second of his Four Noble Truths, the Buddha identifies attachment as the root of all human suffering. “From attachment springs grief,” the Buddha declares, “from attachment springs fear; for him who is wholly free from attachment there is no grief, much less fear.”9

The Buddha’s wisdom is profound, and yet attachment serves the human species in many ways. It keeps parents from abandoning their children, motivates performance on the job, and instills healthy behaviors such as exercising and eating well. But when we allow this biologically driven force of the mind to dominate our thoughts, it can sow the seeds of worry, anger, or sadness and have an unfavorable impact on our wellbeing.

When we judge something to be “good,” attachments naturally arise. We become attached to relationships, good health, thoughts, beliefs, and outcomes. We can even become attached to those things that society judges to be “bad”—smoking, abusing drugs, overeating—because they give us pleasure, at least at first.

Like judgment, attachment corresponds to a unique pattern of activation of the left prefrontal region of the brain.10 While often beneficial, as in the attachment of parents to children, attachment can also create intense suffering and emotional unrest. The problem is that lurking behind every attachment is a desire for some sort of permanence—for the feeling that what we have now or hope to have in the future could last forever. An attractive person might attach to the idea of a lifetime of good looks. An intelligent person might attach to the idea of continued razor-sharp cognition. A rich person might attach to the idea of lifelong wealth.

This is the root of the problem. We’re attached to permanence—to clinging to the things we hold most dear—but we live in a world of constant change. Despite our best efforts, everything we cling to will one day slip away. Good looks, intelligence, money, and even life itself is impermanent, constantly changing in ways that we simply cannot control. As a result, at a very basic level, we struggle, continually frustrated by our failure to find permanence in a chaotic, uncontrollable, and impermanent world.

Consider love and approval. Many of us cling to the relationships we have or to our ideas about the relationships we should have. Our attachment can create feelings of envy, possessiveness, and resentment. It can leave us fearful that our loved ones might abandon us or terrified that we may never find that special someone we long to have in our lives.

Look closely at your own life and you will likely find this habit of the mind everywhere—in your thoughts about health, death, children, friends, reputation, career, looks—anywhere you believe you have something to lose.

Resistance: The Third Set Point Force

In his third law of motion, the physicist and mathematician Sir Isaac Newton taught that forces always come in pairs. “For every action,” he famously declared, “there is an equal and opposite reaction.” Newton’s law applies in more than the physical realm. It also helps us understand the forces of the set point.

Attachment is a positive force. It draws us toward the things we want to preserve or that we desire. Resistance is the opposite of attachment. When we resist, we pull away: We fight or flee from those experiences we judge to be “bad” in the inner and outer world. Each of us has a unique list of thoughts, sensations, and emotions that cause us to recoil. It might be physical pain, discomfort, the thought of dying, the sight of blood, small spaces, or an encounter with a spider in the bathroom.

The tendency within each of us to resist is normal. When events, circumstances, or even the flow of thoughts isn’t going our way, we tend to resist them in ways disproportionate to what is appropriate.

What happens in the brain when we resist? As with attachment, the experience of resistance corresponds to a distinctive pattern of activation in the brain. When we shift from attachment to resistance, the pattern of activation in the brain shifts from the left to the right frontal region of the brain—the region associated with fear and avoidance.11

This pattern of avoidance once played an essential role in human survival.12 It helped us elude hungry and poisonous animals, hostile weather, and other forces of nature that posed an imminent threat to our survival. But in the modern world, much of what we resist poses no actual threat to our survival. Worries about gaining weight, aging, or professional failure—these sources of resistance don’t signal impending death. And yet it often feels as if our life is on the line because these forms of resistance activate the very same neural structures as life-threatening emergencies.

Moving the Set Point

Albert Einstein is said to have declared, “We cannot solve our problems with the same thinking we used when we created them.” This is a perfect description of the problem we face when trying to shift our happiness set point.

In striving toward a happier life and higher set point, we find it natural to resort to habits of judgment, attachment, and resistance. The paradox is that these are the very forces that establish and hold the set point in place. If we judge our current state as “bad,” attach to happiness, or resist negative thoughts and emotions, we end up further from the goal of living a happier life. Psychiatrist Jeanne Talbot explains: “the more we try to avoid thinking/feeling what is really troubling us, the worse it gets.”13 Trying to attain happiness by judging, attaching, and resisting is like fighting to escape from a pit of quicksand: the harder you struggle, the deeper you sink.

Thankfully, there is an alternative strategy—one that you will learn throughout the course of this program. Using the Train Stage practices, we learn to become more aware of these powerful habits of the mind and loosen the grip of this biological machinery. If we do not develop this awareness, these three set point forces tend to run the show. We get anxious, irritated, and reactive without knowing why. Once we begin to see these forces at work, everything changes. We now have a choice—react according to the preprogrammed instincts of our prehistoric past or create new habits of wellbeing and, in so doing, open ourselves up to new possibilities.
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STAGE 1: TRAIN


The Foundation of Wellbeing

The experience of intense physical pain rarely leads to radical scientific breakthroughs. But that’s exactly what happened to Richard Davidson on a hot August day in India.

At the time, Davidson was a graduate student in psychology at Harvard. Just a few months earlier, he had convinced the National Science Foundation to fund a trip to Sri Lanka and India.

His trip had a somewhat unorthodox purpose: to dive deeply into the practice of meditation. He told the grant committee that his intention was to study the “relationship between meditation and attention, and between meditation and emotion,” and that the only way to properly understand this practice would be to experience it firsthand.1

The committee agreed. Several months later, Davidson found himself at a retreat center in India run by a Burmese-born teacher named Goenka.2 Goenka’s meditation technique, called vipassana, involved focusing the mind on sensations in the body. As Davidson explains, “We were to slowly and deliberately direct our attention to different parts of our bodies in turn—to what the tips of our noses were feeling, the different temperatures of the air we inhaled and exhaled, how our leg bones felt against the floor.”3

For the next ten days, Davidson and his fiancée spent roughly fourteen hours a day alternating between walking and sitting meditation. Aches and pains arose, but each time this happened, the retreat participants were instructed to return to the practice: to adopt an attitude of nonjudgmental awareness toward even the most uncomfortable sensations.

After more than a hundred hours spent meditating, Davidson had a breakthrough, an insight that would change the field of neuroscience and psychology. As Davidson recalls:

Goenka taught that vipassana meditation offered a path to enlightenment and the eradication of suffering, but over the course of my hundred-plus hours of silent meditation I became convinced that it also had enormous, untapped potential for psychology and neuroscience. I had directly experienced a tectonic change in how I perceived the world, shaking off the concept of pain as if it were no more than a speck of lint on my shirt, and cultivating a deep and lasting sense of contentment in the moment. As a scientist, I had no doubt that what had occurred involved a change in my brain.4

Fast-forward forty years—Davidson has now become the preeminent researcher in the study of the beneficial effects of meditation on the brain.

His body of work has confirmed his post-retreat intuition in 1974: Happiness is a skill that can be trained. “We think of happiness like a skill—no different from learning to play music or golf,” says Davidson. “We all come into the world with a certain propensity for happiness, but just like any other propensity, to reach very high levels, it needs to be nurtured.”5
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“Start Here can be the start of your personal revolution.”
—Tal Ben-Shahar, PhD, author of the New York Times bestseller Happier
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