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Few things in life can lead one to greatness or ruin as rapidly and decisively as impulsivity, which is why I find it strange that it’s so poorly understood. We all know what impulsive people look like—they’re pretty easy to spot. Most of us can even recall a time when the instincts of an otherwise rational person led them to act like a complete fool. But what made them do it? And why are some people so incredibly impulsive all of the time? There is knowledge of impulsivity floating around out there—in university studies, academic journals, and the like—but there’s little, if any, real-world understanding of the powerful role it plays in our lives.

Until Nick Tasler came along.

Nick is the guy you’d want sitting next to you at a dinner party. He’s witty, astute, and very inclusive, sharing his passion for the way people tick in a way that—flaws and all—makes you feel great about being alive. He will change the way you view the world. Then he will change the way you see yourself. Both will be the better for it.

In The Impulse Factor, he turns a once impenetrable concept into a dazzling exploration of how things work. Beginning with a newly discovered dopamine gene that mutated some fifty thousand years ago—right before humans migrated out of Africa and created music, art, and ultimately civilization—he takes us on an incredible, page-turning journey. Through riveting tales of a harrowing escape from a Canadian avalanche, Dutch tulip madness, and even why splitting dinner tabs always backfires, Tasler illuminates the role of impulses in every facet of our personal and professional lives. The mutant dopamine gene is still around today. It’s seen in around one of every four people, including kids with ADD, alcoholics, and most anywhere we encounter the tricky side effects of impulsive behavior. But not all effects of the gene are negative. The same impulsive tendencies fuel superstar entrepreneurs, avant-garde musicians and artists, and most anyone who pushes us in bold, new directions.

What this book teaches you about the world around you will be trumped only by what it teaches you about yourself. The knowledge you’ll gain is critical, as optimal performance is as much about perspective as it is about effort. My research has found that as self-awareness increases, people’s satisfaction with life skyrockets, and they are more likely to reach their goals at work and at home. Building your self-awareness isn’t about discovering deep dark secrets or unconscious motivations, but rather a straightforward and objective understanding of what makes you tick. In the workplace 83 percent of those high in self-awareness are top performers and just 2 percent of bottom performers are high in self-awareness. The impact of self-knowledge is so profound because it ensures we adequately recognize and utilize the situations and people that will make us successful. It also enables us to understand the limiting tendencies we can’t avoid, which minimizes the damage they create.

The need for self-awareness has never been greater. In The Emotional Intelligence Quick Book, my coauthor and I exposed an emotional epidemic of massive proportions. We found that just 36 percent of people possess an adequate amount of self-awareness, and 70 percent of folks are ineffective at handling  conflict and stress. The popularity of that book has helped to build awareness of the problem and bridge the gap to a degree, but more work needs to be done. We still live in a society that is driven by the mistaken notion that psychology deals exclusively with problems, falsely assuming that the only time to learn about ourselves is in the face of crisis. We tend to put on the blinders the moment something causes us distress. But it’s really the whole picture that serves us. The more we understand the beauty and the blemishes, the more we can put them both to work to achieve our potential.

The Impulse Factor can heal the emotional epidemic we still face. It’s the kind of book that you’ll stay up late to finish and think about often once it’s back on your shelf. While it may seem that impulsivity spurns us to act only in those moments where our fate hangs perilously in the balance, the reality is it’s the hidden force behind all of the choices we make. Nick Tasler’s phenomenal theory of conditional impulsivity illuminates just how it all works. Follow his suggestions and you’ll make better decisions every day.

—Dr. Travis Bradberry
Coauthor of The Emotional Intelligence Quick Book
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Introduction:
Thrill Riders

In February 1994 a snowmobile search-and-rescue team raced over the powdery hillsides outside of Pincher Creek, in western Canada. The experienced team was riding high on the success of a mission in which they had recovered a trio of adventurers stranded in the vast countryside of southern Alberta. George Barrington, Roger Taylor, and Ken Moriyama had failed to return home from a snowmobiling day-trip the night before, and the concerned families of the three men had alerted Brian Cusack, the rescue commander of nearby Westcastle Ski Hill. A gusty blizzard made conditions too dangerous for a rescue attempt that evening. The next morning Cusack’s full-time staff had all it could handle with the avalanche threats at Westcastle, so Cusack called on a volunteer crew headed by Eric Bruder. Bruder quickly rounded up a local group of fourteen rescuers who tracked down the missing riders within just a few hours on the hunt. To celebrate another job well done, eight members of the rescue team split off from the group. Under a dreary midday sky, the playful bunch tore through the open plains at full throttle, kicking up the ten inches of new snow that had fallen over the weekend.

A little before noon, the eight riders stopped at an old well site at the foot of a hill. To avid snowmobilers, the flat approach leading up to a long incline makes for an irresistible invitation to play a game called “hammer-heading.” Hammer-heading is like playing king of the mountain but on snowmobiles. The goal is to gather as much speed as you can muster on the flat approach, and then make it as far up the hillside as possible before the incline lets you know you’ve gone far enough. Then you turn around to watch and hope that nobody else makes it higher than you. Any snowmobiler will tell you that hammer-heading is a fun game. But in the presence of high avalanche danger, “fun” is draped in an unstable sheet of snow weighing upward of two million pounds.

Avalanches are one of nature’s more temperamental disasters. Unlike other displays of wrath such as hurricanes, earthquakes, tornadoes, or floods, avalanches react to intrusions by humans in a very direct and destructive manner. Giant snow slabs are most likely to come unglued on slopes that have recently received a heavy snowfall, which creates a layer of snow that has not yet had time to bond with the preexisting layer beneath it. Skiers are fond of calling this unstable new snow a “fresh layer of powder.” When it comes to powder, the general rule for skiers and snowboarders is that deeper is better. Avalanches agree. On a powder-drenched slope with just the right incline, it takes only one ill-advised move to set an avalanche in motion. This is a crucial point the Canadian rescuers would soon find out.

The tiny resort town of Pincher Creek sits on the tip of an especially deadly triangle. Perfect conditions and the surfeit of winter-sport enthusiasts make this treacherous little region stretching between Vancouver and southwestern Alberta the most dangerous in the country. It is no secret that nearly three-fourths of Canada’s annual avalanche fatalities happen here, which means that members of a search-and-rescue team from Pincher Creek would almost certainly have a strong working knowledge of the conditions that set off a snow slide.

But rationally understanding the risks doesn’t account for the fact that hammer-heading can be one hell of a good time. The hill that stood in front of these eight Canadian snowmobilers at Middle Kootenay Pass was neither too steep nor too flat. It was just right. And because hammer-heading is such a rare treat for the thrill-seeking snowmobiler, if you pass up one chance, you never know when you might get another. It didn’t matter that another snowmobiler was laid to rest in a snowy grave on that same hill just four years earlier.

Rescue commander Brian Cusack was well aware of the temptation that might face the squad of rescuers that day. Before the team set out, he issued a specific order that “hammer-heading was out of the question.” With that command swimming through their brains, all eight of the rescuers killed their machines at the hill’s foot around 11:30 a.m. After a few moments, impulse overcame reason in one of the eight snowmobilers. Despite the direct order, according to Cusack, one of the other rescuers had dared or bet twenty-one-year-old Lane McGlynn that he couldn’t make it to the top of the hill. McGlynn fired up his engine with one quick pull and took off toward the hill with reckless abandon. After climbing most of the way up the hillside, McGlynn’s machine finally ground to a halt. Minutes later, the rider who dared McGlynn decided to try his luck. This was when things went terribly wrong.

In the middle of the second rider’s ascent, the top layer of snow broke free. The other six riders were then forced to watch as the hill shed its 450-foot wide, three-foot thick cloak of snow. As the massive sheet picked up speed, it swept up more loose snow, eventually burying Lane McGlynn in nine feet of wet snow that might as well have been freshly poured concrete. The second rider reacted quickly, perhaps showing evidence that he might have known better than to be on the hill in the first place. Five of the six others at the bottom followed the second rider’s lead and raced out of harm’s way. The eighth rescuer, Eric Bruder’s brother, Kevin, was stuck in his tracks. Kevin had been dealing with a faulty kill switch that interfered with the quick-starting design of his snowmobile. Under other circumstances, the malfunctioning starter was nothing more than a nuisance. On that day in February 1994, this minor inconvenience trapped Kevin Bruder at the bottom of the hill pulling frantically, while staring straight into the eye of a level 3 avalanche bearing down on him. Kevin Bruder was unable to get his machine started and ended up sharing Lane McGlynn’s fate.

Being a rescue team, the group was well equipped with avalanche recovery gear. One of the surviving members radioed for help immediately. The others frantically canvassed the hill’s surface trying to track down the two buried riders. Using their radio locating devices, the team made quick progress in their search. At five minutes past noon, they dug out a near-lifeless Kevin Bruder. He was barely hanging on. While some of the survivors continued their desperate attempts to resuscitate Kevin, another rescuer uncovered Lane McGlynn’s mangled body. “His body was mush, head was smashed, neck was broken. He was folded 180 degrees at the waist,” Brian Cusack told me with a tone of marked pity and regret still clearly lingering thirteen years later. By this time a doctor had arrived on the scene. It took the doctor only one look at the unnatural jumble of body parts in front of him to pronounce McGlynn dead. At the bottom of the hill, after nearly an hour of exhaustive effort and an adrenaline shot to Kevin Bruder’s heart, the team gave up CPR.

Avalanche experts Torsten Geldsetzer and Bruce Jamieson1 described the ease with which the regrettable disaster could have been prevented had the rescuers heeded the wisdom that, on a fragile slope, “while one snowmobile and rider may be tolerable, any additional load will increase the chances of it avalanching.” A traumatized survivor of the day’s disastrous events summed up the confused sentiment of the group when he asked, “Why did they do it?” What was it that caused Lane McGlynn to abandon the group and disobey a direct order? What made the rescuer who dared McGlynn in the first place follow his lead and ultimately trigger the avalanche?

The Impulse Factor sets out to answer those questions.

1. The Cautious/Impulsive Ratio

Let’s do a quick experiment. Imagine that I’m about to let you choose between two appealing options. All you’ll have to do is tell me which you prefer. If you choose the first option, you will have a chance to win a three-week, all-expenses-paid trip through England, France, and Italy. I’ll simply flip a coin, and if it turns up heads you win the trip, but if it turns up tails you get nothing. On the other hand, you can take what’s behind door number two. If you decide to go with this second option, I’ll give you a guaranteed one-week, all-expenses-paid trip to Italy, with no strings attached, no coin to be flipped. So there you have it—a fifty-percent chance for a free three-week vacation, or a guaranteed free one-week vacation. Which would you choose?

If you’re like most people, you would take the safe bet. You would opt for the guaranteed one-week Italian excursion, and you would walk away feeling pretty pleased. Indeed, that’s what about three-fourths of people do. But that isn’t the choice everyone makes. About one-fourth of the population will let their luck ride. This smaller crowd will select the risky option just for the mere potential of a bigger payout, even though they may end up with no winnings at all. Daniel Kahneman, winner of the 2002 Nobel Prize in Economics, and his colleague Amos Tversky2 first presented scenarios like this to students in the mid-1970s, along with a variety of other similar scenarios. Sometimes they asked people to choose between European vacations. Sometimes it was a choice between insurance plans, and still other times the choices were varying amounts of plain old cash. Since then, researchers all across the world have tested this idea using all sorts of prizes. And no matter where the experiment is conducted, the results are almost always the same. When any random group of people are given the choice between two good deals, the majority will play it safe, and the remainder will follow their impulse toward a riskier option. Because these studies have been repeated so often with so many different people from different backgrounds, researchers felt confident drawing a conclusion about how people make decisions. Specifically, they concluded that most people will usually choose the gain with a lesser value, just as long as they don’t have to gamble for it.

But in those experiments there was always that small group of people who stubbornly refused to fall into line with the majority. Since Kahneman and Tversky’s primary goal was only to learn something about the way that most people make decisions, this bolder minority received much less press. But if we give the studies a thorough once-over, it seems as though two different types of decision makers were involved. These two kinds of people view the world differently. More to the point, they view decisions differently. Decision researcher Lola Lopes3 says there are “dispositional differences in the importance that different people attach to avoiding bad outcomes versus achieving good outcomes.” Most people are stuck on their need to steer clear of sticky situations. Lopes calls these average, everyday people “security-minded.” The cautious majority with a bent toward safety evaluate their choices in search of the option that offers them the most security. Their biggest concern is minimizing risk. The more impulsive people, on the other hand, are what Lopes labels “potential-minded.” This exciting bunch is into getting the most bang for their buck. They usually set their sights on taking home the biggest prize, rather than running away from the biggest risks.

The fatal avalanche in Canada vividly illustrates the cautious/impulsive ratio. We would expect to find that, out of every eight people, one or two of them will tend to be impulsive. In fact, that is exactly what happened at Middle Kootenay Pass. Despite knowing better, one of the eight rescuers threw caution to the wind and followed his risky impulse. A second rider followed a few minutes later and set off the avalanche. But the remaining six rescuers kept their impulses on a tight leash.

So why is it that one person might be more prone to leaving well enough alone, while another person will continue pressing his or her luck?

2. Born to Be Impulsive

Genetics have a lot to say about it. All humans are born with an enzyme in their brain called monoamine oxidase (MAO), whose job it is to keep their impulses in check. Chief of the Laboratory of Clinical Science at the National Institute of Mental Health, Dennis Murphy,4 discovered that some people have a shortage of this MAO enzyme, which makes them more willing to chase thrills. MAO acts like a well-intentioned parent as it regulates the brain’s chemicals that control how much fun we have. One of these chemicals—dopamine—represents the kid in all of us. It’s what makes us vibrant, sociable, and hungry for new experiences. In moderation these carefree chemicals are healthy, but too much or too little of them can be lethal.5 The goal is to keep them balanced, which is also where we get the term imbalanced to describe people who seem a tad high-strung or moody. When MAO becomes too overbearing in our brains, it doesn’t let us have enough of these fun chemicals and we can be real downers. We will get depressed and may rebel by hanging out with a hipper, more laid-back friend like Prozac. People with too much MAO can also be slow to respond to immediate threats or be too afraid to seize clearly advantageous opportunities.

In comparison, when MAO is in short supply in a person’s brain, just the opposite happens. A shortage of MAO is akin to having parents who go out of town and leave their teenager home alone. Without MAO around to regulate it, dopamine is free to invite all its friends over for a wild party inside our brains. If the party grows big enough, it might encourage us to do stupid things that our parents told us not to—things like drive a snowmobile up a shifty hillside.

For the majority of people, impulses are like a backseat driver. We can hear impulse telling us to take a shortcut, but the MAO in our brains tells our impulses to put a cork in it. So most of us end up sticking to the safe, well-traveled paths. A relatively small fraction of daring souls, however, tends to let impulse take the wheel. Genetic researchers have recently uncovered a specific gene mutation that alters the way some people’s brains handle dopamine, and it compels these people to seek out exciting adventures despite the risk. At their worst, impulsive people are exactly what nasty little stereotypes would predict. They are more likely to be sexaholics, dangerous drivers, bankrupt businesspeople, and the posthumous winners of the dubious Darwin Awards. But at their best, impulsive people have something of a secret weapon in their willingness to act quickly without letting fear of consequences break their stride. When opportunity knocks, impulsive people are more apt to welcome it in, while their more cautious neighbors peer apprehensively through the peephole until the opportunity moseys next door. Scientists now believe that this gene mutation may have been just the bold catalyst needed to uproot our prehistoric ancestors from Africa and ultimately secure modern humans’ place in the world. The question now is whether this increasingly common genetic trait impacts our world for better or worse? The answer may surprise you.

3. Deciding Our Fate

The Impulse Factor tells the story of our decisions in two parts. Every decision that has ever been made in the history of humankind has two key elements that determine its outcome: the person and the situation. For far too long, we have been mystified by the process of our own decision making. Why are some of us so maddeningly indecisive? Why are others so uncontrollably rash? Can certain conditions cause us to behave clearly out of character? Why did Lane McGlynn climb that hill? Why did another rider follow him up the hill? Everyone seems to have their own speculations that they offer as answers. But these speculations usually fall short of convincing as they fail to take the relevant factors into consideration. A big part of our struggle to make sense of these questions has to do with our one-sided view of how people make choices. Many books shed light on general quirks of the human mind that cause all people to act in a certain way. Others cater to the unique specifications of individual types of people without much regard for the external influences on a situation. This book fuses these views into one formula for effective decision making.

The first part of The Impulse Factor shows you that our only hope for improving the quality of our decisions is to look at how people naturally differ from one another and how each situation can introduce its own set of influential conditions. Trying to understand a decision by looking at only the situation or at only the person is like trying to cook a gourmet meal with all the ingredients, but without a recipe. You will end up with something that looks like an answer, but it will leave you wanting.

Decisions are like avalanches in this way. Avalanches take into account certain conditions of the situation (the incline of the slope and the amount of snow buildup) and people (someone loosening up the snow pack). You could round up the most impulsive people on the planet for a snowmobile rally, but it isn’t going to cause an avalanche unless the surface is at the right incline. On the other hand, one very cautious person treading ever so lightly on a perfectly sloped snow layer can (and does so multiple times every winter) trigger an avalanche.

Our patterns do not have to remain a mystery. We can each know our individual tendencies, as well as the conditions that determine how these tendencies result in a final decision. Our tendencies toward or away from impulsivity can have a profound effect on how we drive, how we vote, and whether our kids will take up delinquent behaviors. But these individual tendencies tell only some of the story.

The second part of this story is where the plot really thickens. It explains why an ordinarily cautious person will decide to uproot her whole life to follow a dream, or how having an artist’s temperament can land someone in the captain’s chair of a multinational corporation. The Impulse Factor explores the unique role that cautious and impulsive tendencies play in determining why it’s so hard to beat Tiger Woods in golf, why we are such suckers for mudslinging political campaigns, what saints and sinners have in common, and why people bought stock in Webvan. It will also take you from the boardrooms of corporate America into the jungles of Venezuela to unearth the roots of these tendencies.

The most exciting thing about The Impulse Factor is that by knowing each of our specific decision-making tendencies, we can exercise control over them. Until now, we have been victims of our tendencies and circumstances. We have been given advice that is either too vague to be applied or too specific to apply to our different individual makeups and the different situations in which we find ourselves. Understanding your unique tendency and how it manifests itself in various situations is the only way to improve the choices you make. The Impulse Factor and its accompanying online test will reveal your tendency, and describe how to use it to make the kinds of choices you want in the situations you want. We will explore the edgy ways in which impulsive people attack their world, and stack those up against the approach of more cautious people hell bent on survival. Impulsive people can learn to balance the thrill of a heartbeat-skipping experience with the need to see another day. Indecisive people can learn to loosen up without the fear of losing it all. In doing so, we can spruce up our scorecards in golf, in business, in grocery shopping, and maybe even learn to live a fuller life. In the end, the goal is for us all to experience the joy of sailing across a snowy meadow without triggering an avalanche.



CHAPTER ONE
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Origin of Seekers:
From Cavemen to Cage Fighters

According to the official program, Nick Wernimont stands just under six feet tall and weighs 170 pounds. He looks like the kind of guy who, if you saw him walking down a dark alley … well, you would probably think he got lost looking for the VIP entrance to a night club. What’s most striking about his appearance is how much he does not look like a ruffian compared to the other raw slabs of beef lumbering around inside the ring. Although he appears to treat his trips to the gym with due respect, Wernimont reminds you more of an underwear model than a cage fighter. Even from the cheap seats (which describes pretty much every seat in the house at an amateur boxing match), you can see Wernimont’s sparkling rows of white teeth. He has a day or two’s collection of stubble sprouting on his face, where an aspiring beard will have its hopes dashed by a razor as soon as tonight’s fight is over. The shadow beard is presumably an attempt to draw attention away from his other metrosexual features, like the suspiciously perfect tan and what I can only guess are well-manicured nails. In truth, it just makes him look even more like Brad Pitt, but less like Pitt’s demented character in the movie Fight Club and more like his dapper Dillinger role in Ocean’s Eleven. Either way it’s a thinly veiled effort to deceive, which probably fills his rough-looking opponent with confidence. Unfortunately for his foe, that confidence will prove to be painfully false. And then I start to think that maybe that has been Wernimont’s strategy all along.

There is definitely more to this guy than meets the eye. Wernimont has been training with his boxing coach, his world champion Jiu-Jitsu coach, and his Muay Thai coach twice a day for six days a week for the last year, with just three exceptions. He took one week off to run with the bulls in Pamplona, Spain … on all five of the five days he spent there before returning home to Chicago. He spent a week in Florida in late December getting his skydiving certification. Then there was his trip to Brazil to experience the festival of sensory excess found nowhere else in the world except at Carnivale. Wernimont has no shortage of friends, but it seems right that the only person he could find to join him on his wild adventures should be a member of his own gene pool. His brother Chris’s work schedule helps. He works two weeks on, two weeks off as a helicopter pilot carting roughnecks from their New Orleans homes out to drilling rigs in the Gulf of Mexico. But the average person would agree that spare time alone isn’t a good enough reason to go on these types of adrenaline binges. Nick and Chris have far more than flexible schedules in common.

Tonight’s boxing match was arranged as a warm-up bout before Wernimont’s first full-contact cage fight in a few months. The arena is alive with murmurs of bloodthirsty fans hoping to see a pretty-boy pummeling. When the bell sounds, the pugilists dance around the ring for a few seconds and size each other up. Wernimont’s face reveals what could best be described as a controlled ferocity—aggressive yet strategic. After a swing and a miss from his opponent, Wernimont makes his strike. A couple of hard blows reach their destination, and it isn’t long before a cut opens up under his opponent’s eye, causing a rivulet of blood to run down his cheek. The second round offers more of the same. The referee eventually intervenes, calling for a standing eight count to let Wernimont’s opponent regain his composure. By the third round, the fight is all but over. Shortly after the bell sounds, the referee decides he’s seen enough and the fight is called. Wernimont is officially one and oh in his fight career. His first full-contact fight is on the horizon.

Full-contact fighting (or mixed martial arts) is the closest thing America has to ancient Roman gladiators. Except for biting, hitting below the belt, and finger torquing, no violence is spared for the audience.

“Five wins and I can start making some money at this,” he told me with a wink. Five wins on the sanctioned amateur full-contact circuit qualifies a fighter for a professional bout where they can actually get paid for doing something that most people would ransom their firstborn child to avoid doing. The real joke, however, is that Wernimont will have to become the world Ultimate Fighting champion before he begins to make the kind of money he does now at his day job. In this way he is like the rare few ancient gladiators who were not slaves, but free citizens who simply enjoyed the thrill of the games.

Wernimont’s career, just like the rest of his life, is marked by short bursts of intense activity and radical changes. After graduating from the University of Iowa, he moved to Los Angeles, where stimulation is never in short supply. Once there, he spent his days at Morgan Stanley, clocking in as a financial analyst and earning their number-one new salesman award. He moonlighted as a bartender at the Saddle Ranch on the Sunset Strip. After narrowly missing final selection as one of the cast members for MTV’s The Real World: Chicago, he decided to pack up and head to the Windy City on his own, leaving bartending and financial planning behind. Now he spends his days working as a successful sales manager for a dental implants manufacturer (an ironic selection for the future cage fighter) and buying real estate. His evenings are spent at the gym sparring with world-champion martial artists.

Getting to know Nick Wernimont only creates more questions. Of course, anyone who voluntarily chooses cage fighting as a hobby is a rather intriguing individual. But he is extraordinary even compared to his cage-fighting peers. This is what makes Wernimont’s foray into full-contact fighting so compelling. He is not a former Olympic gold medalist who wants to make a living doing what he knows how to do best, nor is he a deluded dock worker who has seen one too many Rocky movies. His collar is as white as his teeth, and the only gold he owns is wrapped around his wrist and tells time with amazing accuracy. He lives each day in a waking, postmodern American Dream—young, smart, good looking, and financially successful, with no visible regrets about any of it. It just doesn’t seem to make sense. With all of this going for him, why would he subject himself to the kind of punishment inherent in a crazy sport like full-contact fighting?

1. The Novelty-Seeking Gene

At the turn of the millennium, the world buzzed with anticipation about the possibilities and pitfalls in store for Y2K. Inside the walls of Jim Swanson’s research lab at the University of California in Irvine, the level of anticipation was no exception. Two courses of fascinating research were about to collide in an unexpected way that would cause scientists from around the world to drop what they were doing and take note.

Jim Swanson is a humble man who insists that much of his success as a scientist is owed to his “collaborations with other great scientists.” Nevertheless, Swanson is still recognized as one of the world’s foremost experts on child development. His research center in Irvine was one of the first seven labs chosen as a Vanguard Center for a very ambitious project called the National Children’s Study that will stretch across the country with the aim of understanding the biggest problems facing American children.1 Over the span of the next twenty years the centers will collaborate to study more than 100,000 children and their families. Swanson’s recognition is due in large part to his groundbreaking work on the rising occurrence of attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder, or ADHD. Most people today recognize the disorder by its original name of just ADD, which first came into vogue in the 1980s after it was formally recognized as a psychological syndrome rather than a behavioral problem.2 The term ADD has since infiltrated the everyday lingo that Americans use to describe kids who are unfocused or inattentive. Now psychologists have officially thrown hyperactivity’s hat into the ring to describe the fidgety aspect of the disorder. As Swanson’s team was about to discover, the hyperactive element of the syndrome is a key piece of the puzzle that may help explain a lot about ADHD, and also about human history.

Like many other mental illnesses, treatment of ADHD was very rudimentary once it was first recognized. But as the number of children diagnosed began to skyrocket, there was a need for treatment and understanding to catch up. From 1994 to 2004 the number of paid doctor visits for treatment of ADHD nearly tripled. This alarming increase has had many doctors and educators wondering how big the next wave of this possible epidemic might be. For researchers like Jim Swanson, the clock was ticking on finding some answers.

Early in 2000 Swanson’s team sat a group of ADHD kids down to play a few brain-teaser games.3 One of these games is called the Logan stop-signal test and resembles the popular children’s game red light/green light. Each child was given a task such as watching a light or pressing a button on a computer keyboard. When instructed to do so, the child had to stop whatever action he or she was engaged in. Children with ADHD usually take much longer to complete this task than typical children, because they react more slowly to the stop signal. What Swanson’s team found when they tallied the results surprised everyone, including Jim Swanson.

Before the experiment, Swanson’s team had split the kids into two groups based on whether or not the children carried a specific variation of a gene called dopamine receptor gene DRD4.4 The function of DRD4 is to tinker with the levels of dopamine in the child’s brain. (As noted earlier, dopamine is the brain chemical that makes us feel happy and vibrant.) Every person has this gene in one variation or another, but we don’t all have the exact same variation of it. This is standard practice in the world of genes. For example, we all have a gene that determines what color our eyes are, but we don’t all have the same eye color gene. Some people have the blue eye gene, while others have the brown eye gene. The same is true about the DRD4 gene. Everybody has it, but not everybody has the same variation. What separates the variations is how many times a segment of this gene repeats itself in the genetic sequence. Most people have a shorter variation of the gene that gets repeated four times. But some people have the longer variation that repeats seven times. This longer variation causes a less sensitive response to dopamine, which then creates a deficit in the amount of dopamine output to a person’s brain. In other words, the dopamine that is present in the brain has to try a little harder. Such people have to round up even more of their chemical friends than the average person in order to get the dopamine party started and that requires extra-stimulating activities. In the mid-1990s scientist Richard Ebstein5 found that people with the longer variation were also likely to have a personality trait called “novelty seeking.” Thanks to Ebstein’s discovery, the longer variation of the DRD4 gene is commonly dubbed “the novelty-seeking gene.”

As you might expect from the name, people with the novelty-seeking trait feel more compelled than the average person to seek out new and exciting experiences. The problem is that everybody’s brain craves dopamine, so the people born with a natural shortage of dopamine output have to overcompensate. They find it hard to keep themselves satisfied with the ordinary, slow-moving pace of just about everything that happens in their lives. The normal acts of reading a book, sitting through a meeting, obeying traffic laws, and even a roll in the hay don’t necessarily keep these people’s attention. While most of us are happy and relatively satisfied doing most of these things, they quickly bore people with the novelty-seeking gene. That means these restless souls have to go looking for action anywhere they can find it in order to stir up some more dopamine just to feel “normal.” They might drive fast. They might disregard instructions designed for safety. They might jump up in a cage with their fists cocked.

Heart-racing, dopamine-producing endeavors can also cause feelings of bliss in the ordinary person. But it’s not all fun and games with dopamine. Too much of this good thing can easily turn excitement into fear and bliss into anxiety. What gives the carrier of the novelty-seeking gene an exciting rush is likely to do nothing for the ordinary person other than cause a panic.

Currently about one-quarter of people have the novelty-seeking gene, but more than half of people diagnosed with ADHD have it. Not surprisingly, Ebstein’s discovery led many scientists to believe that the novelty-seeking gene may as well be nicknamed the “attention-deficit gene.” Although not all kids with ADHD have the gene, researchers believed that the kids with the most severe cases of ADHD symptoms would carry the gene. The purpose of Jim Swanson’s study was to verify that exact point. His Irvine research team expected to find that the kids with the novelty-seeking gene would do significantly worse on their brain-teaser tests than the ADHD kids without the gene.

After the experiment, Swanson’s team tallied the results. The ADHD kids without the novelty-seeking gene performed just like run-of-the-mill kids with ADHD should. They made more mistakes than typical kids, and they were slower to respond. Their inability to pay attention caused their minds to drift, without giving their conscious reasoning a chance to catch them. Swanson’s team reasoned that if ADHD kids with the normal version of the dopamine gene performed poorly on the test, then the kids with the novelty-seeking gene didn’t have a prayer.

But they were wrong. When the numbers were crunched, they did find a difference between the kids with the novelty-seeking gene and those without it, but it wasn’t the difference they had predicted. The novelty-seeking group did much better than expected. These kids ended up scoring the same as the kids with no symptoms of ADHD whatsoever. Furthermore, the novelty-seeking kids proved to be even quicker on the draw. Apparently, there was much more to this new gene than anyone had previously guessed.

Swanson believes that the kids classified as having ADHD who carried the novelty-seeking gene do not actually have the same version of ADHD as those without this gene. In the summary of their research for the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, Swanson writes that this group only has a “partial syndrome characterized by behavioral excesses without cognitive deficits.” So while these kids may behave a bit on the hyperactive side in the classroom, and have trouble settling down at home, there really isn’t anything dysfunctional about the way they think. It is only those “behavioral excesses” that make these kids a handful for their parents and teachers. Swanson believes it is probably those same excessive quirks that can drive frustrated parents into their pediatrician’s office to get a pharmaceutical fix.

This was a discovery that nobody saw coming. Whatever else they are, these kids are quick thinkers. Whether or not that is a good thing or a bad thing was the real question.

To find out, the Irvine researchers teamed up with another group of scientists and embarked on a journey back in time. In finding the novelty-seeking gene’s roots, they hoped to shed some light on why this mutation lurks in so many of today’s children.

2. Misguided Mutation or Misunderstood Gift?

Roughly 165,000 years ago modern humans (that is, Homo sapiens) debuted on planet Earth. Compared to their stocky and slightly older kin, the Neanderthals, our ancestors had long foreheads in order to accommodate bigger frontal and temporal lobes in their brains. They also were more gracile, with longer limbs and narrower hips. The two groups mostly kept to themselves, coexisting without much incident for the next 115,000 years. Then shortly before cave painting and music came into vogue, the short version of the DRD4 gene, which had been around ever since Homo sapiens first appeared, spawned a lively mutation—the seven-repeat variation now commonly referred to as the novelty-seeking gene.

At this time in our prehistory (40,000–50,000 years ago), modern humans called the savannas of Africa home while Neanderthals dwelled mostly in the caves of Europe, the Middle East, and western Asia. Although the African continent was home to all of what we now regard as modern human civilization, hardly anything that existed then would fit our definition of civilized. In the technical sense, there were people with physical attributes similar to those of the people of today. But they were people with little to no symbolic behavior such as the art and decorative objects that characterize our culture today. They had no complex speech and no music. They hunted, they gathered, and they died. They were not quite the homebodies that Neanderthals were, but our ancestors were not exactly circumnavigating the globe, either. Not yet, anyway.

Then all of a sudden, modern humans made a breakthrough. Some restless souls embarked on a quest to see what they were missing elsewhere in the world. Australian scientists David Cameron and Colin Groves6 explain in their book Bones, Stones and Molecules, that “40,000 years ago, Homo sapiens began, for whatever reason, spreading into the Neanderthal heartland of Europe.” That move signaled the beginning of the end for the Neanderthals as they then became casualties of rapid extinction. (The last Neanderthals died 27,000 years ago.) But it marked the beginning of something big for modern humans. Their migration north was a bold move, considering the first map wasn’t drawn until just 800 years ago and they certainly didn’t have the luxury of Mapquest.com. Magellan and his troop of fellow seafarers would not set sail for another fifty millennia. Moses didn’t hustle his people toward the exits of Egypt until less than ten thousand years ago. These ancient people didn’t know the world was round, and they probably had no comprehension of what round as a concept even meant, given that the first wheel wasn’t rolled out until about five thousand years ago. Not to mention that their slender physiques were not built for the colder climate inhabited by the husky Neanderthals.

Trekking into unknown territory was a risky choice. Yet humans did it anyway, and history’s course was forever altered because of it. Not only did they become explorers, but a kind of prehistoric Renaissance also began around this time. Archaeologists found a flute in Germany dating back 36,000 years, and two others in France from 32,000 and 27,000 years ago. As early as 34,000 years ago people were carving animal figurines in Germany, and 32,000 years ago they were drawing pictures on cave walls in France and Spain. It’s not that humans made no technological advances in terms of tools and hunting techniques since their inception in the preceding 120,000 years. They just had not made much headway in the kind of symbolic behavior that generally characterizes the emergence of modern humans. In Bones, Stones and Molecules, Cameron and Groves note that “compared to the later explosion in Europe there is little evidence for the widespread development of artistic or symbolic behavior within the earliest modern humans of Africa.”
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