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				For Ed Diener,

				who lived a happy, meaningful,

				and psychologically rich life

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter One

			Should I Stay or Should I Go?

			
				If I go there will be trouble

				And if I stay it will be double.

				—The Clash

			

			
				1. A Cozy Life

				Yoshi was born in a small mountain town on the island of Kyushu, Japan, known for its green tea and clementines. Like his father, grandfather, and every male ancestor before him, Yoshi has lived his entire life there, cultivating rice and tea. He chose this path after just a year of agricultural high school, when he dropped out to become a farmer. At the age of twenty-seven, Yoshi married a woman from a neighboring town and had three children. He played in a neighborhood softball league into his fifties and enjoyed annual neighborhood association trips to various hot springs. He still lives in the same town; he still has the same wife; and he still has the same close friends he has known since elementary school. In making these choices, Yoshi followed the path laid out by his ancestors, connecting with them through common threads of not just blood, but occupation, place, expectations, and way of life.

				Yoshi is my father, and I am his son a world away. After my eighteenth birthday, it took me exactly eighteen days to leave our small town for college in Tokyo. In my fourth year of college, I got a scholarship from Rotary International to study abroad in Maine. Before I started the program in Maine, I attended a summer English program on Staten Island in New York City. I had just broken up with my girlfriend in Tokyo and was tired of being in a relationship. I simply wanted to improve my English. Yet, I met a student from Korea and fell in love. She was about to start graduate school in Boston. I was about to start a year in Lewiston, Maine. During the 1991–1992 academic year, I took a Greyhound bus to Boston to see her every weekend. In May, I had to go back to Tokyo. Though my career plan before studying abroad was to work for the Ministry of Education in Japan, and I hadn’t had any intention of attending graduate school in the U.S., by then I was determined to come back. In June 1993, after graduation, I left Japan for good. Next were stops of varying lengths in New York City; Champaign, Illinois; Minneapolis, Minnesota; and Charlottesville, Virginia, before moving onward to Chicago. Along the way, I married the Korean woman I met on Staten Island and we had two children, born in two different cities. I have not seen any of my elementary school friends in years.

				Three decades after leaving my hometown, as I get older and try to maintain what remains of our family connection, I often find myself wondering how my life could have diverged from my father’s to such an extraordinary extent. I wonder why he didn’t move away when he had the chance, and why, in contrast, I have moved so many times.

				My father’s life has been stable, familiar, and comfortable. An annual cherry blossom party in spring, the Obon dance festival in summer, a foliage tour in fall, and hot springs in winter. It’s a cozy life, a good life. My life, on the other hand, has been far less stable, far less familiar, and far more stressful with constant deadlines for lecturing, grading, and writing mixed with countless rejections (e.g., grants, papers, book proposals, job applications). Though I love my job most days, I do envy my father’s simple, convivial life sometimes; I wish I could spend an evening drinking sake with my old friends every week, reminiscing about our school days and talking about life on the farm. But in my most honest moments, I know that I could not have lived like this: I had an intense yearning to see the outside world, too intense to follow the well-trodden life path of my ancestors.

			

			
				2. Happiness, Meaning, and Something Else

				I think back to when I was graduating high school, when I was faced with the question framed in the immortal words of The Clash: “Should I stay or should I go?” It was easy, then. Just go. As I get older, though, it has become more and more difficult. This question has been at the center of both my personal life and my academic research for decades. I imagine most of you have also asked yourselves that very same question, not just once or twice, but many times over. Some of you might be like my father: loyal, prudent, and nostalgic, prioritizing a stable life. Others may be more like me: impressionable, whimsical, and risk-taking, embracing an adventurous life. There are, of course, trade-offs between a stable life and a mobile life, a simple life and a dramatic life, a comfortable life and a challenging life, a conventional life and an unconventional life. But which one gets us closer to a good life?

				To answer this question, I will draw from decades of research in psychological science, supplementing the available data with examples from literature, film, and philosophy. But first we need to start with the question: What is a good life?

				When author Donna Tartt was asked what questions she was grappling with in her novel The Goldfinch, she said, “What is a good life?…To be happy oneself? Is it personal happiness? Or is it to make other people happy even at the expense of one’s own happiness?” Tartt’s question is profound. Should we strive to be happy? Or should we work for others’ happiness before thinking of our own?

				First, what is personal happiness? What makes you happy? Freedom to do whatever you want to do? Pursuing and accomplishing your career goals? A trip to the beach or the spa? I have made many selfish decisions in life, including moving to New York City to take a job at a prestigious university while my sons were still in middle and high school. Though my sons did not want to move away from their friends and their hometown, I chose to maximize my own personal happiness. In the end, I did not find myself any happier. My father, on the other hand, decided to stay in his hometown, perhaps to make my mother and others happy at the expense of his own happiness. He could have made far more money if he had moved to a booming city in the same prefecture. Ironically, years later, he seems to be happier with his decision than I. This may sound like the makings of a Chinese proverb, but it illustrates a larger truth: psychological research shows that trying to make others happy will make you happy, while trying to make yourself happy sometimes fails to do so. Indeed, psychologists have found that prosocial spending, writing gratitude letters, and having a satisficer (i.e., happy with good enough) mindset all promote happiness. It is possible that the main reason my father has been so happy is that he adjusted his expectations so that he came to cherish everyday life on the farm, enjoying smaller pleasures alongside his longtime spouse.

				Perhaps the key to my father’s good life has been his decision to put the needs of others—my mother and family tradition—above his own. But is a life of self-sacrifice and virtue—which we might call a “meaningful life”—a life without regrets? In the short term, people regret action, like saying or doing something stupid. In the long run, however, people regret inaction, like not saying “I love you” or not going back to school. Some people may lead a life of self-sacrifice and virtue but forgo opportunities that ultimately lead to more regrets and “what ifs.” Self-sacrifice is admirable, to be sure, but prioritizing it can lead people to lose sight of their own desires and ideals until their lives no longer feel authentic. French philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre would have called this a life of “bad faith.” An example is found in Toni Morrison’s novel Sula, where Nel Wright puts aside her childhood dreams of adventure to seek perfection in her role as a wife and mother, just as her family expects of her.

				At the opposite end of the spectrum is the neurologist and writer Oliver Sacks, who was an enthusiastic Hells Angels motorcyclist, bodybuilder, and LSD user before launching his writing career. He struggled with depression in his college days; his own mother told him that she wished he had never been born when she learned that he was gay; and he spent thirty-five years of his adult life celibate. Yet, even though he had some tough years, his life was full of adventure and curiosity, challenged professional boundaries, and was deeply experientially and emotionally rich—it was an authentic life, the kind that Sartre would have approved of.

			

			
				3. What Is a Psychologically Rich Life?

				Oliver Sacks’s story presents a quandary. He had depression and a long period of inner struggle, yet he kept exploring new frontiers. His 2015 autobiography was fittingly entitled On the Move: A Life. Neither personal happiness and contentment nor self-sacrifice and virtue fully capture what was so admirable about Sacks’s life. We need a new term, one my students and I have decided to call a psychologically rich life. A psychologically rich life is a life filled with diverse, unusual, interesting experiences that change your perspective; a life with twists and turns; a dramatic, eventful life instead of a simple and straightforward one; a life with multiplicity and complexity; a life with lots of stops, detours, and turning points; a life that feels like a long, winding hike rather than many laps of the same racing circuit.

				A good analogy is dark vs. sweet chocolate. When you eat a fine, dark chocolate, you immediately notice that it is different from a typical, sugary chocolate. It is sweet but also bitter, or even salty. It keeps you surprised, and it has heightened intensity, complexity, and depth. In other words, it’s rich. Likewise, a psychologically rich experience is different from a typical experience; there is something unexpected and powerful. It has a variety of qualities, not just good or bad. Over time, the accumulation of psychologically rich experiences makes for a psychologically rich life, one with a distinct multitude of flavors. A psychologically rich life is, well, rich in terms of life experiences.

				But why do we need this new term? To explain why, let’s take a slight detour into the history of psychological research on the good life, which I think of as having three phases.

			

			
				Phase 1: The Rise of Happiness Research

				Ed Diener, my graduate school advisor, was one of the first researchers to study happiness. He published a paper entitled “Subjective Well-Being” in 1984. Ed and his students, such as Randy Larsen and Bob Emmons, went on to publish a series of papers on subjective well-being throughout the 1980s, legitimizing the scientific study of happiness within psychology. Martin Seligman and Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi then built and popularized positive psychology based on the study of happiness as well as other related topics like hope, optimism, and flow.

			

			
				Phase 2: The Eudaimonic Challenge

				Then, in 1989, Carol Ryff published a paper entitled “Happiness Is Everything, or Is It?,” presenting an alternative model of a good life that focused on autonomy, self-acceptance, purpose, positive relations, environmental mastery, and personal growth. Along with Ed Deci and Richard Ryan’s self-determination theory, Ryff’s approach to the good life has come to be called the “eudaimonic approach”—a meaningful life, in short—in contrast to Ed Diener, Daniel Kahneman, Dan Gilbert, Sonja Lyubomirsky, and others’ approach to the good life, which has come to be called the “hedonic approach”—a happy life.

			

			
				Phase 3: Battles

				Over the last two decades, well-being researchers have debated the relative importance of hedonic vs. eudaimonic well-being. For example, people who say their lives are easy tend also to say they are happy, but don’t necessarily say their lives are meaningful. Workers are happier during a break than during work. However, they feel more engaged during the work than during the break. Some researchers even claimed to have found different epigenetic patterns between hedonic and eudaimonic well-being, suggesting that our very genes are expressed differently. However, other researchers found that almost all people who say they are happy tend to also say that their lives are meaningful, and vice versa. The overlap between hedonic and eudaimonic well-being is so great that some researchers argue that they are virtually the same thing. Others argue that both happiness and meaning in life are so important that there is no point debating which is more important.

			

			
				4. The Utility of a Third Dimension

				Well-being researchers have debated the relative importance of happiness vs. meaning, arguing that one is more important than the other. My own take is that happiness and meaning are both important. But they do not capture an adventurous, unconventional, and dramatic life like Sacks’s. So psychologists have never had the adequate vocabulary to describe such a life. In a way, the happiness vs. meaning debates parallel debates in psychology over the most important factor in predicting intelligence: nature (genetics) or nurture (environment). In the end, both nature and nurture are important. Then Carol Dweck proposed and popularized a third idea: the growth mindset. How we think about our intelligence—specifically, whether we believe that intelligence can be improved—is also important in predicting intelligence and human performance, she showed.

				Over dinner one day, my wife asked me if I could fix the broken window sash cords in our living room (our late-nineteenth-century Victorian house had original double-hung windows that still operated with sash cords). I answered, “We should just hire someone. I’m not handy.” Our second son, who was in middle school, immediately responded, “Dad, that’s a fixed mindset! You can get better!” It turned out he had just learned about Dweck’s growth mindset in school. My son’s suggestion motivated me to fix the window and become a better handyman, a small example of how concepts like growth mindsets broaden the way we think about the self, others, and the world. Just as the growth mindset revealed a new dimension of human intelligence and ability, I hope that psychological richness can reveal a new dimension of a good life.

				How, then, is psychological richness different from happiness and meaning? The main body of my book answers this question in detail (see Table 1 for a brief summary). But, very briefly, happiness is a subjective feeling that rises and falls to indicate where one’s life stands. It is a bit like a balloon. With the right wind and air pressure, it floats high. Smooth sailing. Life is going well. But when the weather is bad, it deflates. Grounded and stuck. Life is not going well. In another sense, happiness is like your batting average in baseball. It goes up and down, but what matters most is the frequency of your hits. An infield hit is as worthy as a huge home run when it comes to the batting average. You should aim for as many hits as possible. In other words, frequent small, pleasant social interactions add up to long-term happiness more quickly than occasional big promotions.

				The snag is that happiness—like the batting average—changes over time; one season you hit well; another season not so well. In The Varieties of Religious Experience, William James declared, “To begin with, how can things so insecure as the successful experiences of this world afford a stable anchorage? A chain is no stronger than its weakest link, and life is after all a chain. In the healthiest and most prosperous existence, how many links of illness, danger, and disaster are always interposed?” So it goes. The fragility of happiness.

				Meaning in life, on the other hand, boils down to whether your life has a “point.” When you’re devoted to making a difference in the world, your life certainly has a point. You see the fruits of your labor, your legacy. There is a reason for your existence. But when your efforts are not making a clear difference, it is harder to see the point of your life. The Scottish singer-songwriter Lewis Capaldi sang in the song “Pointless”: “Of all the dreams I’m chasing…Everything is pointless without you.” Imagine that he broke up with this woman. His dedication would be wasted, and his life would feel pointless.

				Tolstoy was happy and productive. Yet, without any obvious loss, he had a sudden existential crisis at about the age of fifty (years after the publication of War and Peace): “I had a good wife who loved me and whom I loved; good children and a large property which was increasing with no pains taken on my part. I was more respected by my kinsfolk and acquaintance than I had ever been; I was loaded with praise by strangers; and without exaggeration I could believe my name already famous…. And yet I could give no reasonable meaning to any actions of my life.” So it goes. The precariousness of meaning.

			

			
				5. This Book Is About…

				Psychological richness is different from happiness and meaning in the sense that it is not about an overall feeling of where life is going or what the point of your life is, but about an experience, or more precisely the accumulation of experiences over time. In the same way that material richness can be quantified by money—the more money you have, the richer you are materially—psychological richness can be quantified by experiences. The more interesting experiences and stories you have, the more psychologically rich you are. Just as you can accumulate wealth and become materially rich, you can accumulate experiences and become psychologically rich. If happiness is like the batting average that changes with every game, psychological richness is more like the total number of career home runs: it adds up.

				Table 1: Core Features and Metaphors of Happiness, Meaning, and Psychological Richness
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									Happiness

								
									
									Joy, Comfort, Stability

								
									
									Balloon, Batting Average, Sweet Chocolate

								
							

							
									
									Meaning

								
									
									Point, Impact, Coherence

								
									
									Angel, Activist, Monk

								
							

							
									
									Richness

								
									
									Novelty, Play, Perspective Change

								
									
									Treasure Box, Home Runs, Dark Chocolate

								
							

						
					

				

				A psychologically rich life is not for everyone. It suits the curious more than the content. The comfort and security of a happy or meaningful life provide a safety net that a psychologically rich life, with all its unknowns, often lacks. Yet the paradox of happiness and meaning is that the complacency they foster can make for an incomplete life with major regrets, doubts, and unanswered questions. Thankfully, our lives are not zero-sum games in which we must choose a single path to a good life; some people lead happy, meaningful, and psychologically rich lives. Therefore, anyone can benefit from the lessons of psychological richness research. By reminding ourselves that what counts is not just the destination but also the journey, we learn to find value in seeking new experiences and new knowledge, hopefully leading to a life without regrets, or at least fewer regrets.

				So, should you stay or should you go? For those who stay, psychological richness will add a new dimension of interest and resilience to life. And those who go are already on the path toward psychological richness.

				What are the other ingredients of a psychologically rich life? Who else has led a psychologically rich life? How is a psychologically rich life different from a happy life or a meaningful one? Do you need to accumulate experiences firsthand, or do vicarious experiences count as well? What are the benefits of a psychologically rich life? How can we enrich our lives psychologically? This book will venture deeply into these questions.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter Two

			The Happiness Trap

			
				Despite whatever’s going on—if you’re stressed, a bit depressed, if you’re overwhelmed—you want to put up this positive front.

				—Kahaari Kenyatta, a UPenn senior, on the culture of “Penn Face,” the practice of acting happy and self-assured even when sad or stressed, The New York Times, July 27, 2015

			

			
				1. Life’s Chief Concern

				Happiness is the ultimate goal of goals, according to Aristotle. When William James asked himself, “What is human life’s chief concern?” his answer was: “It is happiness. How to gain, how to keep, how to recover happiness, is in fact for most men at all times the secret motive of all they do, and of all they are willing to endure.” It is a goal shared by many across the globe; in a large international study conducted by Ed Diener, 69 percent of respondents rated happiness as extremely important (a perfect 7 on a 1 to 7 point scale), ahead of money, love, and health. It is a worthy goal, as research shows that happy people are healthier and more prosocial. They’re also better workers, and they live longer than unhappy people.

				The irony is that our blind pursuit of happiness sometimes leads to unhappiness. We put undue pressure and stress on ourselves to always be happy, preventing ourselves from reaping the benefits. Take Madison Holleran, a “popular, attractive, and talented” first-year student at the University of Pennsylvania. According to The New York Times, she “posted images that show her smiling, dappled in sunshine or kicking back at a party.” Her social media epitomized happiness. Yet her reality was more tenuous. To her sister, she revealed feeling that her social life was inferior to that of her friends. On January 17, 2014, Madison jumped off the top of a parking garage and took her own life.

				Suicide is an extremely complex behavior. Madison’s suicide must have been driven not just from feeling inferior to her friends’ social lives, but also from many other things. What is shocking is how good she was at pretending to be happy in public, and that a person who appeared so well adjusted and happy also had profound inner struggles leading to a tragic fate. Was she an exception or a rule?

				According to vital statistics from the Centers for Disease Control (CDC), suicide among Americans increased 38 percent between 2000 to 2018. Suicide is still somewhat rare. In the peak year of 2018, the rate of Americans dying by suicide reached 14 out of 100,000, a figure that might make Madison’s case seem like the exception. However, suicidal ideation is not. According to the CDC, in 2020 there were 1.2 million suicide attempts and 12.2 million American adults who “seriously” thought about suicide. That means roughly 1 in 20 American adults seriously thought about dying by suicide that year. That is a lot. If you look at the frequency of suicidal thoughts, then, Madison’s case doesn’t seem so rare. So, the next question is: Why did she feel so much pressure to put on a happy face, despite having suicidal thoughts?

				At the core of the pressure to be happy is the American cultural construction of happiness as something achievable. In one study, American college students were asked to write about anything that came to mind when they thought about “happiness.” Many wrote something like, “Happiness is a reward for all the hard work you employ” and “Happiness is the feeling of succeeding.” One student wrote simply that happiness is a “victory”! That is, there is a strong association between happiness and success. Another study asked college students to write about “different aspects, features, or effects of either happiness or unhappiness.” The earlier findings were replicated: American college students tend to equate happiness with personal achievement.

				If happiness is a victory, the pursuit of happiness is equated with the pursuit of a victory. Success brings happiness. Failure begets unhappiness. To many, if you are not happy, you are not successful. If you are unhappy, you are a loser. The pressure to be happy might come from this cultural narrative of happiness as a sign of success. In Saul Steinberg’s iconic 1959 New Yorker cover, Prosperity wins the contest of the Pursuit of Happiness, suggesting that it takes success and prosperity to be happy.

			

			
				2. So What Does Increase Happiness?

				What happiness researchers found was quite different from the achievement-oriented concept of happiness; a victory rarely results in everlasting (or even long-lasting) happiness. The effect of a major accomplishment like a promotion on happiness seems to disappear within six months. Decades of research on the “affective forecasting error” suggest that we tend to overestimate the happiness that our success will bring about, while also overestimating the unhappiness that our failure will generate. In one study, Dan Gilbert and colleagues asked untenured assistant professors how happy they would feel if they got tenure, as well as how unhappy they would feel if they were denied tenure. It sounds like an obvious question. Indeed, the assistant professors all said they would be delighted if they got tenure and would be devastated if they were denied tenure. Next, the researchers interviewed former assistant professors who did get tenure and others who did not get tenure. Well, the bad news is that those who got tenure were not as happy as the current assistant professors imagined. The good news is that those who were denied tenure were far happier than the current assistant professors imagined.

				The first insight from the science of happiness is that people overestimate the role of success in their own happiness. The joy of a big promotion, marriage, or a first child is relatively short-lived. It is not a big win that brings happiness. Rather, it’s the small things in life, like having a coffee with your best friend every day, that build long-term happiness. Happiness is the frequency, not the intensity, of positive events. Relatedly, studies show that happiness is the product of close relationships rather than personal accomplishments. That is, happiness is not personal success, but interpersonal success.

			

			
				3. The Pressure to Be Happy

				So why do people fake happiness? There is, of course, the saying “Fake it till you make it.” Many people take to heart the belief that if you continue to pretend you are successful, you will eventually succeed. Quentin Tarantino, who went on to write and direct the iconic film Pulp Fiction among others, was working as a clerk at a video store in Manhattan Beach, California, when, in order to get his first Hollywood job as a production assistant, he lied, saying that he had worked in the movie industry. Steve Jobs faked it till he made it, too. The first iPhone had a memory problem. It could not run multiple programs simultaneously. At the product launch of the first iPhone, Steve Jobs used multiple iPhones, switching to a new one as soon as the old one crashed during the demonstration. It also had a bandwidth problem. So, when the iPhone onstage had a poor connection, they faked it and consistently showed five bars of signal. Eventually, Apple fixed the memory problem. Likewise, might many Americans assume that, if they pretend to be happy, they will eventually become happy?

				We don’t know definitively whether most Americans assume pretending to be happy will make them happy. Even so, there is a famous experiment in which participants held a pen in their mouth so as to mimic either smiling or not smiling. They then saw several cartoons and rated how funny they were. What the researchers found was quite striking. Those in the “smile” condition rated the same cartoons as funnier than those in the non-smile condition! Just moving their facial muscles to look like a smiley face made them enjoy the cartoons more. Some failed to replicate the original findings, though others were able to replicate them. Nonetheless, the original experiment has been mentioned in major news outlets. As a result, many believe that when you are sad, you should put on a happy face.

				There have also been many experiments in which participants were asked to behave like extraverts. Afterward, they reported more happiness than those who were asked to behave normally. Surprisingly, the intervention worked even for natural introverts. Similarly, when people were asked to talk to a stranger (i.e., acting like an extravert), people felt far happier than they had anticipated. These findings have been replicated. So, acting like an extravert does tend to make people happier, even if fake smiling does not.

				The key takeaway here is that it is only natural that we feel sad, angry, and anxious in some situations. Too much emphasis on happiness has led to a dangerous misconception that unhappiness is a sign of failure. In one experiment, participants were asked to solve anagrams with or without the pressure to be happy. The anagrams were impossible to solve, and everyone failed. The participants who were pressured to be happy ruminated about the failure more than the participants in the control condition, where there was no pressure to be happy. The same failure feels worse when you believe that you are supposed to be happy.

				A large international study found that Americans on average feel far more pressure to be happy than Japanese, Ukrainians, and Germans. Interestingly, in the countries where happiness is more strongly associated with good luck and fortune than personal accomplishments (e.g., Japan and Germany), there appears to be less pressure to be happy. Furthermore, these researchers found that individuals who feel pressure to feel happy also feel pressure not to feel sadness and anger. In short, many Americans are stuck in a happiness trap.

			

			
				4. But Negative Emotions Are Normal

				The happiness trap has two faces. First, there is the pressure to be happy, which makes feeling sadness, anger, and anguish seem undesirable and alienating. And yet it is not possible to avoid negative emotions. When you miss a train, when someone criticizes you, when your child shows no sign of gratitude for what you do, you feel bad. It is only natural.

				For example, take an experience I had multiple times when I lived in New York City. I lived in a building without a door attendant. One day, when I came back to my building with some takeout food from the local Chinese restaurant, a young woman opened the door for me. So I said, “Thank you!” When she replied, “Thank YOU!” I was completely thrown off. Then I realized: she assumed I was the Chinese deliveryman bringing her food. It happened when I was a graduate student and it happened when I was a full professor as well. I felt insulted. But stuff happens, right?

				Speaking of graduate school, when I was a fifth-year PhD student, my advisor told me the following story. Daniel Kahneman, a famous psychologist at Princeton, called my advisor, Ed Diener, up and asked him about me. At that time, there was an assistant professor job at Princeton that I had applied for. After they talked for a while, Kahneman asked my advisor, “Is Shige cocky?” My advisor said, “No, he’s not.” Kahneman said, “Well, in order to survive at Princeton, you have to be cocky.” Then my advisor did what a good advisor does, I suppose. “There is another student of mine who is cocky.” A week later, I found out that I did not get the job interview at Princeton, while my “cocky” lab mate did! The world is not always fair, is it?

				When events such as these happen, you will feel bad. And when you feel bad, what do you do?

				People who feel pressure to feel happy will try almost anything to repair their moods. Some people do very healthy things, like exercise and hiking, while others do very unhealthy things, like over-drinking or impulsive shopping. In Brave New World, Aldous Huxley writes, “What you need is a gramme of soma,” a pill that has “all the advantages of Christianity and alcohol; none of their defects.” Personally, when I feel down, I listen to my favorite songs. Sometimes I even sing along. Other times, I talk to my wife. If she’s not around, I just take a nap.

				There are more sophisticated methods for dealing with a persistent, negative mood. Emotion regulation researchers classify them into a few major categories. For instance, people can try to positively reinterpret the event. A divorced father of two young children might reinterpret the divorce as a God-sent opportunity to spend more time on his hobbies while his ex-wife has custody of the children. Other people might try to distance themselves from the divorce and start seeing the same event from the other person’s perspective, which could dampen their negative reaction to the trigger event. Others try to see themselves from the perspective of their future self. Five years later, will I be suffering in the same way? In the future, this event might feel like a tiny bump in the road.

				In contrast, those who don’t feel pressure to feel happy would not do as much to repair a negative mood, as they think it is only natural to feel bad once in a while. Here there is more emotional acceptance. These people believe that time heals everything. And they are right. Although active emotion regulation strategies such as reappraisal and self-distancing are effective, humans do have a natural ability to heal and recover from negative mood states. This is what Dan Gilbert, Tim Wilson, and their colleagues call the “psychological immune system.” Just as the biological immune system kicks in when a virus enters the body, the psychological immune system automatically kicks in when an undesirable event happens.

				What is surprising is how much people underestimate the power of their psychological immune system and instead rely heavily on their homemade remedies for mood repair, from alcohol to sweets to shopping. If we didn’t feel as much pressure to feel happy and simply let our negative moods linger a bit, our own psychological immune system would kick in, attack the “psychological virus” of unhappiness, and remove it. This element of the happiness trap leads us down a potentially destructive path of unhealthy coping.

			

			
				5. How to Transcend the Happiness Trap

				The second element of the happiness trap is that happiness is actually easier to attain if you don’t want too much of it. The social psychologist Barry Schwartz found the power of “good enough.” If you are the type of person who often accepts “good enough,” also known as a “satisficer”—one who sacrifices the best choice for a satisfactory choice—you are much more likely to be happy with your decisions. Let’s say you are a high school senior. You have an almost perfect GPA. You have high SAT scores. You did a bunch of extracurricular activities. Which college do you want to go to? You might want to go to the best possible college you could get into. So you apply to ten schools. If this is you, you are a maximizer. Now, let’s say you’re a satisficer. You could probably get into one of the Ivies or other super elite schools like Duke. But instead you say, “I think the University of Virginia has everything I want. Plus, I get in-state tuition.” You apply only to UVA and get in.

				Let’s assume one of the maximizers got into Cornell while the satisficer went to UVA. At the end of the first year, which one is likely to be happier? A study featuring a similar scenario found that the person who went to UVA was likely to be happier than the person who went to Cornell. It has nothing to do with UVA vs. Cornell, but rather with the notion of alternative options. The Cornell student applied to ten schools, which means they had nine counterfactuals. If I had scored 20 points higher on the SAT, I might have gotten into Yale. If I had one more extracurricular activity, I might have gotten into Princeton. In contrast, the satisficer UVA student had zero counterfactuals, as this person found a school that met all their requirements and they did not apply to any other. No alternative, no counterfactual, no regret. There is a strong belief among some Americans that going to an elite school is the path to a happy life, when in reality having a good-enough mindset is the more reliable route. If you did not get into your top school, stop thinking about it and start looking for what is good about your current school. Easier said than done, but that will make you happier.

				Closely related to the maximizer mindset, upward social comparison is another source of unhappiness. Jim Clark, who cofounded Netscape, had a series of successes as a Silicon Valley entrepreneur. He recounted to journalist Michael Lewis how he had initially thought he would be happy if he made $10 million early on. But then Netscape was a smashing success. He now thought he would be happy if he made $100 million. But then there was another smashing success, and he now thought he would be really happy if he made $1 billion. Then he did make $1 billion. Now he said, “I want…more money than Larry Ellison. Then I will stop.” According to Forbes, in 2023 Clark’s net worth was $3.8 billion, while Larry Ellison’s net worth was $158 billion. I wonder if Jim Clark has ever gotten his satisfaction, despite his enormous success. On this point, research findings are very clear. Sonja Lyubomirsky and Lee Ross found that individuals who do not engage in upward social comparison are happier than those who are obsessed with social comparison.

				With social media, we are bombarded with carefully curated images of others. Everyone else seems to be having the best time of their lives! It is difficult to avoid upward social comparison. But it is possible. I remember a story told to us parents and students by Mr. Johnson, the principal of Buford Middle School in Charlottesville, about when he was a college student at UVA. On move-in day, Johnson, an African American from Tennessee, was carrying his stuff in a bunch of black trash bags. He noticed other UVA kids were carrying their stuff in suitcases. So he asked his dad, who was a house painter, “Why don’t we have suitcases?” What was his dad’s answer? “Son, it is OK to be different.” When you feel inferior to others who are showing off on social media, remember Mr. Johnson’s dad. It is OK to be different.

				Since Denmark often ranks as one of the happiest countries in the world, the BBC went to the Danes in search of the key to happiness. The secret? Many Danes said they don’t expect much in life. Lower your expectations. Be content with what you have, Danish wisdom advised. Like my father, many Danes cherish hygge, the coziness and small joys of life, along with the idea of a life of contentment.

				Does this mean that we should promote the satisficer mindset over the maximizer mindset? I don’t think so. There is an important place in life for the satisficer mindset. I actively use it when I am buying something, planning something, or making everyday decisions. But this mindset can have a dark side as well. For instance, it makes you content with the status quo, which in turn discourages you from embracing necessary challenges and personal growth. This is the second part of the happiness trap: settling for less than you can achieve. Heed the warning of John, the “Savage” in Brave New World, who said, “Well, I’d rather be unhappy than have the sort of false, lying happiness you were having here.”

				Friedrich Nietzsche would have approved of John’s proclamation. He believed that most people are deceived to be happy and virtuous. In Thus Spoke Zarathustra he describes the temptation to lead a happy and virtuous life as follows: “They would laud and lure me into a small virtue; they would persuade my foot to the ticktock of a small happiness. I walk among this people and I keep my eyes open: they have become smaller, and they are becoming smaller and smaller; but this is due to their doctrine of happiness and virtue. For they are modest in virtue, too—because they want contentment. But only a modest virtue gets along with contentment…. Modestly to embrace a small happiness—that they call ‘resignation’—and modestly they squint the whole for another small happiness. At bottom, these simpletons want a single thing most of all: that nobody should hurt them. Thus they try to please and gratify everybody. This, however, is cowardice, even if it be called virtue.”

				Instead of a conventional, simple, and comfortable life, Nietzsche advocated for the life of a wanderer. Zarathustra said to himself: “I am a wanderer and a mountain climber…. Only now are you going your way to greatness! Peak and abyss—they are now joined together. You are going your way to greatness: now that which has hitherto been your ultimate danger has become your ultimate refuge.” Zarathustra was a “friend of all who travel far and do not like to live without danger…. To you, the bold searchers, researchers, and whoever embarks with cunning sails on terrible seas—to you, drunk with riddles, glad of the twilight, whose soul flutes lure astray to every whirlpool, because you do not want to grope along a threat with cowardly hand; and where you can guess, you hate to deduce—to you alone I tell the riddle that I saw, the vision of the loneliest.” Small happiness and meaning are dangerous because they are so seductive. Almost unconsciously, most people are drawn to convention, so that they can live a harmonious, conflict-free life. For Zarathustra, it was not a life worth living.

				If you feel pressure to feel happy all the time, remember that it is OK to be sad, angry, or fearful every now and then. These emotions add complexity and richness to your inner life. And if you’re already happy with your life, you’re doing great. But take a moment to reflect on your satisficer mindset. Perhaps there could be more to life than coziness and small joys, at least once in a while. Happiness is not the only way to lead a good life, as we shall see.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter Three

			The Meaning Trap

			
				You’ve got to find what you love. And that is as true for your work as it is for your lovers. Your work is going to fill a large part of your life, and the only way to be truly satisfied is to do what you believe is great work. And the only way to do great work is to love what you do. If you haven’t found it yet, keep looking. Don’t settle. As with all matters of the heart, you’ll know when you find it.

				—Steve Jobs, Stanford University commencement speech in 2005

			

			
				1. Happiness Is a Bore?

				Happiness has many fans. But, there are also many doubters, ranging from the Stoics to Gustave Flaubert. Flaubert wrote to Louise Colet, “To be stupid, selfish, and have good health are three requirements for happiness, though if stupidity is lacking, all is lost.” In a similar spirit, Tony Schwartz wrote an article entitled “Happiness Is Overrated” in the Harvard Business Review, saying, “ ‘Happy’ people are some of the dullest people I know.” Shel Silverstein’s poem “The Land of Happy” might be the most poignant critique of happiness. He describes the land of happy as a place where everyone is happy and everything is jolly. He ends his poem with: “What a bore.”

				Why so down on happiness? One common critique is that a happy life might be a selfish one. In reality, there is lots of evidence that suggests otherwise. For example, spending money on others as opposed to on oneself increases happiness. Happy people volunteer more than unhappy people. But, for now, let’s assume the critique of happiness-as-selfishness and proceed with a question: What makes for a good life, if not happiness?

				The novelist Donna Tartt suggested that it is “to make other people happy even at the expense of one’s own happiness”—in other words, what many scholars call a “meaningful life.” Meaning in life is typically defined by significance, purpose, and coherence. First, a meaningful life is a life that matters. It matters not just to one’s family members and friends, but also to strangers. A meaningful life is a life that makes a difference in the world. Second, a meaningful life has a clear purpose. A person who leads a meaningful life knows where they’re going. There is a clear sense of direction and a guiding principle. Third, a meaningful life is well organized. All of a person’s divergent experiences fit together under their own guiding principles.

				In contrast, a meaningless life is a life that does not make any difference in the world. Anthropologist David Graeber, in his book Bullshit Jobs: A Theory, argues that there are millions of people around the world who are toiling away their lives in meaningless jobs. He defines a bullshit job as a job that the person who is doing it can’t really justify the existence of that job. Meaningless jobs, according to Graeber, are not just repetitive factory or clerical jobs, but also include corporate lawyers, public relations consultants, telemarketers, and brand managers. For instance, he claims that most corporate lawyers secretly believe that the world would probably be a better place if they did not exist. Of course, people can make a difference in the world outside of their jobs. So this doesn’t mean corporate lawyers and public relations consultants lead meaningless lives. But if you are not making any positive difference in the world, your life may feel pointless. Likewise, a meaningless life has no clear purpose. People without a clear purpose tend to go through their lives aimlessly. Finally, a meaningless life feels torn and highly fragmented. The different roles one plays do not add up to a coherent whole.

			

			
				2. Be Great?

				Needless to say, a meaningful life sounds a lot more appealing than a meaningless one. Thus, people say you should find a reason for living—whether via career, religion, social roles (e.g., parenthood), scientific discovery, or social change. Many commencement speakers preach along these lines, including Michelle Obama in her speech to CUNY’s class of 2016: “Be great. Build great lives for yourselves…. And please, please, always, always do your part to help others do the same.”

				Dr. Donna Adams-Pickett did exactly what Michele Obama promoted. As a child, she learned that her paternal grandmother, who lived on a tobacco farm, died while giving birth. The baby died as well, and her father was left motherless at age twelve. After hearing this story, she was determined to become an ob-gyn doctor. As she shared with PBS NewsHour, Dr. Adams-Pickett delivered over 6,000 babies over the last twenty years in Augusta, Georgia, an area located in a maternity care desert. Her life is certainly meaningful, as she has a clear purpose (provide good maternal care to the people of Georgia, especially Black women, who have a much higher rate of maternal mortality before and after delivery than other women) and significance (some mothers and babies might have died without her care). Her family tragedy also gives a convincing narrative and coherence to the course of her life.

				When we think of people who live meaningful lives, we might think of those who have done great things, like Dr. Donna Adams-Pickett, Michelle Obama, or Barack Obama—the kind of people who give graduation speeches! These are extraordinary achievements. These people are heroes. However, these accomplishments are so rare that it’s hard to imagine ever achieving such feats. Like the happiness trap, there is also a meaning trap. The first element of the meaning trap is that the type of accomplishment associated with a meaningful life is so grand that aiming for it will set us up for a failure.

			

			
				3. Life Is Pretty Meaningful

				The second element of the meaning trap is that people tend to misunderstand what is required. These images of heroes with supersized ambitions do not necessarily fit with the research findings. Although many people think that the number of people who lead a meaningful life is small, survey data show that, in fact, most people say they do have a meaningful life. In the cleverly entitled paper “Life Is Pretty Meaningful,” Samantha Heintzelman and Laura King report that 90 percent of Americans said they have meaning in life, according to the Gallup World Polls.

				How is it possible that we think the meaningful life is for overachieving heroes, yet most people say their lives are meaningful? One answer might lie in how the question about meaning in life was asked. The Gallup survey phrased it like this: “Do you feel your life has an important purpose or meaning?” with a yes-or-no answer format. To say, “No, my life has no purpose nor meaning,” is almost to say one’s life is pointless. Those who did not feel like their lives were utterly pointless were likely to say yes to this question. This means that even if someone did not feel their life was particularly meaningful, they might have said yes.

				Another Gallup survey that focused on purpose (“My life has a real purpose”) found that 28.5 percent of Americans “strongly” agreed (a 5 on a 1 to 5 point scale), while 1.1 percent “strongly” disagreed (a 1 on the same 1 to 5 point scale), and 9.1 percent disagreed (a 2 on the 1 to 5 point scale). The percentage of people who strongly disagreed or who disagreed with the statement “My life has a real purpose” matches up quite well with the original Gallup data (10 percent said no vs. 10.2 percent disagreed).

			

			
				4. But Why?

				Still, the fact that 28.5 percent of Americans report having a real purpose in life and another 54.9 percent report having a more or less real purpose is impressive. Are there so many heroic individuals making a difference in the U.S.? Or is this some kind of overly positive illusion? It turns out that this is not simply a self-reporting bias. Psychologist Michael Steger and colleagues asked participants to report how meaningful they feel their lives are. In addition, he asked their friends and family members to report the participant’s meaning in life. If the high percentage of self-reported meaning in life is only an illusion, informant reports would not correlate with self-reports. What he found was different: self-reported meaning in life is correlated with informant-reported meaning in life. The self-informant correlation on meaning in life was similar to that in studies testing more familiar personality traits such as extraversion and neuroticism (a tendency to worry excessively). Scientifically, then, self-reports of meaning in life are quite valid.

				So who are these 28.5 percent of Americans who say their lives are meaningful? For one, they tend to be religious. Religious people follow certain principles of faith, which help them interpret difficult life situations accordingly and give them clarity. When Hurricane Katrina swept away some neighborhoods of New Orleans in 2005, many residents struggled to understand why it happened. Religious people were better able to psychologically deal with this catastrophe than non-religious people. So you don’t have to be a maverick inventor like Steve Jobs to feel like your life is meaningful. One way to find meaning is by following a traditional religion.

				Steger’s research also finds that people who say they have a meaningful life tend to be optimistic about the future, extraverted, non-neurotic, agreeable, conscientious, and have high self-esteem. Meaning in life is by nature very subjective. Some well-respected, well-liked, award-winning scientists nonetheless see their lives to be meaningless and die by suicide. In contrast, some ordinary people see their lives as linked to a significant mission. In a famous folk legend, when John F. Kennedy once visited NASA he said to a janitor, “Hi, I’m Jack Kennedy. What are you doing?” The janitor replied: “Well, Mr. President, I’m helping put a man on the moon!”

				Second, people with high self-esteem are more likely to say that their lives matter than those who do not like themselves. Non-neurotic people (those who don’t worry too much or are not too stress prone) are more likely to say that their lives have a clear purpose and direction than neurotic people. Conscientious people achieve more of their goals than unconscientious people. Therefore, they are also more likely to feel that they are moving toward a larger goal in life than unconscientious people. They are likely to feel that their lives have a sense of direction, purpose, and meaning. To the extent that the majority of Americans have high self-esteem, are optimistic about their futures, and say they are extraverted, non-neurotic, agreeable, and conscientious, it makes sense that a lot of people say their lives have meaning.

				These personality traits and attitudes express themselves in predictable ways. People tend to choose one or two causes they care about dearly (e.g., a soup kitchen, a church), volunteer in the same location for an extended period of time, and achieve meaning by trying to make a difference in a well-defined area. Others derive meaning in life from their work, family, and community, again a narrowly defined realm of life. Research on meaning in life shows that successfully achieving a meaningful life often comes with focus and narrowness. In most cases, this is not a problem.

			

			
				5. Troubles with Meaning

				There are some troubling implications, however. Think of a hypothetical military prison guard, Mason. He cares about U.S. national security dearly. Mason wants to devote his life to the protection of the American people. He gets assigned to a prison housing mostly those suspected of terrorism. He abuses these suspected terrorists, as in the infamous prison abuse case at Abu Ghraib. Mason thinks he is leading a meaningful life because he is making a difference in the world by protecting the American people. But is this a good life? In this case, it may be subjectively meaningful, but objectively not so good.

				So far, the case of Mason, the military prison officer, is merely hypothetical. Is there any scientific evidence for this phenomenon of misplaced meaning in life? Recent studies have found that meaning in life is associated with right-wing authoritarianism, a belief system defined as uncritical submission to authority, feelings of aggression toward those who violate social norms, and strict adherence to conventional values. That is, right-wing authoritarians reported higher levels of meaning in life than non-authoritarians. They do plenty of civic work, in their way. But their cause might be very narrow, and potentially antagonistic toward those they consider outsiders. Likewise, multiple studies have found that political conservatives (who are known to draw a sharp line between ingroups and outgroups) report higher levels of meaning in life as well as happiness than political liberals.

				Or consider the ultimate antisocial behavior, terrorism. The criminologist Simon Cottee argues that one of the main reasons people join terrorist organizations is the desire for ultimate meaning: “Terrorist groups provide an important source of identity and purpose for their members, and…this may well be part of what motivates people to join them. Not only does the terrorist organization furnish its recruits with an all-embracing narrative for understanding the world and how it works…it also supplies them with a narrative for understanding their own place in this wider world. From within this narrative, the fundamental existential questions in life are given a bracingly decisive answer.” These recent findings, then, suggest that many people’s meaningful lives could be built on a narrow sense of ingroup favoritism and tradition at the cost of outgroup members.

			

			
				6. How to Avoid the Meaning Trap

				Like the happiness trap, the meaning trap has two parts. First, for the majority of us who have not invented anything or participated in the Peace Corps, it is easy to feel like a failure in the face of the call to be great. Pressure to make a difference in the world can be emotionally taxing, just like the pressure to be happy. Most of us feel that way once in a while. If you feel like you haven’t made any meaningful difference in the world, consider that you could achieve meaning through devotion to a certain cause, starting out small in your neighborhood. Take your time, and you will make a difference in the long run. The second part of the meaning trap is that the pursuit of a meaningful life can promote a narrow viewpoint. As research shows, meaning in life is sometimes attained through prosocial behaviors toward a small ingroup, and antisocial behaviors or apathy toward outgroups. If you lead a meaningful life in a narrow sense, you might want to consider expanding your perspective.

				Decades of psychological research, including some of my own studies, have undoubtedly established happiness and meaning as paths to a good life with countless benefits. Yet by limiting ourselves to these two paths, we have put a good life out of reach for too many. There is another way to achieve a good life. It may not be stable or comfortable, but it is exhilarating. It may not be filled with contentment, but it is dramatic. It has ups and downs, twists and turns, and by the end of the ride it offers a life with fewer regrets; a life of adventure, playfulness, spontaneity, serendipity, and learning; a life of going with the flow, trotting the path less traveled—in other words, a life rich in experiences. This third way to a good life is the psychologically rich life, and it is a way to transcend the happiness and meaning traps.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter Four

			A Life of Exploration

			
				The world is a great book, of which they that never stir from home read only one page.

				—Attributed to St. Augustine

			

			
				1. Narcissus or Goldmund?

				So far, I have told you some secrets to happiness and meaning in life. It isn’t big wins that bring happiness, but rather the small joys in life, like having tea with your best friend. It is not career success but rather interpersonal success that typically leads to long-term happiness. Similarly, meaning in life comes from dedication to a particular cause you care about dearly and making a difference in that chosen realm. Overall, a life of stability, rather than a life of exploration and change, gets you closer to happiness and meaning in life. If the benefits of a stable life are happiness and meaning, what might be the benefits of a life of exploration?

				Hermann Hesse, one of the most influential German novelists of the twentieth century and the 1946 Nobel laureate, depicted memorable characters struggling to find a path to the good life in several novels. Narcissus and Goldmund is one of the most popular Hesse novels, which also became a feature film in 2020. Narcissus, one of the title characters, is one of those people who chooses a life of stability. He is smart and popular. He is happy with his cloistered life and finds his simple, religious life very meaningful. Narcissus becomes a well-respected Aristotelian scholar and the head of his monastery. On the surface, Narcissus is the epitome of success.

				Meanwhile, his childhood friend Goldmund yearns for a life outside the cloister and decides to lead the life of a vagabond artist, lacking food, shelter, and stable companions. In the course of his journeying, he witnesses innumerable deaths due to a pandemic. At some point, he questions his decisions: “Did all this make sense? Was it worth experiencing?” Unlike Narcissus, Goldmund often feels guilty, unhappy, and as if his life is meaningless. Eventually, he is inspired by a wooden statue of the Madonna: finding the statue “inexpressibly beautiful,” he decides to become a sculptor’s apprentice and start carving his own statues.

				At the end of the novel, it is Narcissus who wonders if his happy and meaningful life was lacking something. Narcissus knows that those who remained in the cloister view his life as far “better, righter, steadier, more orderly, and more exemplary” than Goldmund’s life of exploration and moral digression. Yet Narcissus can’t help but wonder, “Was this exemplary life of order and discipline…any better than Goldmund’s life?” Narcissus wishes he had had more interesting life experiences. His life is happy and meaningful but utterly missing experiential richness. By contrast, Goldmund’s life is hard, but spontaneous, creative, and unpredictable: a psychologically rich life. According to Hesse, a life of exploration is a good life, even at the cost of much happiness or meaning. Which life would you choose?

			

			
				2. Aesthetics or Virtue?

				Hesse is not the only author to suggest the importance of exploration. As with Narcissus and Goldmund, at the core of Søren Kierkegaard’s Either/Or is this dilemma: Should we pursue an aesthetic life or a virtuous life? The book is written in the form of correspondence between Author A, presumably a young man, and Author B, presumably a retired judge. A promotes an aesthetic life, or the life of beauty and adventure. He argues that spontaneity and acceptance of arbitrariness are the keys to this life. One should always look out for the accidental: “The so-called social pleasures, for which one prepares eight or fourteen days in advance, have no great interest. Through accident, on the other hand, even the least significant thing can become a rich source of amusement.” Unsurprisingly, A is against marriage, characterizing it as fearful monotony, perpetual sameness, and dreadful stillness. In contrast, B promotes a virtuous life, defending marriage as “a school for character; one marries in order to elevate and improve one’s character.” Like Goldmund, A chooses the life of the aesthetic, accidental, and expeditus (Latin for “ready to march”), embracing possibilities more than responsibilities.

				Again and again, what these novels focus on is a fascination with and admiration of a life of exploration. Stephen Dedalus in James Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man also chooses the life of aesthetics over virtue. His boyhood motto of “A life of grace and virtue and happiness!” evolves into his adult motto: Per aspera ad astra—through hardship to the stars. There are characters like Stephen Dedalus in numerous works of literature, ranging from Homer’s Odyssey and Cervantes’s Don Quixote to Voltaire’s Candide and Melville’s Moby-Dick to Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and Toni Morrison’s Sula. At key moments, the main characters in these novels embrace uncertainty over certainty, freedom over security, and self-expression over duty, ultimately choosing to go rather than to stay. The popularity of these novels tells us that this life of exploration is admired by many. Even so, these are fictional characters. Are there real people like Goldmund and Sula?

			

			
				3. The Adventure of Alison in Wonderland

				In a 2015 Atlantic essay, Alison Gopnik, a world-famous professor of psychology at UC Berkeley, wrote, “In 2006, I was 50—I was falling apart.” When her children left for college, her long marriage to her husband unraveled. She moved out of her “big, professorial home” and into “a room in a crumbling old house” to live alone. It was then that she discovered she liked women. When her love affair with a woman ended, however, depression set in: “Everything that had defined me was gone. I was no longer a scientist or a philosopher or a wife or a mother or a lover.” Her doctors prescribed Prozac, yoga, and meditation. She hated the first two, but the last one stuck.

				Gopnik’s newfound interest in Buddhism provoked a question, one that would lead her down an Alice in Wonderland–esque intellectual rabbit hole. As she read more about Buddhist philosophy, she noticed a similarity in its ideas to David Hume’s Treatise of Human Nature, and she began to wonder if there were Eastern roots in the Western Enlightenment. So began her quest to link Ippolito Desideri, a Jesuit missionary to Tibet who wrote about Buddhism in 1728, with David Hume, who completed his Treatise in 1738. Though her research prowess and clever experimental designs had made her a renowned developmental psychologist, this historical project represented a completely new type of scholarship.

				Gopnik consulted Ernest Mossner’s biography of Hume and found that Hume lived in La Flèche, France, while working on his Treatise. She also learned that La Flèche was home to the Jesuit Royal College. Had Ippolito Desideri lived at the Jesuit Royal College around that time? By the time she started grappling with this question, she found herself looking forward to tomorrow for the first time since her depressive episode.

				The life of Ippolito Desideri proved to be mysterious, and Gopnik’s questions about Desideri were far more difficult to answer than those about Hume. She went on sabbatical in 2007 and spent it at Caltech, where she met an expert in the history of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Jesuits. The expert told her that the Jesuits documented everything. Based on this tip, Gopnik went to the Jesuit archives in Rome. On her last day in Rome, she learned that Desideri had visited the Royal College again when David Hume was there. Moreover, Gopnik uncovered another link: Dolu, a French ambassador to Buddhist Siam in the 1680s, retired to La Flèche in 1723. Her question was answered: David Hume must have read about Buddhism in La Flèche. She had connected Eastern philosophy to the Western Enlightenment.

				Gopnik ends her Atlantic article by saying: “Once again, I was an exceptionally fortunate and happy woman, full of irrational exuberance and everyday joy. But that’s not all I was. I’d discovered that I could love women as well as men, history as well as science, and that I could make my way through sadness and solitude, not just happiness…. I had found my salvation in the sheer endless curiosity of the human mind—and the sheer endless variety of human experience.”

				Gopnik faced a loss of happiness and meaning in her time of crisis. But all was not lost. Dramatic life changes brought ups and downs that continually shifted her perspective. The result was that, at midlife, she discovered new passion, fresh intellectual horizons, and wisdom. Today she lives a psychologically rich life she values for its “sheer endless variety.”

			

			
				4. Steve’s India

				Steve Jobs is another example of someone who chose a life of exploration. Born to Abdulfattah Jandali and Joanne Schieble, he was adopted by Paul and Clara Jobs. He was smart but hated school. He liked to spend time with his father in their garage, fixing and making stuff. In high school, he played pranks and threw parties with elaborate electronic light shows.

				After dropping out of college, Jobs worked in an apple orchard and became deeply interested in Eastern spirituality and LSD. When he was nineteen, he went to India, spending seven months in search of a guru and spiritual enlightenment. He was unable to find enlightenment in India. Instead, he got dysentery and lost forty pounds in a week. But, he did gain a new perspective during his trip. Decades later he reflected, “Coming back to America was, for me, much more of a cultural shock than going to India. The people in the Indian countryside don’t use their intellect like we do, they use their intuition instead, and their intuition is far more developed than in the rest of the world…. In the villages of India…they learned something else, which is in some ways just as valuable but in other ways is not. That’s the power of intuition and experiential wisdom.”

				Jobs eventually mastered how to use both his intellect and his intuition. Of course, his career was not always smooth sailing. By age thirty, he had a smashing success with the launch of the Macintosh computer. But in 1985, he got fired from the company he had established. So, he started his own computer company, NeXT, but sales were disappointing. Meanwhile, he bought Lucasfilm’s computer graphics division in January 1986. Its first feature film, Toy Story (1995), was a huge success, but it took him nearly ten years to get there. In 1997, Jobs returned to Apple, and had a legendary run with the release of the iPod in 2001, the iMac in 2002, the iPhone in 2007, and the iPad in 2010. In 2003, when he was forty-eight, his doctor found a tumor in his pancreas.

				Near the end of his life, Steve Jobs invited Ann Bower, who was Apple’s human resources director in the early 1980s, to his bedside. He asked her, “Tell me, what was I like when I was young?” Bowers replied, “You were very impetuous and very difficult. But your vision was compelling. You told us, ‘The journey is the reward.’ That turned out to be true.” Jobs responded, “I did learn some things along the way…I did learn some things. I really did.” Jobs told Walter Isaacson, his biographer, “I’ve had a very lucky career, a very lucky life. I’ve done all that I can do.”

				On his deathbed, Steve Jobs seemed to have no regrets. That is a defining characteristic of a psychologically rich life.

			

			
				5. The Joy of National Parks

				Those are the stories of outwardly extraordinary, accomplished people. What about the story of the type of person we all encounter every day?

				For the past sixty-seven years, Joy Ryan has lived in the same house in the two-stoplight town of Duncan Falls, Ohio. She married in 1949 and raised three children there. Her simple life was marked by tragedies; her husband died of cancer in 1994, and a decade later she lost two of her adult children. As she toiled away at her grocery store job into her mid-80s, she drifted apart from her family and her health declined. But then a phone call from an estranged grandson interrupted her monotonous life.

				Brad Ryan was thirty-four at the time. As a veterinary school student struggling with his mental health, he had been shaken by the recent suicide of a classmate. So one day, in the middle of making banana bread, he phoned his grandma for some advice. He had only recently started talking to her after a ten-year stretch of estrangement.

				The phone call led Brad to a stunning revelation: in her eighty-five years, Joy had never seen a mountain or the ocean, much less a glacier or a desert, a bison or a whale. It inspired them to take a trip to the mountains, and what started as twenty-eight days of camping in the Smoky Mountains became a journey of reconciliation through every national park in the U.S. It wasn’t always a pleasant journey; an ugly divorce between Brad’s parents had started the rift between Brad and Joy. But as they spent hours on the road together resolving past conflicts, they shared remarkable experiences: getting trapped in a herd of bison in Yellowstone, watching a humpback whale leap right in front of their boat in the Channel Islands off the coast of California, helicoptering over glaciers in Alaska. Joy became the oldest person to ever zipline in New River Gorge National Park in West Virginia.

				Watching Brad and Joy in an interview with PBS NewsHour, one can’t help but notice the sparkle of wonder in their eyes as they describe their expedition. Just nine years ago Joy was living a plain life, distanced from Brad and battling depression. Joy’s life had been far from a psychologically rich one. In her own words:

				
					It’s just hard to imagine all the beautiful, wonderful things that you find outside…it’s just been miraculous. And I’ve enjoyed every minute of it…. It gave me something when I get older, I can sit and talk about.

				

				Now ninety-four years old, Joy has many stories to tell about her incredibly rich—psychologically rich—life.

			

			
				6. The Taxi Driver

				On March 11, 2022, I was taking a taxi from my hotel in Riverside, California, to the airport. The driver—I’ll call her Linda—told me her life story, and what a story that was. She had worked for a county government and retired years before. She was driving part-time to keep herself busy and make extra money. She asked me why I was in Riverside (answer: visiting UC Riverside) and what my job was (answer: professor at the University of Virginia at the time). That led her to talk about her youngest daughter, who had just moved to Riverside, and then about her other children, one of whom lived in Washington D.C. She asked me if I had a family (answer: yes, two kids) and shared that she had four kids and seven grandchildren, two of whom she had given birth to. Wait, she had carried her grandkids? I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. So she went on to explain: she became a surrogate mother (gestational carrier) for her daughter and son-in-law, meaning she was impregnated through the use of in vitro fertilization (IVF) with her son-in-law’s sperm and daughter’s eggs when she was fifty-two and fifty-five! She did so because her daughter had medical conditions that made pregnancy and delivery life-threatening.

				Linda was almost crying as she told me the story. She had a C-section for each grandchild’s birth and breastfed each one. When I asked if she felt like they were her own children, she confessed that, while all seven grandkids are special, she shared a special bond with the two she carried.

				Her story only got more interesting from there. She mentioned that she had donated one of her kidneys to her ex-husband. I remarked that she must be extremely altruistic, and she responded that, no, it was simply the right thing to do. Her answer reminded me of Abigail Marsh’s research on extraordinary altruists, who, she found, tend to downplay their good deeds. Linda explained that she could never have raised four kids who all turned out to be very successful without having the stability that her (now ex) husband had provided. She had had two of the four (twins!) at age eighteen before they met. Giving a kidney to him was the right thing to do.

				She went on to sing the praises of California, with its mountains, desert, and ocean, and said she loves being retired and able to travel two to three months a year. She had just returned from three months in France, and had spent two months the previous year in Vietnam, Cambodia, and Thailand. She retired early because she didn’t live to work; she worked to live. Once she had enough, she wanted to just enjoy her life: work here and there, and structure her life in the way she wanted. She talked to all four adult children daily, and they visited each other regularly.

				What an interesting life, I thought. Linda might not be financially rich, but she is psychologically and experientially rich. I think it’s also fair to say that she is happy, and that she has led a meaningful life as well. Despite her difficulties as a single mother early on, she now seems to live her life in all three dimensions.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter Five

			Ingredients of Psychological Richness

			
				Read, every day, something no one else is reading. Think, every day, something no one else is thinking. Do, every day, something no one else would be silly enough to do. It is bad for the mind to continually be part of unanimity.

				—Christopher Morley

			

			
				1. Grace and Rachel’s Rich Weekend

				If a life of exploration tends to lead to a psychologically rich life, what exactly are the ingredients of psychological richness? What kinds of experiences contribute to psychological richness? What kinds of experiences are psychologically impoverished?

				To find out, I held two focus group meetings in September 2015. One group consisted of my undergraduate research assistants, and the other consisted of my graduate students and postdocs at UVA. First, I asked them to reflect on their weekend and think about what they did. Then I asked what the happiest event was. The majority answered that going out with friends or family was their happiest event. Then I asked what the most meaningful event was. The majority of answers involved helping someone, attending a religious service, or volunteering. Finally, I asked what the most psychologically rich event was. I explained it as an event that was unusual and interesting, not just happy or meaningful per se.

				Grace and Rachel gave the most memorable answers. Grace was a sophomore from a suburb of Washington D.C. She went to her first professional wrestling event with friends over the weekend. She went in expecting stereotypical fake violence and cheesy drama. To her surprise, she left with the discovery that professional wrestlers can be inspiring role models for children, as World Wrestling Entertainment (WWE) is heavily devoted to children’s charities. She laughed, cheered, felt outraged and pained, and ultimately found herself deeply moved by the experience. In addition to the novelty of attending a wrestling match for the first time, her unexpected change in perspective made this experience much richer than a typical outing.

				Rachel was another sophomore at UVA, from central Virginia. That same weekend, she went to a lounge of her apartment building and encountered something unusual. A young man (most likely another UVA student) was writing something on his laptop. What was strange was that he was shirtless. It was not warm in the lounge. He didn’t seem to be showing off his upper body, either, as he was not particularly well built. This puzzled Rachel. She could not quite figure out why he was working shirtless in a common area.

				In your opinion, which experience is psychologically richer, Grace’s WWE outing or Rachel’s shirtless guy? Both Grace’s and Rachel’s experiences have an element of novelty and unexpectedness. Grace had never been to a pro wrestling match before, and Rachel had never seen an ordinary guy typing shirtless in a common area of her apartment building. Both are certainly interesting experiences. But were they rich? First, whereas Grace experienced a lot of different, intense emotions, such as excitement, joy, fear, anger, and surprise, Rachel experienced only mild surprise and apprehension. So Grace’s WWE experience was far more emotionally complex than Rachel’s. Second, Grace went into her experience with some preconceptions of what a WWE match would be like, but came back with a different perspective, learning, for instance, that WWE supports an anti-bullying campaign and that many kids admire wrestlers. That is, Grace’s perspective changed after the event. In contrast, Rachel’s experience was novel and unusual, but it did not change her perspective in any way. Overall, the two focus group sessions revealed that psychologically rich experiences involve not only novelty but also intensity, complexity, and a change in perspective.

			

			
				2. A Psychologically Rich Day via Poetry

				Now that we have figured out what makes a weekend outing psychologically rich, what about a psychologically rich day? What makes a day psychologically rich or not rich? Relatedly, what makes a day happy or meaningful?

				In his poem “Happiness,” Raymond Carver describes his morning routines. He is sitting by the window with a cup of coffee and looking out. He sees the newspaper boy with his friend walking up to his driveway, just smiling: “Happiness. It comes on unexpectedly. And goes beyond, really, any early morning talk about it.” Carver finds happiness in this mundane scene. This is a predictable, repeatable scene. Yet it is also sudden and ephemeral. If you don’t pay attention, you might miss it. A happy day comes from noticing something heartwarming, having a good laugh with friends, and, according to Carver, not thinking about death, ambition, love, or anything too deep.

				What is a meaningful day? This question is a bit more difficult to answer. When you flip the question to ask what a meaningless day is, all of sudden it becomes much easier to answer. A meaningless day is a day wasted, an utterly pointless day. Like listening to a lecture on material you already know well, a meaningless day does not add much to your life. A meaningful day is the opposite. There is a point to that day. You’ve accomplished something. Maybe you wrote a letter, for instance. You helped someone. You did laundry or exercised. You got something done, and the day was not totally wasted. Even if you didn’t get much done, maybe you got some much-needed rest to prepare you for another day of hard work. There are many ways to make a day meaningful.

				Like Raymond Carver, Jane Kenyon writes about her routines in her poem “Otherwise.” She gets out of bed, eats breakfast, has lunch, takes a nap, eats dinner, and sleeps. Nothing special, except that she might have been unable to get out of bed, unable to do all the routines. There are many counterfactuals in “Otherwise.” It could have been a lot worse, which makes this typical day precious. It’s clear that she cherishes her mundane life. A meaningful day is not just a day with explicit gains. It is also a day you appreciate because “one day, I know, it will be otherwise.”

				What about a psychologically rich day? Mary Oliver in her poem “Wild Geese” tells us that we don’t have to be extraordinarily good or virtuous, that despair is a part of life, and that insignificance is a part of existence. Even so, she encourages us to be like wild geese: “the world offers itself to your imagination.” The world has so much to offer and explore: “harsh and exciting.” A psychologically rich day is a day when you experience something unfamiliar, feel a wide range of emotions, and gain a new perspective on life.

			

			
				3. A Psychologically Rich Day: Data

				I wondered whether the key factors of a happy day, a meaningful day, and a psychologically rich day that I identified based on the poems above actually make ordinary college students’ days happy, meaningful, or psychologically rich, respectively. Hyewon Choi and I asked more than two hundred college students to keep daily records of what they did and how they felt for fourteen days, resulting in over 2,600 daily reports. In addition to asking about happiness, meaning, and psychological richness, we asked them how typical or atypical each day was, how many routine activities they participated in, how much free time they had, and whether they did something new, met someone new, or ate something new. We also presented them with an activity checklist that asked them whether they volunteered, went to a concert, hiked, played a video game, and so on. These daily reports gave us a nice picture of how the students spent their days.

				First, we found some common factors associated with all three aspects of well-being. It turned out that doing something new, eating something new, or meeting someone new enhanced not only psychological richness but also happiness and meaning. That is, most students reported that their day was happier, more meaningful, and richer on a day when they did something new, ate something new, or met someone new.

				Second, we found some unique predictors of a psychologically rich day. For instance, an atypical day was psychologically richer than a typical day, but an atypical day was not happier than a typical day. A day with more free time was psychologically richer than a day with less free time. In contrast, a free day was no more meaningful than a less free day. Finally, a day with more required work was happier and more meaningful than a day with less required work. That is, getting things done made the day happier and more meaningful, whereas doing something unusual made the day psychologically richer. Whether you’re taking a short trip to a vineyard, walking in an unfamiliar part of town, going to a baseball game, or calling an old friend from elementary school, doing something that you don’t usually do is more interesting and psychologically rich than doing things you do every day.

				Subsequent analyses also showed that a happy day was one in which participants experienced a lot of positive emotions and did not feel many negative emotions. In contrast, a psychologically rich day was one in which they felt more emotions—both positive and negative—than on a typical day. For example, if you are a liberal, watching Fox News might make you upset, but it would be more interesting than watching CNN or another network that more closely reflects your views.

			

			
				4. Study Abroad!

				If novelty, complexity, and perspective change are the key ingredients to psychological richness, studying abroad must rank near the top of the ranking of psychologically rich events. After all, study abroad involves putting yourself in an unfamiliar culture with different landscapes, customs, and norms—a totally new way of life. It’s exciting but also challenging at many levels.

				According to the Institute of International Education, 344,099 Americans studied abroad during the 2018–2019 academic year. Due to the global pandemic, during the 2020–2021 academic year the total number of Americans who studied abroad decreased by nearly 96 percent, to 14,549, demonstrating how many college students during the COVID era were deprived of opportunities for exploration.

				Studying abroad is expensive. Airplane tickets. Room and board. New clothes. Consequently, it is harder for students from a lower socioeconomic status to participate. I couldn’t have done it myself if I hadn’t gotten the Rotary International scholarship (which paid for full tuition, room and board, textbooks, round-trip airfare, and even a one-month summer English class!). When I got this scholarship, I asked my undergraduate advisor, Professor Hara, where I should go. He was a big fan of liberal arts colleges and recommended three in Maine. His assumption was that I would not see other Japanese students and would learn English best there. In July 1991, I left Tokyo for New York City. I spent one month at Wagner College on Staten Island studying English. Then I flew to Portland, Maine, in August. Dean James Reese picked me up at the airport and drove us up to Bates College in Lewiston. Thirty-plus years later, I still remember our conversation in the car on that warm afternoon. “What is your favorite music?” Dean Reese asked. “Jazz,” I said. Dean Reese, who is Black, replied, “I love jazz, too!” He then asked, “Who’s your favorite musician?” Somehow the most well-known names, like Charlie Parker and Miles Davis, escaped me at that moment. After a long pause, I said, “Bill Evans.” Dean Reese immediately said, “Get out of here!” I was scared. I thought he meant that I should get out of the car right that moment. Then he explained that another former Japanese student’s favorite musician was also Bill Evans!

				I don’t remember many conversations I had in Tokyo with professors, deans, or even friends around that time. Yet many things that happened during my study abroad are still vivid in my memory. For instance, I shared my dorm room with a student named Mike. I’d often pick up the phone and hear, “Is Mike there?” and I’d say, “No.” Then the voice on the other end usually said, “Could you tell him so-and-so called?” Since I was still learning English, I was never able to make out who this was, so I needed to ask, “Could you please spell it out?” so I could write it down.

				One day, I got a call and followed the same routine. When I asked the speaker’s name, he spelled out, “H-I-S-F-A-T-H-E-R.”

				I repeated, “H-I-S-F-A-T-H-E-R?”

				“Yes.”

				“Great, thanks.”

				I hung up. I didn’t realize until I put down the phone that it was Mike’s father! I of course knew the words “his” and “father.” I just could not understand the words on the phone. My listening comprehension of English was very low at that point. It was humiliating. Indeed, I had never been more humiliated. But this incident made me realize that many immigrants in the U.S. experience similar humiliation, as do many less fortunate people in Japan.

				Until my “his father” incident, I hadn’t thought about how my experience as an exchange student would be similar to immigrants’ experiences in the U.S. Until then, I hadn’t identified myself with other immigrants at all. Of course, I also had a lot of awesome experiences while studying abroad, like going to Acadia National Park and Martha’s Vineyard, where I saw rocky beaches and lighthouses for the first time. This wide range of unexpected experiences and unusual emotions makes studying abroad extremely psychologically rich and rewarding in the long run. Traveling abroad as a tourist is also novel and interesting, but as a tourist you rarely have authentic interactions with locals. Living abroad is much more challenging and evokes a wider range of emotions. In short, psychological richness requires a lot of ingredients, not just novelty but also challenges and perspective change.

				With this in mind, Jaime Kurtz and I recruited students studying abroad one semester, as well as students who were interested in studying abroad but had stayed on campus. Every week, participants abroad and on campus completed a brief survey similar to the daily diary survey described earlier in the chapter. At the beginning of the semester, study abroad students and on-campus students had similar levels of happiness, meaning in life, and psychological richness. Thirteen weeks later, however, study abroad students reported more psychological richness than on-campus students, though they didn’t differ in terms of happiness or meaning in life.

				How come? We looked deeper into the weekly reports and found that study abroad students were far more likely to engage in artistic activities (e.g., going to concerts and museums), shop, party, and take short trips. They were far less likely to engage in club meetings, sporting events, video games, or volunteer activities than on-campus students. Analyses showed that the more artistic activities they engaged in, the richer they reported their lives to be at the end of the semester. The other activities were not ultimately associated with psychological richness. Perhaps artistic activities challenge you to expand your perspective more than shopping, partying, or taking a short trip.

			

			
				5. Bittersweet

				In her popular book Bittersweet, Susan Cain contends that “light and dark, birth and death—bitter and sweet—are forever paired” and that negative emotions such as sorrow and longing “make us whole.” She argues that negative emotions play a central role in our emotional lives and make us more empathetic and even more creative. Similarly, I think that negative emotions such as sorrow and longing, along with positive emotions, make our lives psychologically richer.

				What role does emotional complexity play in psychological richness? In six studies, we explored the role of positive and negative emotions in happiness, meaning, and psychological richness. In all six, those who were leading a happy life experienced a lot of joy, contentment, and pleasantness but infrequently experienced sadness, anger, and fear. Those who were leading a meaningful life were quite similar to those leading a happy life in that they had more positive emotions than negative emotions. Interestingly, those who were leading a psychologically rich life experienced a lot of positive emotions but also experienced negative emotions quite a bit.

				In the final experiment, we tested whether we could make people feel like they had a richer week. Some participants wrote about the best event and the worst event they had experienced over the previous seven days, while other participants wrote about their best event and their second-best event. After the writing task, they evaluated their lives over the previous week, reflecting on how much the writing task had made them think differently about themselves and the world (perspective change, in other words). We found that compared to the participants who wrote about two positive events, those who wrote about both the best and the worst events reported a greater degree of perspective change. Writing about the worst event, in short, increased the likelihood of perspective change. Most important, the more perspective changes they reported, the psychologically richer they reported their lives to be. Interestingly, the more perspective change they reported, the less happiness they reported. Just as negative emotions such as fear and jealousy add drama to books and movies, the worst event had induced perspective change and made the participants’ lives psychologically richer.

			

			
				6. To Sum Up

				So what are the ingredients of psychological richness? The examples in this chapter, ranging from Grace’s WWE outing to an atypical day to a semester abroad, had some common elements. Novelty: there’s something different from the same old, same old. Diversity: a wide range of attention and emotion is deployed. Challenge: life is more difficult and complex than usual. Memorable: life is vivid. Above all, you learn something new. You gain some new perspective. Together, our findings paint a clear picture (see also Table 1 in Chapter 1). Simplifying one’s life so as to have reliably positive experiences, or contentment, is key to happiness. Dedicating one’s life to others with compassion is key to meaning. Experiencing the unusual, challenging oneself, and learning new things—though frustrating and unpleasant at times—are key to psychological richness.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter Six

			Who Is Rich, Psychologically Rich?

			
				It is better to live rich than die rich.

				—Samuel Johnson

			

			
				1. Quantifying the Psychologically Rich Life

				As interesting as Joy Ryan and Linda’s lives are, they also feel exceptional. How common is it for ordinary folks to live a psychologically rich life? Is there any scientific evidence that a sizable number of people are leading psychologically rich lives? Our lab set out to quantify psychological richness in people’s lives and determine how common it is.

				We realized that we had a valuable tool to evaluate people’s lives at the end of them, in their obituaries. Every obituary tells a life story. Perhaps by analyzing their contents, we could figure out how happy, meaningful, and psychologically rich a person’s life was. By coding hundreds of obituaries for different life characteristics, we could cover a wide swath of people, from CEOs and politicians to musicians and athletes.

				We hired three research assistants and asked them to read and rate New York Times obituaries, 101 of them, in June 2016, using twelve different themes. Blind to our hypotheses, they rated the happiness, meaningfulness, and psychological richness of the lives described in each obituary. We started by giving the raters clear definitions of a happy life (a life in which a person is comfortable, satisfied, and joyful), a meaningful life (a life in which a person makes a contribution to society and makes a difference), and a psychologically rich life (a life in which a person encounters many diverse, unusual experiences). We then asked them to rate each life, on a scale of 1 to 5, by answering questions such as, “How happy was this person’s life?,” “How fulfilling?,” and “How interesting?” We checked that ratings were consistent across the three research assistants before analyzing our data.

				First, how many of the people profiled led a happy life, a meaningful life, or a psychologically rich life? In order for a person’s life to be classified as happy, meaningful, or psychologically rich, the three raters had to assign it an average score of at least 3.67 out of 5 across four items. This is quite a high bar. According to this criterion, fifteen people of the 101 obituaries featured in The New York Times that month led a psychologically rich life. In contrast, thirty-two people led a happy life, and another thirty-two people led a meaningful life (see Figure 1). In general, then, there were more people who led a happy or meaningful life than those who led a psychologically rich life.

				
					
						[image: ]
					

					
						Figure 1. How many people led a happy, meaningful, or psychologically rich life?

					
				
				We also looked at how many of them led a happy, meaningful, AND psychologically rich life. There were two who did it all: Nicholas Clinch (lawyer, mountaineer, and onetime executive director of the Sierra Club) and Simon Ramo (engineer, inventor, and author). As can be seen in the Venn diagram below, ten people led a rich and meaningful life, eight people led a happy and meaningful life, and three led a rich and happy life. Sadly, forty-one of the subjects were rated to have led neither a happy, meaningful, nor psychologically rich life (of course, their obituaries might have failed to describe relevant events).

				That said, New York Times obituaries tend to feature extraordinary individuals, like Muhammad Ali. Certainly, their lives are not representative of the general population. So, next, we hired three other research assistants to code 116 obituaries found in The Daily Progress, a local newspaper in Charlottesville, Virginia, in June, July, and August 2016. We again made sure that the ratings were reliable before analyzing the data.

				How many of these Virginians were perceived to have led a psychologically rich life? Using the same criterion (an average of 3.67 or higher on the 1 to 5 point scale), only five out of 116 (4.3 percent) qualified. Is it true that people featured in The Daily Progress are less likely to have led a psychologically rich life? It could be that these folks led less adventurous lives than the cosmopolitans featured in The New York Times. An alternative explanation is that the obituaries in The Daily Progress are shorter than those in The New York Times, leaving out potentially interesting details. On the other hand, it is noteworthy that sixty-six (or 56.9 percent of subjects) were rated to have led a happy life. Likewise, ninety-six (82.8 percent) were rated to have led a meaningful life. There was one person rated to have led a happy, meaningful, AND psychologically rich life: Henry Saint Dahl (Buenos Aires native, onetime secretary-general of the Inter-American Bar Association, and author of Spanish and French legal dictionaries).

				As interesting as these findings are, The New York Times and The Daily Progress mainly feature Americans. We wondered if people lead more psychologically rich lives outside of the U.S. We had two other research assistants code 111 obituaries in The Straits Times, a Singaporean newspaper. How many of the Straits Times folks were rated to have led a psychologically rich life? Forty! That is, 34.5 percent of the people featured in Straits Times obituaries were rated to have led a rich life, far more than in the first two newspapers. Meanwhile, twenty-five (21.6 percent) were rated to have led a happy life, and sixty-five (56.5 percent) were rated to have led a meaningful life. Eight individuals (6.9 percent) were deemed to have it all: happy, meaningful, AND psychologically rich, including I. M. Pei (architect) and Tow Siang Hwa (gynecologist and pastor). Our studies demonstrate that a significant number of people lead a psychologically rich life.

				It brings us back to the big question: Is it possible to lead a good life without happiness or meaning? Goldmund’s life, for example, was probably rated low in happiness and meaning, but high in psychological richness. The relative independence of the three forms of a good life evident in the obituary studies shows that it is possible to lead a psychologically rich life without happiness or meaning. Indeed, out of the fifteen individuals who were rated to have led a psychologically rich life in the New York Times obituaries, we found four who led a psychologically rich life without happiness or meaning.

				In addition, we identified eight individuals in the New York Times obituaries who were rated to have led a rich and meaningful life. Steve Jobs is a real-life example. He was often angry and alienated many people around him. He might not have led a happy life, but it was an interesting one, full of adventures and learning. His life would have been rated low in happiness but high in meaning and psychological richness.

				Equally important is that some people do lead a psychologically rich as well as a happy and meaningful life. Alison Gopnik’s post–midlife crisis life is just that. So is the life of Linda, the taxi driver. In sum, our research supports that a life of exploration is a distinct kind of good life, a psychologically rich one. But it also shows that it is possible to have two or three of these dimensions of a good life.

			

			
				2. The Big Five in Five Minutes

				Are there any personality characteristics that differentiate those who lead a psychologically rich life from those who lead a happy or a meaningful life? To answer this question, we need to know the basics of personality psychology. Since I used to teach an intro to personality psychology class, I’m equipped to deliver this five-minute lecture on the Big Five personality traits.

				A bit of history first. In 1936, psychologists Gordon W. Allport and Henry S. Odbert set out to identify all the words describing personality or personal behavior in Webster’s 1925 New International Dictionary. That dictionary contained roughly 400,000 entries, of which they found 17,953 personal descriptors, or 4.5 percent of the English vocabulary recorded there. Personality is often defined as characteristic patterns of thinking, feeling, and behavior, so the researchers removed all the words about temporary states, such as “frantic” and “rejoicing.” Allport and Odbert also distinguished personality from the moral, evaluative concept of “character.” Their idea was that, in order to establish the scientific field of personality psychology, they needed a judgment-free, relatively neutral vocabulary to avoid biases. So they removed all the character-evaluative terms, such as “excellent,” “acceptable,” and “insignificant.” Allport and Odbert ended up with 4,504 “pure” personality trait words in English. In other words, they discovered that there were 4,504 different ways to describe someone’s personality, based on the dictionary treatment.

				But why rely on words to illuminate an inner quality? Allport and Odbert argued, “If many human beings were not in fact egotistic, aggressive, or timid, the epithets would not have found a permanent place in language. If traits exist at all it is natural and proper to name them.” If there is a trait name, there must be some corresponding pattern of behavior, thinking, or feeling.

				Some criticized Allport and Odbert’s research, claiming there were too many synonyms. For instance, the pure personality traits list included both “adventurous” and “venturous.” Are they two separate personality traits? (Not really.) Others argued that many of the words, like “aery” and “breme,” were archaic and most people didn’t use them. (Indeed, these words are not very useful.) Yet others argued that there were large individual differences in vocabulary and that esoteric terms should be removed. (Probably true.) Despite all the criticisms, Allport and Odbert’s early effort to catalog personality trait words has survived as the “lexical approach” to personality.

				Later, psychologists had a large pool of participants rate themselves using many of the original Allport-Odbert terms, then applied the statistical technique of factor analysis to sort the terms into larger groups, or “factors.” For example, Lew Goldberg had 187 college students rate themselves on 1,710 terms: “How jolly are you in general? How reserved are you in general? How sadistic are you in general?” and so on.

				Goldberg’s study and others like it found that many personality traits cluster neatly into the following five factors: extraversion (e.g., jolly, talkative, sociable, active), neuroticism (e.g., touchy, fearful, self-critical), conscientiousness (e.g., persistent, tidy, dependable), agreeableness (e.g., generous, kind, trustful), and openness to experience (e.g., literary, insightful, perceptive). In a sense, personality psychologists created a map. Like cities and towns across the world, there are countless words descriptive of personality. By classifying all these words into five factors, personality psychologists essentially organized them into “continents” on the map. These factors, known as the “Big Five,” were the most influential discovery in personality psychology in the 1980s and early 1990s.

			

			
				3. The Personality of Psychological Richness

				The type of person who goes to a pro wrestling match on the weekend might be a very different kind of person than someone who avoids those kinds of activities. The type of person who studies abroad could be very different from the type of person who doesn’t. Are there distinct personality traits characteristic of the psychologically rich? If so, which of the Big Five factors are associated with a psychologically rich life?

				In order to answer these questions, we collected data from over 5,000 respondents in seven separate samples across the U.S., Korea, and India. We asked them a series of questions about a psychologically rich life (e.g., “I have had a lot of interesting experiences,” “On my deathbed, I am likely to say, ‘I have seen and learned a lot’ ”; see Appendix 1 for the full list and find out your own psychological richness score), a series of questions about a happy life (e.g., “I am satisfied with my life,” “So far I have gotten the important things I want in life”), and a series of questions about a meaningful life (e.g., “I have a good sense of what makes my life meaningful,” “My life has a clear sense of purpose”). In addition, we asked about respondents’ personality: the degree to which each word described who they are in general: imaginative, organized, talkative, sympathetic, tense, and so on.

				Two main personality predictors of a psychologically rich life were openness to experiences and extraversion (see Appendix 2 for all the correlations). The .47 correlation between openness to experience and psychological richness is similar to the correlation between heights of fathers and their sons, which is quite strong, though far from absolute. That is, open people tend to lead a psychologically rich life, just like sons whose fathers are tall tend to be tall themselves. But, just as some sons are very different from their fathers in height, there are also plenty of exceptions: people low in openness who lead psychologically rich lives as well as people who are high in openness who don’t lead psychologically rich lives. For now, let’s focus on the link between openness and psychological richness.

				Why do people who are high in openness to experience tend to lead psychologically rich lives? Open people are imaginative, curious, and interested in intellectual and artistic pursuits. People low in openness are conventional and down-to-earth, preferring routine and less interested in intellectual or artistic pursuits. Students who are open to experience are more likely to study abroad, an activity known to enhance psychological richness, than those low in openness. Interestingly, those who studied abroad became more open to experience over time than those who didn’t. Based on this information, we concluded that there is a reciprocal relationship between openness to experience and psychological richness, such that openness to experience increases one’s chance of engaging in richness-enhancing activities, which in turn boosts one’s openness further. Your personality is not your destiny, though; the later chapters of this book are dedicated to strategies that everyone, no matter what your personality is, can implement to make your life more psychologically rich.

				The .47 correlation also means that having an open personality doesn’t necessarily guarantee that you will lead a psychologically rich life. Joy Ryan, the ninety-four-year-old national park enthusiast we met in Chapter 4, might have always been open to experience. But, until she turned eighty-five, she hadn’t had many opportunities to explore the world. Once she was exposed to Smoky Mountain National Park, she was hooked. She became open to even more new experiences and thereafter wanted to visit all the national parks. In other words, having an open personality plus opportunities and resources opens the door to psychologically rich experiences.

				Besides opportunities and resources, intellectual and artistic abilities are also factors. Simon Ramo, whose New York Times obituary was rated as particularly psychologically rich, was an aerospace engineer. He earned a PhD in physics and engineering from the California Institute of Technology and later developed intercontinental ballistic missiles, or ICBMs. He published sixty-two books over the course of his life; he had twenty-five patents before he was thirty, and earned his final patent at age one hundred. He died at age 103. Simon started out working for large corporations but got sick of the bureaucracy. So he started his own company in a former barbershop, where he developed an initial prototype of an ICBM. He was also interested in other topics, including tennis strategy—he later wrote a book on that, too. And he had a great sense of humor. When he was asked about his politics, he replied, “I am a registered opportunist.” Ramo’s fascination with the world could not be codified by a particular belief system. He had diverse interests and an amazing intellect.

				Another example of a person who lived a psychologically rich life is novelist Louis Cha (also known as Jin Yong), whose obituary was featured in the Straits Times. Cha was born in China and started out as a journalist in Shanghai before transferring to his newspaper’s Hong Kong office in the 1950s. He wrote an enormously popular series of novels inspired by martial arts history from 1955 until 1972. Despite his popularity, Cha didn’t write any new novels after this period. Instead, he reread his own novels and continued to revise them. He would cry while reading his favorite characters’ breakup in his own novel. He was unconventional, even defiant. In the late 1960s he wrote a series of anti-Mao articles, which put Cha on the Chinese Communist Party’s assassination list. He escaped to Singapore and stayed there for almost a year to avoid assassination. Cha’s tumultuous life can hardly be characterized as happy or worry-free. Yet he had a unique, interesting life.

				Personality psychologists have classified openness to experience into two subfactors: openness and intellect. People high in openness tend to have more creative accomplishments in the arts, whereas people high in intellect tend to have more creative accomplishments both in arts and sciences. Simon Ramo must have been high in the intellect dimension of openness to experience, as he explored and found many creative solutions to diverse engineering problems, while Louis Cha must have been high in the openness dimension, as he led an emotionally rich, imaginative life.

			

			
				4. The Role of Extraversion

				While the link between openness to experience and psychological richness seems obvious, the role of extraversion in a psychologically rich life might not be. The easiest way to think about the link is to conceive of extraversion as an interest in exploring the social world. That is, if openness to experience is concerned with the exploration of sensory and abstract information, extraversion is concerned with the exploration of interpersonal information. If open people are curious about ideas, extraverts are curious about other people. Because people are different, the more people you interact with, the more diverse experiences you will have and the richer your life becomes.

				At a party, who do you talk to? I am an introvert, so I gravitate toward someone I already know. I usually stick with one or two people and try to have a deeper conversation. An extravert has a very different strategy. They talk to many new people and make more friends. Extraverts become friends with other extraverts, a phenomenon called the “network extraversion bias.” Since extraverts have more friends than introverts, making an extraverted friend is likely to expand your social networks more than making an introverted friend. In the long run, then, extraverts are more likely to meet different kinds of people and are more likely to learn new things than an introvert like myself. This is one way that extraversion is linked to a psychologically rich life.

				On a basic level, why do extraverts explore the social world more? One factor is their confidence and self-assurance. When you are confident, meeting a new person is not threatening. What is there to lose? You are not worried about being negatively evaluated by this person or making a bad impression. Instead, you are thinking about the benefits: getting to know someone new, learning something new, sharing interesting stories. There is a positive spiral here, too. The more confident you are, the more likely you are to enter a new conversation. The more new conversations you enter, the psychologically richer the party becomes for you. Someone who has a psychologically enriching experience at one party is more likely to go to another party.

				Another aspect of extraversion that might be related to psychological richness is energy. Extraverts tend to be more energetic than introverts. The more energy one has, the more activities one can engage in. One study, for instance, found that extraverts were involved with more college activities, such as intramural athletics, campus clubs, and service and volunteer clubs, than introverts. Joy Ryan is again a great example here. Compared to other ninety-somethings, she is full of energy. Thanks to this, she can visit remote national parks and enjoy unusual, psychologically rich experiences.

			

			
				5. The Personality of Happiness

				Is a happy person different from a psychologically rich person? One example of a “happy” person is Mr. Rogers in Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood. In this show, he is a friendly neighbor with a cheerful smile. The show consists of lots of singing, dancing, and puppet shows. That’s a lot of fun! Who wouldn’t want to hang out with a guy who sings, “Please, won’t you be my neighbor?”

				Mr. Rogers demonstrates the essential characteristics of happy people: extraverted, emotionally stable (lacking neuroticism), conscientious, and agreeable. The patterns of correlation for psychological richness are quite different from those for happiness. According to Anglim and colleagues’ meta-analysis, a happy life is characterized by emotional stability, extraversion, conscientiousness, and agreeableness, but not by openness to experiences.

				The two strongest personality predictors of a happy life are emotional stability and extraversion. Some personality scholars conceptualize extraversion as positive affectivity (good moods) and neuroticism as negative affectivity (bad moods). Since by definition a happy life is the preponderance of positive emotions and relative lack of negative emotions, it makes sense that extraversion and emotional stability are the most characteristic of a happy life.

				Overall, the key difference between a happy personality and a psychologically rich personality is that happy people are not necessarily open to experiences, whereas psychologically rich people are quite open. This means that there are almost as many people who, like travel writer Rick Steves, are happy and open to experience as there are people who, like chef and travel documentarian Anthony Bourdain, are less happy but open to experience.

				Why are emotional stability, extraversion, conscientiousness, and agreeableness good for a happy life? Primarily because the quality of social relationships is a big predictor of happiness. Who has good social relationships? Well, someone like Mr. Rogers: friendly, stable, reliable, and kind. Someone who is emotionally volatile, introverted, unreliable, and argumentative doesn’t win many friends.

				Second, financial stability and relationship stability are important for a happy life. In order to achieve these, we must work hard on our finances and our relationships. We need to remember the deadlines of various tasks and the birthdays of children and in-laws. We need to do some things that we don’t want to do. So, conscientiousness does help. Agreeableness improves work relationships as well as family relationships. If your boss likes you, you are more likely to receive a raise or a promotion than if they don’t like you.

				Third, the positivity associated with extraversion is helpful when we face difficult life circumstances. Emotional stability will help us recover from negative news more quickly. Bad things happen to good people. But when they do, extraversion and emotional stability are a boon (and our psychological immune system is there to help either way).

				Finally, why is openness to experience uncorrelated to a happy life? One potential reason is the greater motivation to explore among open people. When an exploration (e.g., trying out a new restaurant) results in a positive outcome, it is associated with higher levels of happiness. But when the exploration results in a negative experience, it is not. Exploration is also antithetical to the stability that is the foundation for a happy life.

			

			
				6. The Personality of Meaningfulness

				Now let’s think about the type of people who lead a meaningful life. Greta Thunberg, the Swedish environmental activist, comes to mind. At the opposite end of the political spectrum, Mike Huckabee also comes to mind. What do their personalities have in common?

				At age fifteen, Greta began protesting in front of the Swedish parliament every Friday with a sign that read, “School Strike for Climate.” Her movement, dubbed “Fridays for Future,” spread around the world. She catalyzed a host of youth climate activism, and to date continues to advocate for reducing carbon emissions and increasing sustainability. Greta is endlessly committed to her work. In 2019, she even took a sabbatical from school to dedicate all her energy to activism. She prioritizes her environmental activism work over other commitments and works relentlessly. A woman of conviction.

				Mike Huckabee was born in Arkansas. He studied religion in college, then became a staffer for televangelist James Robison, then a pastor in Texarkana. As a pastor, he listened to so many personal stories of struggles that were policy-related that he turned to politics and became the governor of Arkansas. He thinks about policy issues from the perspective of his religious beliefs (e.g., he is a believer in forgiveness, therefore supports a generous policy regarding clemencies) and he uses food metaphors frequently (e.g., on whether the U.S. should accept Syrian refugees, he said, “If you bought a 5 lb. bag of peanuts and you knew that in the 5 lb. bag of peanuts there were about 10 peanuts that were deadly poisonous, would you feed them to your kids? The answer is no”). He probably thinks his life is meaningful because he has dedicated his life to religious causes, he has made differences in others’ lives, and his life has been guided by clear principles. A man of conviction.

				There are numerous paths to achieving a meaningful life, but personality research has shown that people who lead a meaningful life are characterized first by conscientiousness, followed by emotional stability, extraversion, agreeableness, and, as with happy people, least by openness to experience.

				Conscientious people are well organized, careful, and thorough. They have clear goals and pursue them diligently. It follows that, in order to pursue your goals successfully, you can’t worry too much about various barriers to success or get discouraged too easily when things don’t go well. Thus, lower levels of neuroticism (not worrying too much) are helpful. It is interesting to note that Greta Thunberg appears more neurotic than most. She worries intensely about environmental disasters and climate change. However, she seems to leverage her anxiety to fuel her work. So long as one’s neuroticism is not overwhelming, a meaningful life is possible.

				In contrast, openness is difficult for those who have strong convictions. It’s easy to become self-righteous about your causes. Mike Huckabee is unlikely to be open to immigration from Muslim countries because of his conviction that a small minority could be terrorists. Greta Thunberg is unlikely to be open to climate change deniers’ opinions, as she is convinced that climate change is driven by human activities.

			

			
				7. A Lesson from Personality Psychology

				So, who is likely to lead a psychologically rich life? In terms of personality traits, people who are open to experience and extraverted are most likely to lead a psychologically rich life. They are more likely to do something new, meet someone new, or learn something new, like Goldmund in Narcissus and Goldmund. These relationships are not deterministic, however. There are plenty of introverts who lead a psychologically rich life. The type of intellectual journey that Alison Gopnik had is available to introverts who seek new intellectual knowledge. Likewise, Joy Ryan went to so many national parks with her grandson Brad. Led by someone like Brad, introverted people might do something unusual. It should be noted that conscientiousness, agreeableness, and emotional stability are secondarily predictors of a rich life. That means that you can set a goal to be open to new experiences and conscientiously work on that goal and lead a psychologically rich life. You can be agreeable to your friend’s and partner’s suggestions for a new adventure and expand your horizons. There really are numerous ways to lead a psychologically rich life.

				Who is happy? Extraverts and emotionally stable people tend to lead a happy life perhaps in part because they tend to have good relationships and find something positive in most situations. Conscientious people tend to be happy as well, perhaps because they tend to achieve their goals, whereas agreeable people tend to be happy in part because they have warm, conflict-free relationships with others.

				Finally, who leads a meaningful life? Conscientious and emotionally stable people tend to do so in part because they can devote themselves to a few causes for an extended period of time without worrying too much, and in the end make a difference in the world.

				In short, openness to experiences represents the most striking difference between the personality correlates of a psychologically rich life and those of a happy and meaningful life. Whereas openness to experience plays a relatively minor role in happiness and meaning, it plays a major role in a psychologically rich life. Personality research on psychological richness reveals that there is a path to a good life via being open to new experiences. A lesson from personality psychology, then, is that it is important to know who you are (you can take a Big Five personality test on my website!). It is also important to know which personality traits are associated with each dimension of a good life. Harness this understanding of our personality and the personality traits associated with psychological richness, happiness, and meaning to develop strategies for achieving the good life. The following chapters give some tips for how we all can incorporate a bit of psychological richness into our everyday lives. Even if you are neurotic, disagreeable, unconscientious, introverted, and closed to new experiences, personality can change with effort. Don’t give up. Keep on reading!

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter Seven

			Playfulness

			
				All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy.

				—The Shining by Stanley Kubrick

			

			
				1. Serious Business

				At the core of a psychologically rich personality are openness to experience and extraversion. One might ask, though: How can those of us who don’t have those basic personality traits become more open and extraverted? One answer is to embrace playfulness. In a 1980 study, when Robert McCrae and Paul Costa asked 240 men to complete various sentences such as, “What gets me into trouble is…” and “When his wife asked him to do the housework…,” open-minded men’s responses were far more playful than closed-minded men’s responses. For instance, a man high in openness to experience said, “When my wife asked me to do the housework, I invented an urgent excuse.” A closed-minded man would have responded, “When my wife asked me to do the housework, I reluctantly did.” McCrae and Costa observed, “The final distinguishing characteristic of open men is a playful, sometimes odd, sense of humor. A slight twist may be given to meanings, and obviously playful objections to the test are frequently made.” So, playfulness, quirkiness, and lightheartedness may be central to both openness and psychological richness.

				But what exactly is being playful? The psychoanalyst Erik Erikson described it best: when you are playful, you are “on vacation from social and economic reality.” All of us adults have a lot of social and economic responsibilities. That is the reality. But Erikson encourages us to go somewhere between fantasy and actuality once in a while. Free yourself from duties and responsibilities. Play basketball and imitate Steph Curry. Watch a movie and pretend to be like Roger Ebert. Watch the evening news and impersonate the president. Sing along with Beyoncé.

				The importance of playfulness is most noticeable during events when there is a lot at stake. For instance, the Olympics. Michael Phelps won thirteen Olympic gold medals in individual events and is widely considered one of the best swimmers of all time. He was already training at eight years old and breaking all kinds of age group records. Phelps continued to train hard under coach Bob Bowman from age eleven on. His older sister Hilary was an Olympic-level swimmer as well. He grew up soaked in the world of competitive swimming. Phelps swam about six hours a day for six days a week. He also lifted weights and stretched. Michael Phelps is supremely talented and full of grit.

				Simone Biles is another extraordinary athlete. She won gold medals in the all-around, vault, and floor events at 2016 Rio Olympics. Overall, she has won more Olympic medals than any other American gymnast. Like Phelps, Biles started training seriously at age eight. She has enormous talent. Simone was homeschooled so that she could train twenty to thirty-two hours per week. She demonstrated unparalleled devotion to gymnastics.

				In addition to grueling training, very small details are crucial in both swimming and gymnastics. In swimming, a win or loss is literally a matter of a split second. In gymnastics, any fall or the slightest loss of balance could ruin your performance. In other words, they are extremely high-pressure sports. A tiny mistake could cost you a medal. Moreover, the Olympic Games take place every four years, so the preparation period is extremely long. A moment can rob you of your dream and a decade of dedication. Despite achieving spectacular success, both Michael Phelps and Simone Biles suffered from anxiety and depression. They lost interest in the sports in which they excelled. Single-minded dedication is surely admirable, even virtuous. But, too much single-mindedness could rob you of the simple joy of just being able to jump, run, or swim.

				In the world of elite athletes, practice, practice, and more practice is the name of the game. There is not much space for playfulness. Yet play and playfulness are critical for healthy child development. Alison Gopnik argues that humans have an extraordinarily long childhood, during which they can try out many things before they are forced to specialize in one area as adults. This prolonged period of exploration is a time of play, which is crucial for learning social norms and diverse skills in informal settings.

				A recent study examined whether higher performance would be achieved through single-minded dedication to one main sport or playing multiple sports before specializing in one sport. This study meta-analyzed fifty-five studies that included 6,096 athletes, including 772 of the world’s top performers (defined as top ten performers in an international competition such as the Olympics, World Athletics Championships, or Pan American Games), 3,028 national class performers (members of a national selection team or squad, or placed in the top ten at national championships), 1,706 regional class athletes (minor-league baseball, NCAA Division I), and 590 local or county-level athletes.

				The researchers found that elite athletes who played multiple sports until later in life were less likely to burn out and more likely to succeed in national and international competitions in adulthood than elite athletes who started specializing early in their career. For every Michael Phelps and Simone Biles, there are athletes like Michael Jordan and Alex Morgan. Michael Jordan played baseball and football as well as basketball in high school. While he was mourning his father, he took a sabbatical from basketball for two years in his prime and played baseball. Alex Morgan grew up playing multiple sports and didn’t play in a club team until age fourteen. She played volleyball and ran track as well as played soccer in high school.

				Another key finding from this study is that the success rate at the junior competition level is predicted by the earlier start age (the earlier, the more success), whereas the success rate at the adult competition level is predicted by the later start age. That is, in adult elite competition, the athletes who started the sport later in their lives were more successful than those who started early. Relatedly, world-class athletes reached a major milestone (e.g., first participation in a national championship, first nomination for a selection team/squad) significantly later than did their national-class counterparts.

				In the short term, specialization translates to success. In the long term, however, it doesn’t always pay off. Indeed, this study found that a higher amount of youth-led play (e.g., pickup games) outside of an athlete’s primary sport was associated with higher performance among adult players. Surprisingly, a high number of main-sport practice hours was associated with lower performance among the world-class adult athletes. These findings, combined with the findings on youth-led play in other sports, suggest that if you are an elite athlete, it is better to increase playful engagement in other sports and reduce coach-led practice time for your main sport.

				Intriguingly, the early specialization effect was replicated in a completely different professional domain: science. Another study compared forty-eight German Nobel laureates in physics, chemistry, economics, and medicine/physiology with the winners of the Leibniz Prize, which is Germany’s highest national science award. Forty-two of the forty-eight Nobel laureates had engaged in multidisciplinary study or work experiences, suggesting a later specialization. The Leibniz Prize winners who did not win the Nobel Prize had earlier success than those who went on to be Nobel winners. For instance, Leibniz winners were more likely to have won a scholarship as students than Nobel laureates. My favorite finding: it took significantly longer for the eventual Nobel winners to earn full professorships than the Leibniz winners. So, Nobel laureates explored more diverse areas of study and made slower progress than Leibniz winners, but eventually reached the top without burning out.

				In the essay “Human, All Too Human” in his work Ecce Homo, Friedrich Nietzsche wrote about German specialization as follows: “I have discovered that a large number of young men experience the same distress: one antinatural step virtually compels the second. In Germany, the Reich—to speak unambiguously—all too many are condemned to choose vocations too early, and then to waste away under a burden they can no longer shake off. These people require Wagner as an opium: they forget themselves, they are rid of themselves for a moment—what am I saying? For five or six hours!”

				The story of William James Sidis presents another cautionary tale. He is often considered the smartest man to have ever lived. At age eight, he passed the Harvard Medical School’s anatomy exam, as well as the entrance exam to MIT. When Sidis was eleven years old, he gave a lecture on astrophysics at Harvard. An MIT physics professor in attendance remarked that Sidis would be a great astronomical mathematician and a scientific leader. But the professor’s prediction was wrong. Sidis burned out. Early specialization might dispel interest in other activities in life and could lead to early burnout. The high prevalence of burnout and depression among elite athletes and academics makes me wonder if a singular grit needs to be paired with playfulness.

			

			
				2. Jokers

				The Major League Baseball season is long and grueling, consisting of 33 spring training games, 162 regular season games, and up to 22 postseason games—a total of 217 games! This schedule is especially demanding for Shohei Ohtani of the Dodgers, as he hits in most games and pitches at least once a week. He has grit and confidence. But he also has playfulness.

				Ohtani had a terrible start to the 2022 season as a hitter, going 3 for 24 (.125). A stat like this might make a baseball player feel depressed. But during one game, after he failed to get a hit again and was making his way back to the dugout, Ohtani jokingly gave his bat CPR. His sense of humor in the face of difficulty appears to help Ohtani relax and perform at an elite level consistently. As MLB becomes increasingly dominated by data analytics, the game is becoming more and more logical; it is turning into more of a chess game than a “national pastime.” Lightheartedness punctures the monotony and puts fun back into work.

				Shaquille O’Neal is another elite athlete who was feared as well as loved as a player. Unlike his teammate Kobe Bryant, who was known for his grueling work ethic, Shaq was known for not working as hard. In an interview with Patrick Bet-David, Shaq said, “Kobe was a beast, nobody works harder than him…. See, Kobe was just getting married and getting into his family, I’m already four kids in. So after I put my two to three hours of work, now I have to be Daddy, now I have to be husband, now I have to take care of business.” In many ways, Shaq was more relaxed, lighthearted, and whimsical. He continued in the interview, “I think you can find success in many ways.” Shohei and Shaq are both plenty successful. Ohtani was the American League Rookie of the Year in 2018 and the MVP in 2021 and 2023. Shaq was the Rookie of the Year in 1993 and the MVP in 2000, and won four NBA championships. If Shaq had Kobe’s work ethic, Shaq might have accomplished even more as a basketball player. But he also might have burned out early in his career. Work ethic is well known to be critical to rising in professional sports and competitive professions. Even so, playfulness might be an underrated contributor to long-term success.

			

			
				3. Be Playful

				Is there any empirical evidence that suggests playfulness is actually good? Swiss psychologist René Proyer has studied adult playfulness more intensely than anyone I know. He found that playfulness is a blend of openness to experience and extraversion, and a relative lack of conscientiousness and neuroticism. It is “an openness to being a fool, which is a combination of not worrying about competence, not being self-important, not taking norms as sacred and finding ambiguity and double edges a source of wisdom and delight.” Overall, playful people do not take themselves too seriously, and they seem to know when to take it easy and when to be serious.

				In a 2013 paper, Proyer found that playful people are slightly more satisfied with their lives than those who are less playful. He also discovered that happy people enjoyed communing with nature, whereas playful people did not. In contrast, happy people did not particularly enjoy going on vacation, whereas playful people did. A recent study randomly assigned some participants to count the playful things they did every day for one week, whereas others did not receive the instructions to count. Those who tracked their playful experiences reported more life satisfaction and less depression than those in the control group, not only right after the intervention was over but also up to three months later. The authors did not measure meaning or psychological richness, but I suspect that the playfulness intervention would be particularly effective at enhancing psychological richness, as playfulness is likely to bring novel, interesting experiences to one’s life.

			

			
				4. Spontaneity!

				Like playfulness, spontaneity can enrich our lives. One of the reasons why sitcoms like Friends and Seinfeld remain so popular is that they portray a fantasy world where you can pop in and out of a friend’s apartment anytime you want, no appointment necessary, and do something unplanned every day. If you aren’t naturally spontaneous, making friends like Samantha in Sex and the City can bring playfulness and spontaneity to your life.

				Here comes a hard question: When was the last time you went out with someone spontaneously? I still go on some spontaneous outings with my wife when we can, but I haven’t done anything like that with my friends for years. In graduate school, when most of my friends were at school, I would stop by a lab mate’s office and we would go across the street to Espresso Royale for a cup of coffee. Almost every day, I had coffee with someone. Almost every day, I ate lunch with someone unplanned.

				When I got a faculty position at the University of Minnesota, I hoped to do the same and dropped by a nearby assistant professor’s office. I knocked on the door and said, “Hi, Bob, do you want to grab coffee?” He said, “Nope. I can’t. I don’t have time right now.” Then he searched his pocket and took out a PDA (this was September 2000), looked at his schedule carefully, and said, “What about in two weeks?” I was stunned. This was what it meant to be a professor as opposed to a graduate student, I thought. Professors are not just busy but highly protective of their time. A senior professor later advised me to be stingy with my time. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be productive.

				We live in a highly scheduled time. Our calendars are packed, leaving few opportunities for spontaneous activities. The pandemic-era shift to remote work has further limited spontaneous interaction. Pamela Hinds, a professor at Stanford Business School specializing in work teams, collaboration, and innovation, wondered if work teams consisting of people at multiple sites collaborate and innovate at the same rate as work teams where everyone is at a single site. Hinds partnered with Mark Mortensen to survey forty-nine teams in the research and development division of a single multinational corporation. The results showed that geographically distributed teams had far less spontaneous communication, less shared identity, and far more task conflict than those in geographically concentrated teams. Hinds and Mortensen concluded that “spontaneous communication contributes to a shared identity, facilitates the creation of shared context, and aids distributed teams in identifying and resolving conflicts before they escalate.” With work meetings increasingly held via Zoom and other online formats, it is getting harder and harder to initiate spontaneous interactions with others.

			

			
				5. Why It’s So Hard to Make Friends Over Thirty

				Spontaneity poses another challenge when we try to make new friends in adulthood. What is the difference between college friends and post-college friends? College friends are the friends you lived in close proximity to, maybe even in the same dorm room, and with whom you had repeated and unplanned interactions. Your post-college friends might be coworkers or the parents of your children’s friends. How close have you become with them? I would be surprised if you were able to make new friends as close as your best friends from college.

				In the essay “Why Is It Hard to Make Friends Over 30?” New York Times reporter Alex Williams concludes, “No matter how many friends you make, a sense of fatalism can creep in: the period for making B.F.F.’s, the way you did in your teens or early 20s, is pretty much over. It’s time to resign yourself to situational friends: K.O.F.’s (kind of friends)—for now.” At work, you might get close to someone from being on the same project. But, unless you are on the same project with this person again, it’s hard to stay in touch. In the essay, Williams writes about a writer on the NBC series Up All Night who became really close with another woman on her team: “But as soon as the pilot was over, it was hard to be as close without that constant day-to-day interaction; there aren’t those long afternoons which bleed into evenings hanging out at the beach and then heading to a bar.” If you have a partner, then your partner must like any new friends, too, which makes it even harder. When you add a child or two into the equation, making friends later in life can feel nearly impossible. In other words, after college it is really challenging to find someone who lives close by, with whom you can meet up every day and have spontaneous outings.

				Of course, we could act spontaneously by ourselves. The philosopher Jason D’Cruz has written about planned vs. unplanned actions using the term “volatile reason.” He considers a hypothetical person named Moritz as an example. In this scenario, Moritz has a ticket for a train ride from Berlin to Dresden to meet his friends. His friends are preparing a dinner, and Moritz has tickets to a concert for him and his friends that evening; in other words, he has a plan and responsibilities. On the train, however, he sees the train schedule and realizes that he could go on to the unknown city of Zittau if he stays on past Dresden. When the train arrives at Dresden, he spontaneously decides to stay on and visit Zittau, reasoning that he could just call his friends to cancel their plans and apologize. Right after the train leaves Dresden, Moritz feels an overwhelming euphoria and a powerful sensation of freedom. D’Cruz argues that this was not a well-premeditated deliberate action, but nonetheless this spontaneous action served to fulfill Moritz’s deep desire to lead an interesting life. Spontaneity over responsibility. We can and should be like Moritz once in a while.

			

			
				6. Why Do We Need Playfulness?

				Most of us strive to become better at what we do for a living. As a researcher, I try to stay up to date on the latest literature, statistics, data visualization, and so forth. This is all serious business. It requires careful attention, time commitment, and dedication. With this level of focus, it’s easy for a lot of time to pass without fun or laughter. That might be one of the reasons why so many of the world’s best athletes, such as Michael Phelps, Simone Biles, and Naomi Osaka, have suffered from burnout. They have talent, determination, and a ton of grit. Nevertheless, at some point the sports they loved became their jobs and livelihoods, sucking the fun out of the whole thing. There are, of course, other important factors that caused their mental health issues, such as his parents’ divorce, in the case of Phelps, or sexual abuse, in the case of Biles. To be sure, it is not just seriousness and dedication that brought about their burnout and depression. However, the bottom line is that elite athletes’ lives are tough. They must train hard. They must constantly compete and perform. Any rare, lackluster performance is recorded and broadcast. No wonder the sports they loved so much and they are so good at could lose their appeal.

				To be clear, specialization and professionalism are great for skill acquisition and improvement. But remember the fate of Jack (played by Jack Nicholson) in Stanley Kubrick’s movie The Shining: all work and no play not only make Jack a dull boy, but also make him go nuts at the end. When winning becomes everything, life gets too heavy. A playful mindset can help people who are psychologically stuck move past their low points and enjoy the journey, not just the outcome. A spontaneous action could help us experience life without prior planning. Some of the most interesting experiences we have are often things we do on a whim. In my case, I was driving my family from Baltimore to Charlottesville one day when I saw a sign for Annapolis. I asked my wife and two kids, “Does anyone want to go to Annapolis?” To my surprise, everyone said, “Why not!” So we went to Annapolis, totally unplanned. We wandered around town and hopped on a cruise that my son still talks about.

				In sum, personality traits alone do not determine our capacity for psychological richness: we can all learn to foster psychological richness through playfulness and spontaneity. On this front, a psychologically rich life again stands in contrast to lives oriented around happiness and meaning, which prioritize more serious activities. In order to achieve meaning in life, you must dedicate yourself to an important cause, spending time on often difficult tasks for others’ benefit. Happiness is also serious. Psychologists report that being gritty, kind, sociable, and mindful can help you achieve happiness. These are all admirable goals, but being gritty or mindful requires sustained attention and is not always easy. Such endeavors are not for everyone, nor for every day. Like Shaq, there are individuals who prefer playfulness over mindfulness and mischievousness over seriousness. Grit can clearly help a person achieve their goals, but being single-minded can suck the fun and richness out of life. Simone Biles withdrew from the Tokyo Olympic Games. Fear and anxiety overwhelmed her. But, after taking some time off, she came back strong and rejuvenated.

				As an antidote to too much seriousness, we need playfulness and spontaneity. Hobby over duty. Entertainment over commitment. Relaxation over dedication. Try to be playful at work or at home at least once a day. Try to make your partner, friend, or coworker laugh. Take a detour on your way home. Jump in a puddle. Go for a swim. Get wet; get dirty. Be like a little kid once in a while. When you do something spontaneous, you’ll make life rich and memorable.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter Eight

			The Beauty of DIY

			
				The greatest improvement in the productive powers of labour, and the greater part of the skill, dexterity, and judgment with which it is anywhere directed, or applied, seem to have been the effects of the division of labour.

				—Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations

			

			
				1. Why Productivity Is a Main Concern

				So far, I have talked about the factors that facilitate a psychologically rich life such as the mindset of playfulness and the attitude of expeditus (“ready to march”). Closely related to the potential harm of early specialization discussed in the previous chapter, I will now talk about another force that could suck psychological richness out of your life, the obsession with productivity, and the counterforce that could fill your life with psychological richness: Do-It-Yourself.

				Many of us start the day by looking at our to-do list while fueling ourselves with caffeine. “America Runs on Dunkin’ ” has become such a successful advertisement campaign in part because it positioned Dunkin’ Donuts as a company that helps you get going. We live in a culture that idolizes individuals who are prolific, well organized, and get things done. Productivity gain is great, but at what cost? What might be the unintended psychological consequences of our obsession with efficiency?

				I like Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations a lot. The copy I bought has a lovely introduction by the brilliant economist Alan Krueger, in which he says something along the lines of this: economics students are lucky because the foundational book on modern economics was written by a great storyteller. I totally agree. The Wealth of Nations was a surprisingly fascinating read. If I had read it before William James’s Principles of Psychology, I might have chosen economics over psychology. I even named the first book I wrote in English The Psychological Wealth of Nations.

				Just like any good book, The Wealth of Nations starts with a marvelous observation. Imagine a pin factory. If one worker did all the operations necessary to produce a single pin, this worker could produce maybe one pin a day. This means that ten workers, working independently, would produce only ten pins a day. But what if these ten workers each specialized in one or two operations? For example, one person draws out the wire, another straightens it, another cuts it, another sharpens its top, and so forth. Adam Smith estimated that, this way, these ten workers could produce 48,000 pins a day, or 4,800 per worker. Thus, a very simple division of labor would increase productivity by 4,800 times! No wonder modernization is often equated with specialization and the division of labor.

				The Wealth of Nations was published in 1776, the year the U.S. declared independence. At that time, the U.S. was largely an agricultural society without any factories. In 1908, Henry Ford started producing the popular Model T. At first, his factory was able to produce only a few models a day. However, after Ford introduced the assembly line—a far more efficient division of labor—in 1913, his factory was eventually able to produce over 10,000 per day. Now, well over one hundred years after this invention, you might think we’ve reached maximum productivity. After all, how much smaller can we make each operation? Yet companies like Amazon and Target are constantly looking for more ways to improve efficiency, from staffing changes to real-time inventory.

			

			
				2. When We Did Everything by Ourselves

				In the past, the division of labor was mostly limited to workplaces such as factories, farms, and restaurants. At home, most people were cooking, cleaning, and doing laundry by themselves until the 1990s, even as microwaves, laundry machines, and dishwashers made house chores easier and less time-consuming. Over the last two decades, however, economizing habits have thoroughly penetrated our life, resulting in further division of labor. Outsourcing is no longer a term reserved only for multinational corporations or the rich. Many middle-class households outsource home cleaning, lawn care, and even grocery shopping. Busy professionals use AIs for scheduling, planning, and even financial investments.

				In academia, big team science is taking over traditional small lab science, requiring a great degree of division of labor. In big team social psychology, someone has to prepare experimental materials, someone else has to run the study, someone else has to clean up the data, someone else has to analyze it, someone else has to interpret it, and so on. Each team member does their part; then the team quickly assembles all the parts and moves on to the next paper. In so doing, they produce dozens of papers every year.

				Jerome Kagan, the late Harvard psychologist, lamented this trend, saying that “the typical scientist during my graduate years went to the basement of the university building, with the help of a graduate student, writing and rewriting a paper reporting an interesting result…two minds and four hands, often with no outside funds, performed all the work. Under these conditions the pride savored if the experiment were successful, or the blend of frustration and sadness if not, was restricted to a pair of agents. These emotions are seriously diluted when hundreds of experts design experiments to be executed by teams.”

			

			
				3. The Division of Labor and Alienation

				To be clear, Kagan was not complaining about the productivity of team scientists. Instead, he was lamenting the psychological and experiential aspects of doing science today. Karl Marx famously speculated about various negative consequences of the division of labor. For instance, he worried that the division of labor would make humans one-dimensional: “Division of labour seizes upon, not only the economic, but every other sphere of society, and everywhere lays the foundation of that all engrossing system of specializing and sorting men, that development in a man of one single faculty at the expense of all other faculties.” Marx was further concerned that the division of labor would make laborers simpletons: “It increases the social productive power of labor, not only for the benefit of the capitalist instead of for that of the labourer, but it does this by crippling the individual labourers.” Marx argued that the division of labor “mortifies the body and ruins the mind.”

				In his presidential address to the American Sociological Association in 1985, Kai Erikson discussed how Marx’s theory of alienation is still relevant in the modern workplace. Specifically, he argued that the key sources of alienation boil down to “those structures in the modern workplace that subdivide labor into narrower and narrower specialties, and, second, those structures in the modern workplace that limit the amount of control workers exercise over the work they do.” Clerical workers are subject to quotas, routines, and constant monitoring by their managers. Erikson encouraged us to think of the modern-day division of labor as a potential agent of “human indifference, brutality, exhaustion, cruelty, [and] numbness.”

				Sociologist Melvin Kohn found some evidence in support of Marx’s speculations. For instance, he looked at survey data from 3,101 Americans employed in civilian occupations. He measured three dimensions of labor: closeness of supervision, routinization of work, and substantive complexity of work, as well as four specific aspects of alienation: powerlessness, self-estrangement, normlessness, and cultural estrangement. Respondents with close supervision, routinized work, and lack of work complexity were more likely to report feeling that they did not have any control over their lives and felt powerless, that they felt aimless and estranged from what most others valued in their lives, and that they didn’t care what was right or wrong.

			

			
				4. Specialization and Its Discontents: Take 1

				Kagan’s idea of “diluted emotion” is not exactly the same as Marx’s idea of alienation; Marx’s alienation is much darker. Also, being part of a big team and performing a specialized task such as data analysis is perhaps not as alienating as working in a factory assembly line. It can be fun to be part of something larger than yourself. After reading Kohn’s study, I was curious about the psychological consequences of the division of labor, specifically its effects on happiness, meaning, and psychological richness. Does the division of labor take away a full range of emotional experiences in favor of machinelike efficiency? Does specialization reduce psychological richness and increase boredom? Or is everything fine if you just do your job?

				To answer these questions, my graduate student Youngjae Cha and I designed an online assembly task. Participants were invited to a designated Zoom link at a prescheduled time, where they were greeted by our research assistant. Each experimental session had three participants, who were told that they would be assembling motorcycles as a team online. They first spent some time coming up with the name of their team as a team-building activity. Then they were told that they had been assigned to either one aspect of the assembly (the division of labor condition) or the whole production by themselves (everyone assembled all parts of a motorcycle; once they finished assembling one motorcycle, they moved on to another one). This assignment was done at the team level. So, one session was the division of labor condition and the next was the whole production condition. We encouraged participants to produce as many motorcycles as possible. At the end of the experiment, we asked them how happy they felt, how meaningful they thought the task was, and how psychologically rich they felt. In terms of productivity, participants in the division of labor condition did far better than those in the whole production condition. When every member completed the whole production by themselves, they were able to assemble only five motorcycles on average. For a three-person team, this meant an average of fifteen motorcycles. In contrast, the division of labor team produced, on average, sixty motorcycles within the same amount of time. The division of labor increased production by four times!

				But did the division of labor come at any psychological cost? In terms of happiness, no. Participants in both conditions reported similar levels of enjoyment and happiness. In terms of meaning, there was no cost either. Participants in both conditions reported similar levels of meaningfulness when asked about the task. However, the participants in the division of labor condition reported significantly lower levels of psychological richness than those in the whole production condition. That is, the division of labor made the task more boring, monotonous, and less interesting. Assembling a whole motorcycle by yourself was not efficient. Indeed, it was quite the opposite. Even so, it was a far more interesting experience.

			

			
				5. Specialization and Its Discontents: Take 2

				Imagine working at a consulting firm and being placed on a big collaborative project with many others. Within this team, imagine specializing in one area and repeating similar tasks every day. What would it be like to have a job like this?

				Now imagine working in a consulting firm where you work independently. You are assigned to a big project that demands various tasks. Working independently, you have to be a generalist, doing many different tasks by yourself. What would it be like to have a job like this?

				In a study to test this, we asked half of a sample of UVA students to imagine the first scenario, and the other half to imagine the second scenario. To our surprise, the students expected that they would be happier in the specialized job on a collaborative project than in the generalist job on an independent project. They predicted similar levels of meaning. But most importantly, the students thought that their life would be psychologically richer in the generalist job than in the specialist job. In this manner, we replicated the results from the online assembly experiment: like those in the division of labor condition, participants in the specialized job thought their job would be less interesting than those in the generalist job.

				Of course, participants’ predictions about an imagined life are not always correct. To account for this, we ran another experiment, this time measuring behavioral curiosity. We kept the experimental setup for this study the same as for the consulting scenario experiment. However, instead of asking them how they would feel when thinking about their lives working in a consulting firm, we asked participants to complete a trivia task. This task involved questions like: Who was the only U.S. president to also hold a patent for an invention? In this task, after a question was presented, there were two response options: a wait button and a skip button. If participants hit the skip button, then the answer was not shown and they moved on to the next question. If they hit the wait button, they had to wait for a certain amount of time (the precise time was randomized between ten and fifteen seconds) to get an answer (e.g., Abraham Lincoln). Typically, curious people wanted to know the answer, so they were willing to wait. Our experiment consisted of fifteen questions. The more answers someone waited for, the more curious they were.

				Participants imagining they were generalists proved behaviorally more curious and more willing to wait for answers than those who were imagining a specialist job, conceptually replicating the psychological richness findings. In other words, when you are assigned to be a specialist, you lose interest in other seemingly irrelevant matters. When you are assigned to be a generalist, you are more curious about other things.

				But why? Well, when you specialize in something, you are selectively attending to what is relevant to your specialty and trying to ignore irrelevant information. If you are a healthcare consultant, for instance, you need to learn so much about the healthcare business that you might need to ignore information unrelated to that industry. Specialization gives you deep knowledge in certain topics and marketable skills. But unintentionally, specialization leaves you uninterested in other areas of life. It’s like going to the Louvre, being so focused on the Mona Lisa that you forget to look to your right, left, and back and miss all the other masterpieces!

			

			
				6. What About Outsourcing?

				Outsourcing is a modern way to live more efficiently. Professionals do jobs such as mowing the lawn and cleaning the gutters much better and more quickly than individuals can. The primary goal of outsourcing in this context is to gain time. For instance, you pay $200 for a person to clean your house. You save a few hours of free time, which presumably translates into more happiness. Ashley Whillans and colleagues found that, across 4,469 respondents, those who spent some money every month to save free time were happier than those who didn’t. This was in part explained by time stress measured by prompts such as, “I feel pressed for time today.” That is, those who spent money on time-saving services were less stressed about time, and the less stressed about time someone is, the more satisfied they are with their lives overall.

				Whillans and colleagues then conducted an experiment to test the causal role of time-saving spending. They gave participants $80 and told them to spend $40 on a time-saving service one weekend and spend the other $40 on a material purchase another weekend. Participants were contacted on the days they spent $40. Participants reported more positive emotions and less negative emotions after the time-saving spending than after the material purchase. Again, participants felt less time pressure after the time-saving service, and the less time pressure they felt, the more happiness they reported.

				Unlike division of labor, outsourcing does not involve repetitive tasks and inhumane working conditions (at least not for the person paying). It is all about freeing up time. To the extent that you are paying someone to do the tasks you don’t want to do and as a result gaining free time, it should increase your happiness. But does outsourcing detract from psychological richness, just as specialization and division of labor do? We have not empirically tested this, but there is a possibility that outsourcing could reduce psychological richness.

				A while ago, my wife and I were thinking about converting our unkempt side yard to a brick patio. After getting a few estimates, the lowest price we found was $9,000. We checked the material cost, which was about $4,000. We thought to ourselves, couldn’t we do all the digging and labor ourselves if it meant saving at least $5,000? We watched a couple of YouTube videos, and it seemed doable. Being cheap, we decided to do it ourselves. The rest is your typical DIY story. It was a lot more work than we had ever anticipated. Digging nine inches of a sloped, tree-root-filled, rock-hard clay-soil twenty-by-twenty-four-foot yard was hard. Tamping down the ground to create a firm and level base for bricks was taxing. Our house sat on the top of a hill and our worksite was on the opposite side of the driveway, making transporting three hundred bags of gravel and sand with a wheelbarrow an insanely difficult task. Not to mention carrying 2,000 bricks—it was literally backbreaking. There were many mornings when I was unable to get up because of the back pain. We questioned our decision many times. We blamed each other many times. We regretted not hiring someone else to do it instead. It took us almost three months to complete. In the end, the result was pretty good, but clearly not as good as what $9,000 would have accomplished in three to four days! Given how many hours we spent on the project, we weren’t sure if we’d saved much money in the end, either.

				And yet, years later, we still talk about memories from our patio project. While digging one day, I saw a snake and screamed! I have a phobia of snakes, so I jumped, though it was just a garden snake in hibernation. Before our project, I had never laid bricks. In general, I am not very handy, so my self-esteem when it comes to handiness is pretty low. But through our endeavors, I discovered that I’m not half bad at brick edging—a new discovery about myself. If we had hired someone to do everything for us, would I still be talking about it? Probably not, because I wouldn’t have discovered the snake in hibernation, nor my unknown brick-edging skills. Yes, our patio project produced a lot of stress, physical pain, and unhappiness during those three months. Outsourcing would have increased happiness in the short run. In the long run, however, we now have far more stories that we can tell our friends, as well as the undiluted raw emotion of pride, a sense of accomplishment, and memories of agony and pain.

				Outsourcing routine cleaning would have no opportunity cost in terms of psychological richness. After all, cleaning your house by yourself might not generate many interesting stories. So what’s the point, other than saving some money? In contrast, outsourcing a project like building a brick patio might be a mistake because it could have some opportunity cost for psychological richness. Hiring someone to do the job might inadvertently rob you of an opportunity to have an interesting experience that could add richness to your life story.

			

			
				7. Set Yourself Free from the Productivity Trap!

				To foster psychological richness in our lives, we must lean into the unfamiliar, the risky, and the challenging. Assembling a whole motorcycle is a lot more difficult and time-consuming than assembling a part of it. Building a brick patio is much harder than hiring someone to do it. Being a generalist requires broader perspectives than being a specialist. Familiarity generates reliable happiness, but it doesn’t generate much richness. In contrast, while a challenging project can produce a lot of negative emotions in the short run, it can also add psychological richness in the long run. Before hiring someone else to do a job, ask yourself: Could I do it myself? Would I have an interesting story to tell if I did? Is efficiency everything? Escape the productivity trap once in a while. Think of a slower way to do the same thing—bake your own bread; hand-grind your own coffee beans…do it yourself, and add some spice to your life.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter Nine

			Do Aesthetic Experiences Count?

			
				I was always going to the bookcase for another sip of the divine specific.

				—Virginia Woolf, The Waves

			

			
				1. How to Live 4,000 Lives

				Most psychologically rich experiences I have discussed so far are firsthand, direct experiences, like study abroad and building a patio. Can aesthetic experiences such as reading novels produce the same kind of psychological richness?

				Mohammed Aziz would certainly say yes. Aziz is a seventy-two-year-old bookseller in Rabat Medina, Morocco. He was orphaned at age six. He became a fisherman to try to make a living and achieve his dream of graduating high school. However, at age fifteen, the high cost of textbooks forced him to drop out. He channeled this frustration into a career selling books, starting out with only a rug and nine books set up in the shade under a tree. Now he owns a bookstore and spends six to eight hours a day reading. In an interview, he said, “My life revolves around reading…. I’ve read more than 4,000 books, so I’ve lived more than 4,000 lives.” Aziz works twelve hours a day and rarely takes vacations. All the same, he has accumulated a wealth of psychologically rich experiences by living 4,000 lives through 4,000 books.

				In Swann’s Way, the opening volume of his masterpiece In Search of Lost Time, Marcel Proust reflects upon his own reading experiences: “These afternoons were crammed with more dramatic events than occur, often, in a whole lifetime. These were the events taking place in the book I was reading.” He went on to describe the magic novelists wield, remarking how “for the space of an hour he [the novelist] sets free within us all the joys and sorrows in the world, a few of which only we should have to spend years of our actual life in getting to know, and the most intense of which would never be revealed to us.” So, yes, it is possible to lead a psychologically rich life via books.

				To me, Kazuo Ishiguro’s The Remains of the Day is not just an engrossing novel about Mr. Stevens, a British butler who works for the nobleman Lord Darlington until the end of World War II; it is also about moral dilemmas and the meaning of life. In the novel, Mr. Stevens (played by Anthony Hopkins in the film version) served Lord Darlington as best as he could. At the peak of his career, he managed a staff of twenty-eight as Lord Darlington hosted many important meetings during World War II. His greatest pride was his professionalism and ability to carefully plan and perfectly execute all his duties around the house. After the war, however, Darlington Hall, which had been kept in the Darlington family for many generations, was eventually sold to an American businessman, Mr. Farraday, and Mr. Stevens was reduced to managing a staff of only four. For the first time in his professional life, Mr. Stevens is given a real vacation, and he decides to take a trip to western England. For the first time, he has time to reflect upon his life up to that point and his time serving Lord Darlington.

				Mr. Stevens dedicated his whole life to Lord Darlington and Darlington Hall. He had a purpose in life. He had meaning in life—that is, until the war ended and Lord Darlington turned out to be a Nazi sympathizer and a naive, amateur diplomat whose actions ultimately harmed England. Did this render Mr. Stevens’s life a complete waste, or was his dedication worth something on its own? At the end of the novel, Mr. Stevens states: “Lord Darlington wasn’t a bad man. He wasn’t a bad man at all…. His lordship was a courageous man. He chose a certain path in life, it proved to be a misguided one, but there, he chose it, he can say that at least. As for myself, I cannot even claim that. You see, I trusted. I trusted in his lordship’s wisdom. All those years I served him, I trusted I was doing something worthwhile.”

				While reading this novel, I was mentally transported to Darlington Hall and the events of the 1930s and the early 1940s. For the first time, I wondered, could my dedication to something turn out to be completely misguided and harm humanity more than help? Being Japanese, I have always thought of imperial Japanese colonels and politicians as being pure evil, but I had never considered the morality of those who worked for them, who dedicated their lives to supporting them. The Remains of the Day challenged my views of some Japanese colonels during World War II and others in compromised situations: they might have been simply doing their jobs, (falsely) believing that they were serving for a greater good. This book certainly changed the way I view Japanese history. I might have been an evil colonel in their situations, a possibility that I had never entertained before. This was not a happy thought, but nevertheless made the reading experience deeper and richer.

			

			
				2. Psychologically Rich Films

				As the above example shows, it is possible to achieve psychological richness indirectly through books, movies, and art. But not all reading or watching experiences are rich. So what is the key to a psychologically rich aesthetic experience? First, while reading or watching, one gets so immersed in the narrative world described in the story that they don’t notice minor changes in the physical world around them (e.g., someone entering the room): a complete melding of attention, imagery, and feeling that psychologists call “transportation.” They have to be transported to the narrative world and experience the events in the story as if they were in them themselves. Second, just as in a physical experience, not every immersive experience is psychologically rich. It also has to be memorable. There have been many times when I watched a movie over the weekend, only to forget the plot after just a few days. In order for the reading or watching experience to be rich, it has to remain vivid in one’s memory. In other words, unless these experiences are retained in your mind, they are not enriching your life.

				Just as material wealth requires the accumulation of money, psychological richness requires the accumulation of interesting experiences, directly or indirectly. Some sensation-seekers go all over the world only to find that these diverse experiences do not seem to add up to a satisfying life. They constantly need new experiences. They are like high-income individuals who spend all the money they earn. Just as high-income individuals need to save money in order to be materially rich, the psychologically rich need to remember and cherish their experiences. The memory is crucial.

				Lastly, in order for reading and watching to be rich, it has to have some complexity and eventually change your perspective. The film Home Alone is highly immersive, fun, and even memorable. But it was not that psychologically rich, mainly because it did not have much complexity and did not change my perspective in life.

				What psychologically rich films have you watched? For me, Akira Kurosawa’s 1950 film Rashomon falls into this category of a rich aesthetic experience. The film revolves around a single event, the murder of a samurai, but the four main characters each provide completely different accounts of what happened. Each character leads the audience to believe that their version is the truth, but the next version goes on to contradict the previous one just as convincingly. Finally, just as the film seems to end on a depressing note about the cruelty of human nature and fallibility of human memory, a final event epitomizing human goodness emerges out of nowhere. During a time when I came to view the world as a terrible place, the film made me believe that the world is a hopeful place instead. I found Rashomon to be a deep, interesting, and psychologically rich film.

				If you’re too young for Rashomon, let’s consider The Matrix (1999). The film is memorable in many ways: the iconic choice between the red pill and blue pill; the confusion between reality and virtual reality. Morpheus says, “The Matrix is everywhere. It is all around us. Even now, in this very room. You can see it when you look out your window…. It is the world that has been pulled over your eyes to blind you from the truth.” “What truth?” Neo asks. Morpheus replies: “That you are a slave, Neo. Like everyone else you were born into bondage. Into a prison that you cannot taste or see or touch. A prison for your mind.” Gradually, you start to notice what is really happening to all the characters.

				If you’re too young for The Matrix, what about Parasite (2019)? This movie is about two families: the poor Kims and the wealthy Parks, both of whom have a son and a daughter. Somehow, all four members of the Kim family start working for the Park family and discover the life of the rich. Contrary to stereotypes that cast the poor as hopeless and incompetent, the two Kim children are smart, stylish, and cunning. They lie to the Parks and claim to be an artist and elite college student in order to be hired as an art tutor and an English tutor, respectively. On the other hand, contrary to the stereotypes that portray the rich as savvy and calculating, the Parks are nice and naive. In a memorable scene, Mr. Kim describes Ms. Park, saying, “She’s rich, but still nice.” Ms. Kim replies, “Not ‘rich, but still nice.’ She’s nice because she’s rich. Hell, if I had all this money, I’d be nice, too!” The film gives us a new way of thinking about the rich and the poor, abilities and opportunities, fairness and morality.

			

			
				3. So End the Chatter

				In his Critique of Judgment, Immanuel Kant distinguished beautiful arts from pleasant arts. He described pleasant arts as “those that are directed merely to enjoyment. Of this class are all those charming arts that can gratify a company at table…to this class belong all games which bring with them no further interest than that of making the time pass imperceptibly.” In contrast, “beautiful art is a mode of representation which is purposive for itself, and which, although devoid of [definite] purpose, yet furthers the culture of the mental powers in reference to social communication.” Here, Kant defines an aesthetic experience as something greater than the enjoyment of mere sensation but rather the enjoyment of what he calls “reflective judgment,” which involves some gap between sensation and reality and a new mental representation and understanding of an object.

				When Sonny Rollins, the legendary jazz saxophonist, was asked about art and, more specifically, why art matters, his reply evoked Kantian aesthetic judgments: “Technology is no savior. We can eat, sleep, look at screens, make money—all aspects of our physical existence—but that doesn’t mean anything. Art is the exact opposite. It’s infinite, and without it, the world wouldn’t exist as it does. It represents the immaterial soul: intuition, that which we feel in our hearts. Art matters today more than ever because it outlives the contentious political veneer that is cast over everything…. Art, in the same way, both inspires us to go out and find something new and highlights what we don’t know.”

				In his essay “The Power of Art in a Political Age,” David Brooks echoes Sonny Rollins’s point. Brooks writes, “Like a lot of people, I spend too much of my time enmeshed in politics…. So I’m trying to take countermeasures. I flee to the arts.” Art, he says, “prompts you to stop in your tracks, take a breath and open yourself up so that you can receive what it is offering, often with a kind of childlike awe and reverence…artworks widen your emotional repertoire. When you read a poem or see a piece of sculpture, you haven’t learned a new fact, but you’ve had a new experience.” We can open ourselves up to new experiences not just through reading novels and poems, but also by looking at art.

				Rollins’s and Brooks’s takes on the arts remind me of Martin Heidegger’s “Das Gerede” (endless chatter). In Being and Time, Heidegger argued that we live by “following the route of gossiping and passing the word along,” and that the endless chatter of everyday life obscures what is truly important. In the world of “Das Gerede,” we understand everything without thinking deeply on our own. We are bombarded with “the constant possibility of distraction.” Social media is endless chatter. Small talk is endless chatter. This chatter makes life feel uprooted, groundless, and floating. Between our to-do lists and endless distractions, we rarely have a moment to think deeply, or to convene with the sublime.

				For me, arts and sports provide rare moments to escape the endless chatter of everyday life. Looking at Mark Rothko’s No. 13 (White, Red on Yellow) and his other color field paintings is always a unique, visceral experience. The simple color and fuzzy lines are calming, absorbing, even moving, maybe because I know Rothko was depressed and ultimately took his own life. Or maybe it has nothing to do with this background knowledge. I’ve sat in front of No. 13 in the Metropolitan Museum of Art many times. It draws me in and I forget about everything else. As Mark Rothko once said, “A painting is not about an experience. It is an experience.”

			

			
				4. Finally Some Data

				In his 1971 book, Aesthetics and Psychobiology, Daniel Berlyne summarized a series of experiments on aesthetic judgments. His major finding was that there are different, optimal levels of complexity for pleasantness and interestingness. Simple geometric figures are typically perceived to be more pleasant than complex ones, whereas complex ones are typically perceived to be more interesting than simple ones.

				In one experiment, Berlyne manipulated two factors of geometric figures: the first was symmetry (i.e., how symmetrical and homogeneous elements were), and the other was the number of elements (i.e., one to five elements vs. numerous elements). Some figures were simple and symmetrical, some were simple and asymmetrical, some were complex and symmetrical, and the others were complex and asymmetrical. Participants rated the simple and symmetrical figures to be the most pleasant, followed by complex and symmetrical, simple and asymmetrical, and complex and asymmetrical. Symmetry was key to pleasantness. Yet, Berlyne found that participants rated simple and symmetrical figures (rated most pleasing) to also be the least interesting. Complexity and asymmetry added interestingness, whereas they detracted from pleasantness.

				More recently, Paul Silvia and Samuel Turner Jr. conducted an intriguing experiment on aesthetic judgments. Participants looked at thirteen classical paintings, six of which were calming, such as Dance Foyer at the Opera by Edgar Degas and The Water Lily Pond by Claude Monet. The other seven were disturbing, such as Francis Bacon’s Figure with Meat (the pope in horror surrounded by two cow carcasses) and Francisco Goya’s Saturn Devouring His Son (yes, a god eating human flesh). These paintings are quite shocking and grotesque, particularly in comparison to the famously serene, warm painting by Monet. After looking at each painting, participants reported how interesting or uninteresting, boring or engaging, enjoyable or unenjoyable, pleasing or displeasing, comprehensible or incomprehensible, familiar or unfamiliar each painting was. Results showed that pleasantness ratings were predicted by comprehensibleness, familiarity, and simpleness. In other words, the easier to understand and simpler the paintings were, the more pleasant they were. In contrast, interestingness ratings were predicted by disturbingness and unpleasantness. That is, the more disturbing and unpleasant they were, the more interesting the paintings were.

				In another experiment, Silvia explored the role of comprehension. For instance, participants were asked to read Scott MacLeod’s famously abstract poem The Life of Haifisch. Those who were not provided with any background information could not understand it and did not find it interesting. In contrast, the other participants who read the same poem but with more background information, such as its title and the explanation that Haifisch means “shark” in German, found it more comprehensible and far more interesting. There is an intricate line. For art to be appreciated, it must be at least minimally comprehensible.

				While at the University of Virginia, I had the chance to work with two students, Erin Westgate and Nick Buttrick, with whom I read the existing literature on experimental aesthetics such as Paul Silvia’s. We wondered if reading all kinds of books early on in life helped readers appreciate more complexity and lead an intellectually rich life. So we asked over 5,000 people about their reading habits during childhood, their current cognitive styles, and their perceived levels of psychological richness. We assumed that reading in general would be associated with a more flexible cognitive style and more psychological richness. Our findings were more intricate than we had anticipated.

				First, as predicted, individuals who grew up reading a lot of literary fiction were indeed more attributionally complex (i.e., able to think of multiple reasons why someone might behave a certain way) and led a psychologically richer life as adults than those who did not. Second, unexpectedly, those who grew up reading a lot of romance novels were significantly less attributionally complex than those who did not. These readers seemed to “essentialize” to a greater degree than those who had read less romance. For instance, early romance readers tended to hold a more simplistic view of the world: Joe is a jerk, Jill is an angel, baseball is a bore, opera is for old people, and so on. In contrast, those who grew up reading a lot of literary fiction were less likely to essentialize and more likely to think that Joe could be a jerk to some but also sweet and generous to homeless people, for example. Third, these findings were replicated using other measures, such as the essentialism scale. The findings remained significant after statistically controlling for participants’ age, gender, education, income, and political orientation—the link between reading a lot of literary fiction and cognitive complexity was there but not because those readers were more educated, older, or more politically liberal.

				In the end, we found empirical support for Lionel Trilling’s main thesis in his 1950 book The Liberal Imagination: “Literature is the human activity that takes the fullest and most precise account of variousness, possibilities, complexity, and difficulty.” Our studies were correlational, so the causal role of reading literature needs to be tested in the future. Overall, reading literature is associated with more cognitive complexity and better perspective-taking skills (skills and abilities to see another person’s behavior from that person’s perspective rather than from an observer’s perspective), and it appears to help us appreciate the ups and downs of our own lives.

				I have repeatedly argued that a perspective change is a key to a psychologically rich experience, though so far I have not provided empirical evidence for this claim. In a series of experiments, Jordan Axt, Hyewon Choi, and I tested whether a figure with multiple views, like a figure-ground drawing, would be more visually rich than a figure with one view.
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						Figure 2. Noma Bar’s Hangover. Copyright permission obtained from Noma Bar

					
				
				Look at Noma Bar’s drawing of a skinny, tall glass filled with beer (Figure 2, above). The foam on top is shaped so that, when viewed a certain way, it looks like a face. In one experiment, we showed this image on screen and asked participants a question: “What do you see?” After they wrote their answer, they moved on to another page with a new question: “Now, what else do you see?” Most see a glass of beer first. But afterward, many see a face—that is, an eye, nose, and mouth. Depending on your perspective, you see beer or a face.

				Another group of participants saw an altered image of the beer glass (Figure 3). Everything is the same except that the foam in this glass does not look like a face, because I removed the bubble that was the “eye” in the first drawing. That is, the altered image is just a glass filled with beer. We asked the same two questions: “What do you see?” Then, “What else do you see?” Again, most of them saw a glass of beer. But none of them saw a face. The first group of participants saw a series of figure-ground drawings one at a time and were asked to write about what they saw. The second group saw a series of slightly altered drawings—essentially the same images as the first group saw, but lacking the secondary object—and were asked to write about what they saw. Then all the participants were asked to evaluate the drawings and report their current moods.
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						Figure 3. An altered image of Noma Bar’s Hangover

					
				
				In a series of experiments, we found that participants who saw the figure-ground drawings found them psychologically richer—that is, more interesting, intriguing, and refreshing, and less boring and clichéd—than those who saw the drawings with a clear main figure. A subtle visual difference made a huge psychological difference between the two groups. The figure-ground group saw multiple things in one drawing. Perhaps they were puzzled at first, with some vague feeling that something was different. That feeling then turned into a more certain identification of the secondary view. In contrast, the control group saw drawings that were singular, clear, and unambiguous. Notably, the figure-ground drawings did not evoke different moods in any of the experiments. Participants in the control condition were as happy as those in the figure-ground condition. Even so, a slight addition of complexity and unexpectedness enhanced visual and perceptual richness, as if it were an aesthetic spice.

			

			
				5. Then There Are Sports

				For some, sports are simply a pastime, what Kant called “games which bring with them no further interest than that of making the time pass imperceptibly.” For others, sports are more than just entertainment. Sports are particularly powerful sources of drama, mainly because the outcome is not scripted. You never really know what will happen. When you think you’ve won the World Series, a star first baseman could miss a routine groundball, letting it go through his legs; the next thing you know, the other team has won the championship (this really happened, in 1986). Then there are impossible passes by Magic Johnson and improbable dunks by Michael Jordan and LeBron James at the least expected moments. There is drama and beauty in high-level sports. Indeed, watching sports could be construed as an aesthetic experience, as philosopher Stephen Mumford describes in detail in his 2012 book Watching Sport: Aesthetics, Ethics and Emotion.

				To me, one of the real incentives to come to the U.S. was a chance to see the National Basketball Association (NBA) and Major League Baseball (MLB). Here is one of the dramatic turn of events that happened to my favorite team, the Houston Rockets, in 1995. The Rockets won their first NBA championship during the 1993–1994 season, led by my favorite player, Hakeem Olajuwon. The next year, during the 1994–1995 season, the Rockets started out by winning nine games in a row, and it looked to everyone like another championship season.

				But then their offense struggled. The Rockets ultimately ended the regular season with a 47-35 record and were the number six seed in the Western Conference playoffs. It was a disappointing end of the regular season. In the first round of playoffs, they faced the number-three-seeded Utah Jazz, who ended the regular season with a 60-22 record and had Karl Malone and John Stockton on their roster. Utah initially led the five-game series 2 to 1. One more win and Utah would move on. However, in game four Houston won: the series was now tied at 2 to 2. For game five, they went back to Utah. Would Utah’s home court advantage end the Rockets’ season? Nope, Houston beat Utah 95 to 91.

				In the second round of playoffs, Houston faced the number two seed, the Phoenix Suns. Phoenix led 3 to 1 in the seven-game series. Again, one more loss and Houston’s season would have been over. They had to win three games in a row in order to win the series. Phoenix had a chance to win game five, but their star forward, Charles Barkley, uncharacteristically missed both free throws toward the end of regulation and the game went into overtime. In the end, Houston won game five in Phoenix, and the rest is history. They won game six at home and game seven in Phoenix. In the conference finals, Houston beat the number-one-seeded San Antonio Spurs. Then they swept the Orlando Magic in the finals and won their second consecutive NBA championship.

				The number-six-seeded team winning it all is truly unbelievable, but coming back from 1-2 in a best of five series AND from 1-3 in a best of seven series is practically unheard of. There were many moments during the playoffs when I thought it was over. But it wasn’t. Head coach Rudy Tomjanovich famously proclaimed, “Don’t ever underestimate the heart of a champion!” The 1995 playoffs were moving, dramatic, and a whole lot psychologically richer than watching a number one seed win the championship. An underdog victory like this expands your view of what is possible.

			

			
				6. Why Aesthetic Experiences Matter

				So, yes, reading a poem or novel, watching a film, looking at a piece of artwork, or watching an awe-inspiring athletic performance increases psychological richness. It requires our own interpretation of the poet’s, novelist’s, filmmaker’s, or artist’s personal beliefs and expression, and recognition of beauty in athletes’ extraordinary actions. In this sense, it differs from firsthand experiences gained through personal adventures. Nonetheless, we can still have very real, immediate experiences through arts and sports under the right circumstances.

				At the end of Time Regained, the final volume of In Search of Lost Time, Proust talks about the role of art more generally: “Through art alone are we able to emerge from ourselves, to know what another person sees of a universe which is not the same as our own and of which, without art, the landscapes would remain as unknown to us as those that may exist on the moon. Thanks to art, instead of seeing one world only, our own, we see that world multiply itself and we have at our disposal as many worlds as there are original artists, worlds more different one from the other than those which revolve in infinite space, worlds which, centuries after the extinction of the fire from which their light first emanated, whether it is called Rembrandt or Vermeer, send us still each one its special radiance.” In his real life, Proust was often sick and refrained from traveling too far. Even so, he experienced multiple worlds across time and geography thanks to art.

				Film critic Roger Ebert watched over 10,000 movies and wrote over 6,000 reviews. He forgot about most of the films eventually, but he remembered those he deemed worth remembering. Ebert explained that “if you pay attention to the movies they will tell you what people desire and fear in their deepest secrets. At least, the good ones will. That’s why we go, hoping to be touched in those secret places.” The more you are touched in those secret places, the more psychologically rich your inner life becomes. Ebert, who was born in Urbana, Illinois, graduated from the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, and lived all his adult life in Chicago, might not have led a life of physical, geographical exploration, but he certainly led a life of aesthetic and intellectual exploration.

				When we are absorbed in a complex narrative world or the unscripted world of sports, we are transported and transformed. It is a transcending experience that is different from our typical everyday experiences, that produces a different set of thoughts and emotions, and that sometimes gives us a glimpse of an unforeseen possibility and a new perspective on life. In short, a psychologically rich experience.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter Ten

			The Point of Exploration

			
				And the purpose of life, after all, is to live it, to taste experience to the utmost, to reach out eagerly and without fear for newer and richer experience. You can do that only if you have curiosity, an unquenchable spirit of adventure.

				—Eleanor Roosevelt, You Learn by Living

			

			
				1. What the Great Tit Knows

				A WWE match could be an interesting weekend outing. A visit to a national park might evoke awe and wonder you rarely experience in your everyday life. Schindler’s List will make you cry and cry. “So what?” you might ask (despite reading the last chapter). Aren’t these activities all what the philosopher Blaise Pascal would have called “diversions”? Other than filling people’s time to avoid boredom, do these activities have any genuine benefits? In other words, what is the point of exploration?

				Nature may have an answer. The great tit (Parus major) is a bird in the tit family Paridae, about five inches in length. It is a common species in Europe, North Africa, the Middle East, and Central Asia. English zoologist John Richard Krebs and colleagues tested whether the great tits will “know” where to forage when two patches of vegetation differ in terms of availability of food. When one patch was far better than the other (e.g., 50 percent difference in food availability), the great tits explored a bit (about ten hops), figured out which one was better, and stuck with the better one, or “exploited” it. When the difference in food availability was small (e.g., 10 percent difference), they explored a lot more (over forty hops on average) before settling on the slightly better one.

				The scientists also ran computer simulations and compared simulated optimal results with the actual experimental data from the great tits. Shockingly, the great tits’ choices were almost identical to the ideal simulated behaviors. That is, great tits instinctively used an ideal, explore-then-exploit foraging strategy and adjusted the degree of exploration depending on the levels of food availability in different patches.

				By definition, a psychologically rich life leans toward “exploration” strategies rather than “exploitation” strategies. Like the great tits, people seem to vary their strategies according to their circumstances. In fall 2019, when we asked 585 UVA students what kind of college life they would like to have, we found that the degree to which they chose the psychologically rich life dramatically differed by what year of college they were in.
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									Figure 4. An Ideal College Life: What College Students Prefer (Forced-Choice Data from UVA).
							

						
					

				

				Among first-year students, a psychologically rich college life was the most popular option, a happy life second, and a meaningful life last. Among sophomores, a happy life was the top answer, followed by a psychologically rich life. Among juniors, all three options were equally attractive. Finally, among seniors, a meaningful life was the most popular, closely followed by a happy life. Early on, many college students prefer exploration. However, just like great tits, once they figure out what they want to do, their priorities seem to shift toward dedicating themselves to achieving a meaningful life. We learned that UVA students tend, like the great tits, to use the explore-then-exploit strategy.

			

			
				2. Kepler’s Choice

				But are these UVA students following the optimal strategy? Do humans use the optimal exploration-exploitation strategy in general? Cognitive psychologists Peter Todd and Geoffrey Miller are in a better position than myself to answer these questions, as they are the experts on the optimal explore-exploit strategy in various decision-making situations. They authored a fun and informative article entitled “From Pride and Prejudice to Persuasion: Satisficing in Mate Search.”

				The chapter starts with the story of Johannes Kepler, a German astronomer and mathematician. His first wife died of cholera in 1611; Kepler did not mourn much, as his first marriage was not a happy one. Soon afterward, he began a methodical search for a new wife. He thoroughly courted and interviewed eleven women over a two-year period. Friends urged him to choose candidate number four, a woman of high status and large dowry. However, she rejected his proposal because he made her wait too long. So he went with his personal favorite, candidate number five. Though she was not from the wealthiest family, she was well educated and is thought to have provided favorable domestic conditions for Kepler to produce four more major works. Kepler took his time, explored widely, brought excitement and vigor to the search, and chose his second wife well. He was happily married.

				Kepler was the leading mathematician of his time, so he probably had a very good sense of probability theorems. In statistics, there is a famous problem called the “secretary problem.” In this task, you are supposed to make the best possible hiring decision based on a series of interviews. Researchers measure how many candidates from a set pool you interview before deciding to hire a particular individual. You cannot go back to previous interviewees, and you must make binary decisions (yes or no) until you make a yes (hire) decision. Computer simulations show that the optimal strategy here is to interview the first 37 percent of candidates (i.e., saying no to all of them) and from that point on decide whether a new candidate is better than the best of the first 37 percent. This is called the “37 percent rule.” How many people actually follow the 37 percent rule? Very few.

				If you had 100 potential mates, would you date 37 of them at least once and then start using the 37 percent rule until you find the best available one? Probably not. This is because dating so many people is costly, not only financially but also psychologically. In addition, even when you finally think you have found The One, that person might say no to your proposal. Then your extensive search would be wasted. It makes more sense to settle on the first person you like well enough who likes you back.

				Nevertheless, it is interesting to know that psychologists have conducted a lot of secretary problem (SP) experiments that minimize additional search costs (e.g., just flipping another card instead of finding a time and location to meet a date). Even in an artificial lab experiment where the search cost is little, only a fraction of people use the optimal search strategy. For instance, only 30 percent of college students followed the 37 percent rule under experimental conditions, though college students were slightly better than pigeons, of which only 17 percent followed the rule. Herbranson and colleagues concluded as follows: “Across three experiments, pigeons and humans failed to consistently use the optimal solution to the SP. Most importantly, both species failed to do so in the same way: They made selections too soon, before considering the ideal number of options.”

				If people make a selection too early in a task with little search cost, then they are far more likely to make a selection too early in a real mating task with high search cost and rejection probability. Indeed, economists argue that people make suboptimal choices in mate selection because they do not explore enough. For most people, the more exploration they do, the better choices they make.

			

			
				3. The “Take a Dozen” Heuristic

				Psychologists Samantha Cohen and Peter Todd analyzed nationally representative data collected by the Centers for Disease Control to gain insight into the exploration-exploitation trade-off in real marital decisions. They learned that some people spend a long time dating several people before getting married, whereas others spend a short time dating a few and settle down quickly. In explore-exploit trade-off terminology, the first group explored for a long time before exploiting, whereas the second group explored for a short period before exploiting. The animal behavior literature and computer simulations both suggest that insufficient exploration results in more errors. Of course, if one mate were far better than the rest, there would be no need to explore—the choice would be obvious. But in a real mating context, there are many potential mates with only slight differences in overall value. This means that it is better to explore more before settling down on one mate. The CDC data indicates that those who spend less time exploring (those who get married quickly after starting a serious relationship) are indeed more likely to end their marriage in divorce than those who spend more time exploring before marriage. So, on average, the more exploration, the more marital stability.

				The CDC data are consistent with the 37 percent rule. However, Peter Todd and Geoffrey Miller take issue with the 37 percent rule on several grounds. For example, animals can’t really tell the difference between the best possible mate and a top 10 percent mate. Also, for animals, finding the best mate isn’t critical. Rather, being able to find one of the best options is (e.g., the top 10 percent). What if we change the criterion from the best option to one of the best options? Now a more cursory search—looking at the first 14 percent instead of the first 37 percent—yields the highest probability of success, when the number of potential mates is set to 100. When the number of potential mates is set to 1,000, an even more cursory search of just 3 percent yields the highest probability of finding someone from the top 10 percent. In other words, if there were 100 potential mates, you would only need to look at the first 14 mates carefully and then pick the next mate that is better than the best one from the first 14. In the case of 1,000 potential mates, you would need to look at 30 mates carefully and pick the next one that is better than the best of the first 30. A lot more reasonable than the 37 percent rule.

				In the end, Todd and Miller argue that the “take a dozen” heuristic, regardless of the problem set, does a pretty good job of finding a top 10 percent option. This means when you next look for a new romantic partner or a new apartment, you had better consider at least a dozen before making a decision. Though it is a lot easier than the 37 percent rule, the “take a dozen” heuristic is still pretty demanding. How do people have twelve serious relationships before marriage? Kepler did a rather thorough job of considering eleven candidates over two years—pretty close to Todd and Miller’s “take a dozen” heuristic.

			

			
				4. The Geography of Marriage: Cupid’s Short Flights

				If Kepler and the statisticians above have figured out the optimal solution to many of our decisions, why don’t we explore more? Aside from search cost and rejection probability, what else is key? And can it tell us something about the psychologically rich life?

				An answer might lie in sociology and social psychology. James Bossard, a sociologist at the University of Pennsylvania, obtained 5,000 marriage licenses submitted in Philadelphia and surrounding counties in 1931, and examined where the pairs had lived at the time of application. In order to learn about the geography of marriage in Philadelphia, Bossard wanted to see how far people lived from each other before they decided to get married. If bachelors and bachelorettes explored their options widely, many would marry someone who lived far away from them.

				It turned out that Philadelphians in the 1930s found their partners nearby. Only 890 couples, or 17.8 percent, were made up of a partner living in Philadelphia and the other living outside the city before marriage. The remaining 82.2 percent of the couples had lived separately in Philadelphia before marriage. The most famous findings from this research were that over half of the couples had lived within twenty blocks of each other before marriage, and that 33.58 percent of them had lived within five blocks or less! Although eligible bachelors and bachelorettes in a large city like Philadelphia have literally hundreds of thousands of potential mates, the majority of them appeared to consider only those who lived close to them. How else would the majority of matches have been made within twenty city blocks? Reflecting upon his findings, Bossard commented, “Cupid may have wings, but apparently they are not adapted for long flights.”

				Living nearby could indicate many factors. For one thing, in 1931 Philadelphia was ethnically and racially segregated. Thus, proximity also meant shared cultural, linguistic, and religious backgrounds, which was particularly important then. Proximity also meant that people were more likely to have interactions nearby than they would with people who lived farther away. That is, the chance of acquaintanceship was dramatically higher if they lived close by.

				You might say, well, the Philadelphia study is great, but that was 1931. A lot has changed, including where people live, how they meet, and whom they marry. In 1931, it was nearly impossible to marry someone of a different race. Even among the white population, people from different religions rarely married each other. Now, with the popularity of online dating platforms, the number of potential mates seems to have exponentially grown. Is the residential proximity effect a thing of the past?

				Karen Haandrikman and her colleagues asked this exact question, looking at the vital statistics for the entire population of the Netherlands. Yes, you read that right: the entire population of the Netherlands. More specifically, they selected 289,248 individuals who started cohabitation as domestic partners between January 1, 2004, and December 31, 2004.

				First, the researchers looked at where each individual had lived prior to cohabitation. Because there was a chance that those who submitted the cohabitation application as partners during 2004 had already been living together, the researchers also looked at the residential distance between each partner roughly five years prior to cohabitation. Both sets of data showed that the most common residential distance between partners prior to cohabitation was just one kilometer, or .62 miles. Roughly 13 percent of newly cohabiting couples had lived roughly one kilometer away from each other right before they started cohabitating; roughly 10.5 percent of them had lived roughly one kilometer away five years before they started cohabitating. The median distance was 6.2 kilometers (3.85 miles) right before cohabitation, 7.8 kilometers (4.85 miles) five years before, and 22.9 kilometers (14.23 miles) at birth. That is, half of Dutch people who started cohabitating in 2004 chose a partner who had been born less than fifteen miles away from their own birthplace. These statistics suggest an astonishingly small world, even for a quite cosmopolitan European country. Online dating became popular in the early 2000s. Yet Cupid in the Netherlands in 2004 was no different from Cupid in Philadelphia in 1931—not adapted for long flights. What does this tell us?

			

			
				5. The Propinquity Effect

				In the late 1940s, social psychologists Leon Festinger, Stan Schachter, and Kurt Back were also interested in distance and relationships when they set out to examine friendship formation in two MIT residential complexes: Westgate and Westgate West. Unlike the city of Philadelphia, there were no ethnic enclaves—no Chinatown where Chinese immigrants would gravitate, for example—so the selection effect (i.e., a resident choosing to live in a particular area) was kept to a minimum.

				Festinger and colleagues knew exactly where all the participants in this study lived, and asked one simple question: “What three people in Westgate or Westgate West do you see most of socially?” In the microcosm of a college dorm, their research replicated the Philadelphia and Dutch findings: 112 out of the possible 187 friendship nominations, or 60 percent, lived next door or in the unit connected directly through staircases. Only seven nominations were made of someone living four units away or more. So, physical distance clearly matters. The other interesting finding from the study was that functional distance also matters. Those who lived close to the staircases were far more likely to become friends with someone living on a different floor than those who lived farther away from the staircases. What this suggests is that physical and functional distance dictate the probability of a chance meeting, and that the more frequently one meets someone informally, the more likely it is that a friendship emerges. In the context of college dorms, where cultural, ethnic, and religious backgrounds are randomized, Festinger’s findings point to the surprising power of geography and repeated chance meetings. But why do chance encounters matter?

			

			
				6. The Mere Exposure Effect

				At their best, social psychologists work by identifying an association between two variables in the real world (e.g., residential proximity and friendship), then test causal mechanisms, or what accounts for the observed correlation. What repeated chance meetings do is increase familiarity. Bob Zajonc, one of the greatest social psychologists of all time, zeroed in on the familiarity effect, or what he called the “mere exposure effect,” in a series of experiments.

				Even before he conducted this series of experiments, Zajonc made an ingenious refinement of previous research on word frequency and its link to perceived “desirability” of a word (i.e., how good or bad a word sounds). Word frequency was measured by how often each word appeared in published books and magazines in the 1920s and 1930s, in painstaking work conducted by Edward Thorndike and Irving Lorge. Desirability was determined by aggregating English speakers’ ratings of various English words. Everyone agrees that the word “good” is good, but not as good as the word “better.” But, in terms of word frequency, the word “good” is used far more often than the word “better.” So, if frequent encounters increase the desirability of a word, then the word “good” should be more desirable than the word “better.” Indeed, participants in a psychology experiment reported that the word “good” is more desirable than the word “better”!

				The findings from this research on word frequency are fascinating, but they are still correlational. That is, we cannot infer a causal effect between frequency and liking a word. So Zajonc designed an experiment in which participants were presented with nonsense words such as “iktitaf,” “afworbu,” and “saricik.” The experimenter told the participants that these were “Turkish” words (they weren’t) and showed them how to pronounce each. The participants were then asked to pronounce each word. Afterward, they were asked to guess the meaning of each “Turkish” word in terms of how good or bad they are. Some words were presented only once or twice, while others were presented ten or twenty-five times. That was how Zajonc manipulated familiarity. He found that all twelve nonsense words were rated higher on goodness when presented more frequently than when presented less frequently. He then replicated this initial finding with Chinese characters. In the next experiment, Zajonc used photos of graduating Michigan State University seniors and replicated again that those same photos were better liked when presented more frequently to the participants than when they were presented less frequently.

				The story of the mere exposure effect doesn’t stop here. Richard Moreland and Bob Zajonc ran a field experiment in a real college classroom. They selected four female research assistants who were rated as equally attractive to attend an introduction to psychology class with various degrees of frequency. One woman never attended the lecture, the second woman attended five times, the third woman attended ten times, and the fourth one attended fifteen times over the course of the semester. They were instructed to enter the lecture hall, walk the same staircases, and sit in the same area, so that most students could see them. They were all dressed in a casual fashion.

				At the end of the semester, students in the class were asked to rate the photos of the four women in terms of attractiveness, familiarity, and perceived similarities (to the rater). The results were very similar to the earlier lab experiments: the attractiveness ratings (on the 1 to 7 point scale) in this field experiment increased linearly as exposure increased: 3.62 for the woman who never showed up in the lecture, 3.88 for the woman who showed up five times, 4.25 for the woman who showed up ten times, and 4.38 for the woman who showed up fifteen times.

				Likewise, more exposure was associated with more perceived similarities, as well. Interestingly, the mere exposure effect seems to happen without much awareness. For instance, when students were explicitly asked whether they knew these four women, nobody said yes. Very few people said they had seen them before. Yet, in terms of familiarity, they rated the women who attended the lecture ten and fifteen times more familiar than those who did not attend or attended only five times.

				In this series of experiments, Zajonc and colleagues showed that repeated exposure amplifies not only familiarity, but also perceived similarity (to the rater) and favorability. Previous research already convincingly demonstrated that perceived similarity leads to attraction. New experiments showed that residential proximity increases both familiarity and perceived similarity, thereby enhancing the interpersonal attractiveness of those around us. These elegant experiments demonstrate that mere exposure increases favorability, providing a compelling causal claim for the Philadelphia marriage study and the Dutch cohabitation study. Repeated chance meetings do magnify attraction between people, sometimes resulting in a romantic relationship.

			

			
				7. The Mere Exposure Effect Goes Shopping

				These mere exposure effects may influence other aspects of our lives, too. For instance, have you wondered why American cities and suburbs look alike? When I first went to a large shopping mall in Staten Island, New York, I was impressed by the size and number of stores. When I later went to a medium-sized shopping mall in a suburb of Portland, Maine, I was puzzled. Why did these two malls look exactly the same? Why were so many of the stores I’d seen in a Staten Island mall also in Portland’s mall?

				As a graduate student, I started going to psychology conferences in various cities around the U.S. and experienced a similar feeling. I would fly into a large airport, which was usually located in a faraway suburb of a major city. A taxi then takes a huge multilane highway, passing cookie-cutter housing developments, box stores, and shopping malls before finally reaching the downtown area where the conference usually takes place. Why do all these cities look alike? This was not the case in Japan: Tokyo and Osaka are both large cities with many high-rise buildings and large train stations. Yet they have very different feels, perhaps due to the overwhelming number of local stores, restaurants, and cafés. In American suburbs, whether you’re outside of New York or LA, you can expect to see the same stores, like Target and Whole Foods, and the same restaurants, like the Cheesecake Factory and Panera.

				When I was in Charlottesville, I would go to a local coffee shop every day and never went to Starbucks. But when I was traveling, I would realize that all of a sudden I loved going to Starbucks. When I was in the psychology building (Gilmer Hall) in Charlottesville and saw a graduate student walking by, I would greet them with a very curt “hey.” When I saw the same graduate student at a conference in Las Vegas, I went “Hey, Gary, so nice to see you!” and almost hugged him. Would I ever hug him in Gilmer Hall? No chance. So, a familiar person or store seems to be particularly attractive when you are away from familiar places and surrounded by strangers. Is it possible that the mere exposure effect is even stronger when you’re in an unfamiliar setting?

				To find out, my students and I decided to use residential mobility data from the U.S. census to approximate how often people meet strangers, based on the reasoning that, in a city where a lot of people move, the chance of being surrounded by strangers is a lot higher than in a city where people don’t move. We tested whether there were more national chain stores such as Chili’s, Whole Foods, and Payless Shoes in mobile states such as Nevada and Florida than in stable states such as Pennsylvania and West Virginia. The idea is that national chain stores are more familiar than local stores in a new town and offer psychological comfort. If so, national chain stores should be more popular in U.S. states where there are a lot of newcomers, such as Nevada and Florida. Sure enough, there are more national chain stores in mobile states than in stable states. This is true even when controlling for median income and the total population (as richer, more populated states would attract more businesses).

				We also found that University of Virginia students who grew up moving more frequently liked national chain stores more than UVA students who grew up in one place. In a final series of experiments, we manipulated the mindset of residential mobility by asking some participants to think about getting a job right after UVA that required them to move to a new city every other year, some to think about getting a job right after UVA that required them to live in the same city for at least ten years, and the others to think about a typical day in their own lives (the control group). We then gave a modified version of Zajonc’s mere exposure task, one with Chinese characters and the other with portrait photos.

				In all three conditions, we observed the mere exposure effect, replicating the earlier findings. Most importantly, though, we found that in the residential mobility condition participants showed a particularly strong familiarity-liking effect. That is, when they thought about moving around frequently in the future, they liked a familiar Chinese character or a familiar face more than when they thought about staying in one place for a long time or about a typical day. It turned out that those in the mobility condition used more anxiety-related words while describing their future mobile lives than those in the stability or the control conditions, and that the more anxiety-related words participants used, the stronger familiarity-liking effect they showed. In other words, stress and anxiety amplify our tendency to like a familiar object.

				The mere exposure effect is a replicable phenomenon and fun to read about. But let’s think about its implications critically. What about the secretary problem as it applies to finding a partner? You are supposed to explore unfamiliar candidates before settling down in order to make an optimal decision. You are supposed to seriously consider a dozen potential mates if you want to have a really good partner. These are stressful processes. Psychological research shows that our tendency to like a familiar object and our aversion to extra effort makes us settle down prematurely. Our own research further shows that this bad mental habit gets worse when we are under stress. Ironically, when you are in a new place, the conservative mindset kicks in in full force and makes you search for familiarity.

				When I studied abroad at Bates, there were only three other Japanese students: Yoko, Kiyomi, and Mariko. I am ashamed to say that I hung out with those three Japanese students far more than I probably should have. Why did I go all the way from Tokyo to Lewiston, Maine, to hang out with other Japanese people? It doesn’t make rational sense, but psychologically it does. We can commiserate and understand each other. Familiarity is a powerful force. It gives us comfort. It’s a psychological teddy bear. The mere exposure effect exerts its strongest effect, and a psychological teddy bear is most attractive, paradoxically and unfortunately, when we are exploring the world and putting ourselves in uncomfortable situations.

			

			
				8. Love It or List It

				Take house hunting, for example. When you moved to a new city, where did you rent first? If you eventually bought a house in that city, where was it? In Japanese, there is a proverb, Sumeba Miyako: once you live somewhere, whatever city you land in (even an undesirable one) becomes your capital (best) city. When I first moved to the University of Minnesota, we rented an apartment in downtown Saint Paul for one year. Most folks recommended Uptown Minneapolis. Indeed, at first we found downtown Saint Paul less convenient than Uptown. But we found a coffee shop we liked. We found a Japanese restaurant we liked. By October of that year, we were looking for a condo in the downtown Saint Paul area. We then moved to Charlottesville and immediately bought a small house in North Downtown. After ten years, the first house became too small for a family of four. So we moved to a larger house in what neighborhood? North Downtown!

				In the popular HGTV series Love It or List It, the couples featured have houses that need major renovations. One of the hosts, Hilary, is a designer who helps the couple renovate their house. The other host, David, is a real estate agent who helps the couple find a new home in a new neighborhood. David shows three houses that meet the couple’s wish list. Objectively speaking, the houses shown by David typically appear to be more attractive than the renovated old house. Yet every time I’ve watched the show, the couple has loved the renovation and opted not to list it to move to a new house—they loved their neighborhood too much to leave. This is a prime example of the familiarity bias that we’ve discussed previously.

				The behavioral economist Richard Thaler discovered a related phenomenon known as the “endowment effect.” Let’s say I was selling a coffee mug for $5, and you were nice enough to buy it from me. Then, a week later, I asked you if I could buy it back from you, and if so, how much I would have to pay for it. Logically speaking, the value of the coffee mug should not have increased during that week—if anything, the now “used” coffee mug should be worth less than $5. However, in experiments like this one, it turns out that most people want a lot more than $5! Typically, the lowest price participants were willing to sell a possession of their own was twice as much as the highest price they were willing to pay to purchase that same object. For the same mug they paid $5 for, they wanted others to pay $10. This is the psychology of ownership, or the endowment effect. Once you own something, the value of that object increases to you. This is why most people overestimate how valuable their houses are. Because they own it and are familiar with it, they like it and think it is more valuable than most others would—another reason why Love It or List It couples tend to love it more than they list it.

				The draw of familiarity is often stronger than that of variety, too. In a study where consumers were asked to plan a snack for each of the next three days, they tended to choose three different snacks: for instance, a matcha Kit-Kat for day one, Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups for day two, and Hershey’s Milk Chocolate for day three. Their reasoning was that they didn’t think they would want the same thing for three straight days; that would be too boring. They wanted variety! Amazingly, however, when consumers were asked to actually buy snacks for the next three days at once, they tended to buy three of their favorite snack—in my case, three matcha Kit-Kats—instead of three different snacks.

				The lesson here is that we like the idea of variety, but in the end we tend to choose the same old products. We like the idea of going to a different restaurant every week, but we actually tend to stick with our favorite restaurant again and again. In the planning phase, we seek variety. Imagining different snacks is exciting! Imagining a hike in the Alps is exciting! In the implementation phase, however, we tend to seek familiarity and ease, because we become aware of other practical factors (e.g., a long flight to Switzerland). When faced with an actual choice, we tend to choose a sure “winner” rather than a risky product. We’ll settle for something familiar because trying something new is too much work. In the long view, we want novelty; in the short term, we want security. Familiarity is warm and fuzzy, and it has a surprising power over us, steering us away from psychological richness.

				This is also related to a larger human tendency: loss aversion. Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky asked subjects: Given a 50 percent chance of winning £1,000 vs. a 100 percent chance of winning £450, which would you prefer? Logically, we are supposed to choose the former because its expected value is £500, which is greater than the expected value of the latter, £450. Nevertheless, most of us would choose the latter. We want a sure gain rather than a hypothetical gain, even when the hypothetical gain could be larger than the sure gain. A sure win is pleasant and comfortable. A hypothetical win is risky, anxiety-provoking, and uncomfortable. Loss aversion makes us conservative in many decision-making situations. But if we always chose a sure bet, we would never venture outside of our comfort zone. If we never ventured outside of our comfort zone, we would never encounter anything unexpected.

				There is endless empirical and real-life evidence for the mere exposure effect and the power of familiarity or certainty, which seems to spell doom for psychological richness. At the same time, there is an interesting twist here. We may not know what we want. We tend to think it won’t be fun to talk to a stranger. But when we actually interact with a stranger, we tend to enjoy it far more than we think. In other words, we tend to underestimate how enjoyable doing something unfamiliar, like talking to a stranger, is. Social psychologists Nick Epley and Juliana Schroeder tested how much people enjoy talking to strangers in a clever field experiment on a commuter train. Their research assistants approached 118 commuters at the Homewood Metra station, one of the first stations on the express line to the Millennium Station in downtown Chicago. One third of the commuters were told to “have a conversation with a new person on the train today, try to make a connection, find out something interesting about the person.” One third were told to “keep to yourself and enjoy your solitude on the train today.” The last third were told not to make “any changes to your normal commute.” They were all given an envelope with a survey and told to complete the survey at the end of their train ride and mail it back with the return envelope with a stamp. Out of 118 commuters, 97 returned the survey. The commuters randomly assigned to talk to a stranger reported that their commutes were significantly happier and more pleasant than those assigned to the solitude or control conditions.

				Interestingly, Epley and Schroeder recruited another 105 commuters from the Homewood Metra station and asked them simply to imagine how they would feel if they were in the talk-to-a-stranger condition, the solitude condition, and the control condition. Contrary to the actual participants, those in the imagined experiment predicted that they would report feeling significantly less happy and less pleasant when talking to a stranger than in the other two conditions. We are clearly mistaken to think that not making any changes to our commute and keeping to ourselves would be better than talking to a fellow commuter. We think sticking to a routine commute is better than making a new social connection: a clear familiarity bias. We settle on a job candidate or potential mate before exploring enough. We need to overcome this familiarity bias in order to explore the new and unknown.

			

			
				9. The Many Benefits of Exploration

				Steve Jobs didn’t suffer from a familiarity bias—he was eager to explore the unknown world of India at age nineteen. Unfortunately, he got sick and lost a lot of weight. Yet, years later, he credits his experiences in India for giving him confidence to trust his intuition. He made a lot of brilliant choices and some questionable ones thanks to his unique decision-making style, which balanced rationality and intuition.

				Steve Jobs was idiosyncratic, a true one and only. Is there anything generalizable from his experience in India? Or is it specific only to him? Social psychologists Angela Ka-yee Leung, William Maddux, Adam Galinsky, and Chi-yue Chiu have amassed evidence showing that multicultural experiences seem to increase creativity. For instance, participants were asked to solve the Duncker candle problem. You have a candle, a pack of matches, and a box of tacks. Can you attach a candle to a wall so that the candle will burn properly and won’t drip wax on the table or floor? (The answer is in the endnotes.) This is a widely used task for testing creativity. Among MBA students, those with more experience living abroad were more likely to solve the Duncker candle problem than those with less foreign experience. These findings were also replicated using different types of creativity tasks.

				So, why should multicultural experiences be associated with creativity? Leung and colleagues speculate that people acquire novel ideas and concepts from multicultural experiences. One new concept I learned about when I moved to the U.S. was the possibility of building or renovating your own house. For an American reader, this is an ordinary idea. To me, it was a radical idea. To be clear, DIY does exist in Japan, but it typically involves small projects like building shelves or bookcases. I had never imagined that nonprofessionals would try to renovate or build a whole house by themselves. That aspiration, that frontier spirit, was new to me. American balloon framing is a genius invention that makes constructing houses easier. These concepts were totally out-of-box thinking to me, but now seem quite normal. I bet my college friends in Tokyo would think I was crazy if I decided to build my own house.

				Leung and colleagues also speculate that multicultural experiences teach us to recognize that the same behavior can have different meanings. A smile is a good example. I was raised not to smile in front of people because it could come across as impolite. But when I came to the U.S., everyone told me to smile more because it would be more polite! Now, when I go back to Japan, I have to consciously try not to smile. For example, I went to a fancy department store in Ginza, Tokyo, on one trip. I entered an elevator and looked at the others already in it. I noticed that their faces froze; they were scared of me. Why would they be scared of me? I am a friendly Japanese person! A moment later, though, it suddenly hit me that I was making eye contact and smiling at them—how rude! Here is what you are supposed to do in Japan: You enter an elevator. Never look at anyone directly. No eye contact. You look down and don’t bother anyone. Leung and colleagues argue that experiences like this help us understand multiple meanings of the same form of behavior, which in turn helps us think of multiple uses for one tool or idea.

				A recent review of studies also shows that the benefits of multicultural experiences go beyond creativity. For example, time spent living abroad also helps individuals gain a clearer sense of who they are and the lives they want to pursue. Individuals who have more foreign experiences trust others more and are better able to understand and relate to others. Those who have explored the world tend to hold fewer negative stereotypes and prejudices, and they discriminate against outgroup members less than those who have not.

				It should be noted that there are some undesirable outcomes correlated with multicultural experience as well. For instance, individuals with more multicultural experiences are more likely to believe in moral relativism—the idea that morality, or what is good or bad, is not absolute, but relative. Furthermore, when there was a chance to cheat on a performance task, those with more cross-cultural experiences cheated more than those with fewer cross-cultural experiences.

				After all, Steve Jobs did lie to the audience about particular device functions in several product launches. He regularly parked his car in the handicapped section at Whole Foods. He showed signs of moral relativism. But Jobs was also creative. He helped design the Mac, iPod, iPad, and iPhone. Referring to Bob Dylan and the Beatles, the musicians he loved, Jobs said, “They kept evolving, moving, refining their art. That’s what I’ve always tried to do—keep moving. Otherwise, as Dylan says, if you’re not busy being born, you’re busy dying.” So keep moving. Keep exploring, despite the psychological biases holding you back. You might earn a prize or two: creativity, experiential wisdom—and a top 10 percent mate.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter Eleven

			Turn Adversity into a Psychologically Rich Experience

			
				For a typically healthy person, conversely, being sick can even become an energetic stimulus for life, for living more…. He exploits bad accidents to his advantage; what does not kill him makes him stronger.

				—Friedrich Nietzsche, Ecce Homo

			

			
				1. Nietzsche: What Doesn’t Kill You Makes You Stronger

				Most psychologically rich experiences are intentional. One usually makes the choice to study abroad. One chooses to read Marcel Proust; one chooses to watch an Agnès Varda film; one chooses to take up a DIY project. But what about unintentional experiences? A natural disaster such as an earthquake or hurricane or an illness is an unexpected and challenging experience. These experiences typically provide victims with new perspectives. So, do unintentional, adverse experiences add psychological richness to our lives?

				The philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche thought of earthquakes as a sort of catharsis, saying, “Earthquakes bury many wells and leave many languishing, but they also bring to light inner powers and secrets.” As an expert on classical philosophy, Nietzsche was cognizant of the ancient world. In ancient Greeks he saw the greatest human strength at a time of crisis: the will to live and to re-create. The best of humanity often comes out of the worst conditions.

				Nietzsche wrote essays comically entitled “Why I Am So Wise,” “Why I Am So Clever,” and “Why I Write Such Good Books.” He was a funny guy. How did he have so many insights? Nietzsche credited his illness. In 1869, at age twenty-four, he was appointed chair of classical philology (the study of the history of languages) at Basel University, the youngest ever appointed to the post. In 1876, an illness forced him to take leave from Basel. This prolonged illness gave him a chance to change his habits completely. It helped him detach himself from typical conventions. He later recalled that “it permitted, it commanded me to forget; it bestowed on me the necessity of lying still, of leisure, of waiting and being patient. But that means, of thinking.” In his sickness, he stopped reading and started thinking. Looking back on his life, Nietzsche said that he was never happier with himself than in the sickest and most painful periods of his life. During illness, he felt that he was returning to his natural self. “Looking from the perspective of the sick toward healthier concepts and values and, conversely, looking again from the fullness and self-assurance of a rich life down into the secret work of the instinct of decadence…Now I know how, have the know-how, to reverse perspectives.” Nietzsche credited his illness as a source of perspective change and wisdom, suggesting that adversity has the potential to generate psychological richness.

			

			
				2. Kahneman’s “Interesting” Life

				Daniel Kahneman won the 2002 Nobel Prize in economics. With Amos Tversky, he published a series of influential papers in the 1970s and 1980s, establishing himself as one of the most prominent psychologists in the world. His papers changed not just how psychologists think about human cognition, but also how economists think about rationality, the foundational assumption in much of modern economics. For instance, in one widely cited 1974 paper, Tversky and Kahneman described three heuristics: the representativeness heuristic, the availability heuristic, and the anchoring and adjustment heuristic, each of which has generated thousands of further research papers. (This 1974 Science paper was cited by 4,851 papers published in 2022 alone, an indication of its enduring influence.)

				But Kahneman, who died at age ninety in 2024, was not just a Nobel laureate. He had an extraordinary personal story. He escaped Nazi-occupied Paris when he was seven. In his Nobel biography, Kahneman recalled a scary incident: “It must have been late 1941 or early 1942. Jews were required to wear the Star of David and to obey a 6 p.m. curfew. I had gone to play with a Christian friend and had stayed too late. I turned my brown sweater inside out to walk the few blocks home. As I was walking down an empty street, I saw a German soldier approaching. He was wearing the black uniform that I had been told to fear more than others—the one worn by specially recruited SS soldiers. As I came closer to him, trying to walk fast, I noticed that he was looking at me intently. Then he beckoned me over, picked me up, and hugged me. I was terrified that he would notice the star inside my sweater. He was speaking to me with great emotion, in German. When he put me down, he opened his wallet, showed me a picture of a boy, and gave me some money.” It was a close call. Kahneman went on to say, “I went home more certain than ever that my mother was right: people were endlessly complicated and interesting.” He credited his mother for inspiring him to become a psychologist.

				Kahneman’s father was interned in Drancy and was supposed to be sent to an extermination camp. However, his employer intervened, and he was released. Then his family escaped to Vichy, but after the Germans arrived, they had to escape once more to the center of France. His father died in 1944, and his family moved to Palestine after the war.

				Kahneman graduated from Hebrew University and served in the Israeli army as a platoon leader for one year, then as an officer in the psychology branch of the Israel Defense Forces for another year before starting his graduate work at UC Berkeley. Many different subjects interested him, so he studied an eclectic mix of topics including subliminal perception, optical benches, personality assessments, Ludwig Wittgenstein, and the philosophy of science. Before he started his famous collaboration with Amos Tversky on cognitive biases, Kahneman studied psychoanalysis, memory, vision, and motivation. After his collaboration with Tversky was over, Kahneman went on to study pleasure and pain, then happiness and life satisfaction, and made foundational contributions at each stop.

				With his diverse contributions to society as a military leader, teacher, and scholar, you might expect Kahneman to think his life was extremely meaningful, right? Wrong. Kahneman didn’t characterize his life as meaningful. In a 2018 interview, he said, “I recall a conversation with Martin Seligman, the founder of positive psychology, in which he tried to convince me I had a meaningful life. I insisted—and I still think this today—that I had an interesting life. ‘Meaningful’ isn’t something I understand.”

				Neither did Kahneman view his life as wholly happy. In the same interview, he said, “There were four years when I worked alone on a book. That was terrible, and I was miserable.” Kahneman—who escaped Nazi-occupied Paris, was on the run for three or four years during World War II, and would later go on to win the Nobel Prize—experienced many ups and downs in his life. He said his life was best described as “interesting”; I would call it psychologically rich.

			

			
				3. When a Hurricane Hit New York City

				On October 29, 2012, Hurricane Sandy hit New York City. Takashi Fujimoto, age sixty-four, was living alone in a basement apartment in Staten Island. Water began to gush into his apartment while he was working with photographic lighting equipment. When he tried to unplug the cords, he was electrocuted. He spent all night floating in and out of consciousness in his flooded apartment. The next morning, his landlord found him in a puddle of water and called for an ambulance. Fujimoto was hospitalized for the next thirty-seven days, as he had suffered a stroke and burns. Most of his possessions were ruined. But Catholic Charities provided him with a $500 grant to buy a winter jacket, clothes, and shoes. As recounted in The New York Times, “Mr. Fujimoto became misty-eyed as he talked about the people who helped him recover after the storm. ‘It changed my perspective for life.’ ”

				Fujimoto’s experience with Hurricane Sandy was far from intentional. Though he was proud to have lived independently for the previous thirty-six years, this near-death experience changed him. It was terrible, but it reaffirmed his belief in community, to the point that he even continued to live in the same basement apartment with the same landlord and neighbors afterward.

				While New York City recovered from Hurricane Sandy fairly quickly, New Orleans suffered for years after Hurricane Katrina. In 2018, Joe Bridges and his son Jordan reflected on the effects of Katrina thirteen years after it happened. They evacuated to Atlanta first, then to Washington D.C. In January 2006, they returned to New Orleans. Joe said, “It kind of threw me off a little bit because we were living in D.C., where everything is beautiful. It’s nice. And then I would come back to New Orleans to where it was like a bomb had went off.” In 2018, Jordan could still see abandoned homes from Katrina, describing the storm as a “veil” that still covered the city. Despite the long-lasting damage, Jordan said, “I think we’re a better city because of it. Much stronger, closer knit. Going through something as significant as Katrina with your loved ones and friends. Those bonds, you know, those are the things that are gonna last forever.” Hurricanes Katrina and Sandy destroyed many people’s lives. But, as Nietzsche pointed out, they brought to light one of the greatest human strengths, compassion.

			

			
				4. When an Earthquake Hit Kobe

				On January 17, 1995, a magnitude 7.3 earthquake shook Kobe and the surrounding areas of Japan. Known as the Hanshin-Awaji earthquake, its epicenter was close to downtown Kobe, a city with a population of 1.42 million people. Collapsed houses, ruined highways, and fires made it look like a war zone. Over 100,000 homes were completely destroyed and over 6,400 people died. In Japan, the Tokyo and Tohoku areas are known for frequent earthquakes, whereas the Kobe and Kansai areas are not. So this earthquake surprised and devastated Kobe residents.

				How deep are the psychological scars that these experiences leave? To investigate, I spent my sabbatical year (2012–2013) in Kobe. I analyzed the Hyogo Life Recovery Surveys, which were conducted across the city of Kobe and its surrounding areas in 2001, 2003, 2005, and 2011. Insurance companies examined damaged homes and classified them into four categories: complete damage, half, partial, and none. By 2001, all the physical damage in Kobe and its surrounding areas was fully repaired, meaning that, at the time of the first survey, the current living conditions of the respondents whose houses had been completely destroyed in 1995 were not substantially different from those whose houses had been spared by the earthquake.

				Yet psychological scars were still visible for those who had lost their homes. For instance, in 2001 Kobe residents whose houses were completely destroyed by the 1995 earthquake were significantly less satisfied with their lives and reported more negative emotions and more physical illnesses than those whose houses had suffered no damage in 1995. Time did not heal everything, because the results in 2003, 2005, and even 2011—sixteen years after the earthquake—were similar to those from 2001. The psychological immune system was not enough for the devastation of the earthquake. The victims were still significantly less satisfied with their lives and reported more negative emotions and physical illnesses after all these years.

				Our surveys also indicated the more home damage they had incurred, the more likely it was that they had lost a loved one. This human loss could also have a lingering negative effect on well-being. So, we examined housing damage simultaneously with human losses. Our analyses showed that housing damage and human loss each had an independent effect on well-being, such that the more housing damage and human loss respondents incurred, the less life satisfaction and more negative emotions and health problems they reported. In short, the Kobe earthquake was a tragic case where time did not heal everything.

			

			
				5. Does the Experience of Natural Disaster Make Us More Prosocial?

				In A Paradise Built in Hell, Rebecca Solnit documents numerous examples of prosocial actions among disaster victims. For instance, right after the 1906 San Francisco earthquake, Anna Holshouser started a makeshift soup kitchen in an evacuation camp. With the support from Oakland across the bay, she served two to three hundred people a day. Solnit concludes: “Surrounding them [the wounded, killed, orphaned], often in the same city or even neighborhood, is a periphery of many more who are largely undamaged but profoundly disrupted—and it is the disruptive power of disaster that matters here, the ability of disasters to topple old orders and open new possibilities…. The very depth of emotion, the connecting to the core of one’s being, the calling into play one’s strongest feelings and abilities, can be rich, even on deathbeds, in wars and emergencies.” Solnit seems to argue that a natural disaster reveals one’s true colors, reaching the deepest part of our existence, and even helps us realize what’s best within us. In contrast, she points out that “what is often assumed to be the circumstance of happiness sometimes is only insulation from the depths, or so the plagues of ennui and angst among the comfortable suggest.”

				So, according to Solnit, even devastating natural disasters such as the 1995 Hanshin-Awaji earthquake should have some silver linings. I remember watching surviving children who were interviewed on TV back in 1995. They were asked what they wanted to become. Many said nurses, firefighters, and doctors. As with Takashi Fujimoto in Staten Island, is it possible that the devastating earthquake changed these children’s perspectives on life and made them more prosocial?

				The best, most direct evidence for this can be found in studies conducted by Jean Decety and his colleagues. They collected data on altruistic giving from six- and nine-year-old Chinese children living in Sichuan, China, in April 2008. Just one month later, on May 12, 2008, a magnitude 7.9 earthquake hit Sichuan. One month after the earthquake, the researchers collected data from a new group of six- and nine-year-olds from the same schools. This created a sort of natural experiment where participants in the pre- and post-earthquake conditions were chosen as if randomly (meaning the children in the pre-earthquake study were presumably no different from the children in the post-earthquake study in any other ways except for having experienced the major earthquake).

				The experiment went like this: One child at a time was invited to a quiet room in their school, where they were greeted by a female researcher who told them they could pick ten stickers for themselves out of a hundred stickers. After the children picked their favorite ten, they were told that some of their classmates had not been selected to play this game and would not receive any stickers. However, if they wanted to donate some stickers out of the ten they had received, they could. They were given an empty envelope for any stickers they wanted to donate to an anonymous classmate. After the session was over, the researcher counted how many stickers each child donated as a behavioral measure of altruistic giving. Before the earthquake, nine-year-olds gave, on average, slightly more than one out of the ten stickers. One month after the earthquake, nine-year-olds gave, on average, about four out of the ten stickers.

				Is there other evidence that shows the long-term effect of experiencing natural disasters on victims’ values and occupational preferences? To explore this question, we looked at trends in job applications at the municipality level from 1989 to 2000 in the Kobe and Tokyo areas, which were distinguished in that Kobe had experienced the major earthquake in that period, whereas Tokyo had not. We looked at how many people applied to become social workers, firefighters, and kindergarten teachers (jobs hired at the municipal level in Japan). We found that the number of applicants per position soared in 1995 in the Kobe area, but not in the Tokyo area. These findings suggest that the earthquake made prosocial jobs more desirable.

				Recall that, even sixteen years after the Hanshin-Awaji earthquake, Kobe residents who had lost their houses in the quake were less satisfied with their lives and reported more physical symptoms than those whose houses had not been damaged. These findings show that the negative effects of natural disasters on the well-being of survivors are long-lasting. The tragedy becomes ingrained in their identities and life stories and can rob them of happiness and normalcy. No one wishes to suffer such a tragedy. Yet, even if happiness is impossible in the aftermath, survivors can still lead a good life. Indeed, some of the best qualities of humankind emerge as antidotes to grief in these difficult times: many survivors become more prosocial. The change of perspective experienced by earthquake survivors could mean that their lives are now psychologically richer than before. They discovered “a treasure amidst ruins.”

			

			
				6. The Surprising Results of COVID-19

				The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted all of our lives, changing the way we live and work. Has it changed the way we view the world? Has it enhanced psychological richness? One study examined whether individuals who were exposed to COVID-19 (that is, respondents themselves, a family member, or an acquaintance diagnosed with or died from COVID-19) during the early phase of the pandemic showed more prosocial behaviors than those who were not exposed. Participants were given an unexpected monetary bonus: $5 in the U.S. and €4 in Italy. Then they were asked if they would like to donate some of the money to a charity in the state/region where they lived, a national charity, or an international charity. They were told that the amount they donated would be doubled by the researcher. Both American and Italian participants exposed to COVID-19 not only were more likely to donate to a charity than those who were unexposed, but also donated more. These findings indicate that personal experience with COVID-19 made the victims change their values in a prosocial direction.

				Did an unusual experience of COVID-19 increase psychological richness? Micael Dahlen and Helge Thorbjørnsen directly tested this question. During the second week of April 2021, 973 Swedes anonymously filled out a questionnaire that asked about their COVID-19 status as well as whether they felt they were living a psychologically rich life. It turned out that those who had had COVID-19 reported more psychological richness than those who had not been infected. Respondents with the experience of having COVID-19 were also less likely to say that they would like to erase the pandemic time period from their life than those without the experience of having the virus. That is, those who’d had COVID-19 regretted less than those who had not.

				Dahlen and Thorbjørnsen then conducted a second survey from a representative sample of Swedes in June 2021. Replicating the results from the first study, those who’d previously caught COVID-19 reported that their lives were psychologically richer than those who had not. Furthermore, the COVID-19 respondents reported lower levels of death anxiety than those who had not had the illness. So it appears that the experience of COVID-19 made them less afraid of death and helped them live without fear. (Though, of course, the reverse causality is possible here: people who were getting out and about without death anxiety had more psychologically rich lives and were also more likely to get COVID.)

			

			
				7. The World Is Richer for Having the Devil in It

				Clearly, I am not arguing that tragic events like war and pandemics are positive. Beyond the events themselves, some disasters trigger even worse consequences, such as massacre or mass violence. A day after the Great Kanto earthquake in 1923, a rumor that Koreans were looting and rioting spread quickly. A panic ensued, and at least 6,000 Koreans were killed in the greater Tokyo area. Likewise, right after Hurricane Katrina, there was an “elite panic,” or excessive fear of social disorder. Vigilantes were formed and they inflicted unprovoked violence on Black residents. Incidents like this should not have happened. Some people are traumatized for a long time; others decide to end their lives after a natural disaster.

				However, research shows that most people are remarkably resilient. Most people do move on. Ann Masten, the world authority on psychological resilience, summarized decades of resilience research as follows: “Early images of resilience in both scholarly work and mass media implied that there was something remarkable or special about these children, often described by words such as invulnerable, or invincible…. The idea of resilient children as remarkable individuals possessing extraordinary strength or inner resilience has lingered, even in scholarly work…. The great surprise of resilience research is the ordinariness of the phenomena. Resilience appears to be a common phenomenon that results in most cases from the operation of basic human adaptational systems.” Research provides empirical evidence for a popular Japanese proverb: “Fall seven times, stand up an eighth time” (七転八起).

				During hard times, when happiness feels out of reach, there are other values with which we can frame our lives. One way to think about an unfortunate event is that it might unintentionally enrich our lives, even when the “enriching” experience is far from a happy one. A painting by Guido Reni shows St. Michael putting his foot on Satan’s neck. William James commented on this painting, saying that “the world is all the richer for having a devil in it, so long as we keep our foot upon his neck.” Psychological richness and misfortune can coexist, so long as the misfortune is kept in check.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter Twelve

			A Story We Tell

			
				How often do we tell our own life story? How often do we adjust, embellish, make sly cuts? And the longer life goes on, the fewer are those around to challenge our account, to remind us that our life is not our life, merely the story we have told about our life. Told to others, but—mainly—to ourselves.

				—Julian Barnes, The Sense of an Ending

			

			
				1. An Interesting Life vs. an Interesting Story

				In the previous chapter, I showed how the experience of a natural disaster tends to make victims become more concerned about the welfare of others and gives them a new perspective on life. However, whether their experiences truly enrich their lives or not depends on the story people tell themselves. Some stories are dramatic, memorable, and ultimately uplifting, while others are hopeless, depressing, and dark. In this chapter, I will delve into the role of storytelling in psychological richness.

				Psychological richness is inherently intertwined with the quantity and quality of your stories. The more interesting stories you have, the more psychologically rich your life is. But, as Julian Barnes points out, we tell our own life story differently at different times. How do you tell your life story? More generally, how much do storytelling abilities matter in creating psychological richness? How much does the structure of a story matter? For example, a story of George W. Bush could be told in terms of his illustrious family line and the fact that he followed in his father’s and grandfather’s footsteps, an obedient first son of a prominent political family. Alternatively, you can tell G.W.’s story in a different way. You could add his rebellious years and the fact that George H. W. Bush, his father, did not have high expectations: the narrative of a rich, spoiled kid turning into a Bible-loving, sober, compassionate, conservative politician. My question to you is this: Can we make a life sound like a psychologically richer one?

			

			
				2. Redirect: The Art of Story Editing

				In his book Redirect, the renowned psychologist Tim Wilson discusses this exact process, which he calls “story editing.” Story editing is “a set of techniques designed to redirect people’s narratives about themselves and the social world.” For instance, one way you could edit your story would be to highlight all the challenges you faced in your life. G.W., who probably did not face tough challenges at Yale as a multigenerational Yalie, could say that Yale was going through a time of grave change during his college years (1964–1968)—as antiestablishment feelings grew, legacy students like him were despised for the first time. He had to prove his own worthiness and did so in a counterproductive way, by drinking and partying too much. He could reframe his Yale years as a prelude to becoming a mature man in his thirties. By emphasizing how terrible he was in his teens and twenties, he could also highlight his improvements.

				This is quite a healthy way of thinking about yourself. Indeed, in one study by Anne Wilson and Michael Ross, parents of college students taking an intro to psychology class were asked to report how broadminded, self-confident, socially skilled, and so forth they were relative to other people of the same age on an 11-point scale, ranging from 0 (much less than most) to 5 (same as most) to 10 (much more than most). The parents were asked to answer these questions about themselves right now (average age of forty-nine) and then again applying them to when they were sixteen years old, when they were their children’s age (average age of twenty), and at the midpoint between their age and their children’s age (average age of thirty-five). For the desirable traits such as broadmindedness, self-confidence, and being socially skilled, parents’ average ratings steadily increased from 5.87 when they were sixteen, meaning they were slightly above average, to 6.67 when they were their children’s age (roughly age twenty), to 7.21 when they were roughly thirty-five years old, to 7.47 now (roughly forty-nine years old)—a lot more broadminded, self-confident, and socially skilled than the average forty-nine-year-old. As it turns out, most Americans think they score above average on many desirable traits such as leadership skills and social skills (though not on concrete ability traits such as musical skills and math abilities). But what is more interesting about this study is that parents seem to underestimate their skills as young people—in this way, they get to feel like they have improved a lot.

				However, the parents in the study might have indeed been less socially skilled and lacking self-confidence when they were young. There’s no way to know for sure. To gain more insight into this phenomenon, Wilson and Ross ran a longitudinal study. At the beginning of the school year in September, they asked undergraduate participants to evaluate how independent, self-confident, and socially skilled they currently were, relative to their same-age peers in college. About two months later, in November, they were asked to indicate again how independent, self-confident, and socially skilled they currently were, relative to their same-age peers. At time two, the students were also asked to look back at the beginning of the semester and evaluate how independent, self-confident, and socially skilled they were. By assessing their current selves, as well as how they remembered themselves in the past, they were able to compare their recollections with their actual ratings two months earlier. In September, they rated their desirable traits as 6.35 on the same 11-point scale (way above average). In November, they rated themselves on the desirable traits as 6.05 on the same 11-point scale. Their September ratings were significantly better than their November ratings. Yet, in November, they remembered their September selves to be significantly worse than their November selves: the remembered September self-rating was 5.74!

				Wilson and Ross entitled their paper “From Chump to Champ: People’s Appraisals of Their Earlier and Present Selves.” By seeing our old selves as not particularly self-confident, socially skilled, or independent, we can see our current selves as much stronger in those areas. To borrow Tim Wilson’s terminology, we are constantly story editing. The derogation of the past self is one editing method. I am still shy, but I was terribly shy when I was young (I think). So I can say that, compared to my youth, I have become far less shy. I am not a good writer, but I was a terrible writer when I was young. Compared to when I was twenty-five, I have become a better writer. In this way, I can feel that I have grown as a person over time.

			

			
				3. What We Can Learn from Others’ Struggles

				We can derogate our past self in many domains, from maturity to writing skills to morality. One area where story editing is difficult to implement is in objective performance. For instance, if you are a marathon runner of my age, you know exactly how you did ten years ago, five years ago, and last month. The record might look something like 2:31 ten years ago, 2:39 five years ago, and 2:48 last month. If you are in the second semester of your first year in college, you remember exactly how you did academically in your first semester. If your grades haven’t improved, it’s hard to employ a “chump to champ” narrative.

				But, even on more objective measures, people are drawn to a narrative about personal growth. Tim Wilson and Patricia Linville carried out an intriguing experiment to show how that can take place. They recruited second-semester first-year students at Duke who did not do well in the first semester of college. Half of them watched an interview with upper-class students talking about how they did poorly in their first year but improved over time. One interviewee said his GPA increased from 2.0 to 2.6 to 3.2. Participants in the experimental condition were also shown the survey results of upper-class students: “67% said their freshman grades were lower than they had anticipated; 62% of the students said their GPA had improved significantly from the first semester of their freshman year to their upper-class years.” The other half of the participants did not receive any information. All the participants completed a questionnaire, then a brief version of GRE reading comprehension and anagram problems, and another version of GRE reading comprehension and anagram problems one week later.

				The GRE performance of the participants in the GPA information condition improved significantly more from week one to week two than the GRE performance of those in the control condition without GPA information. The participants in the experimental condition also expected that their GPA would improve from the first to the second year to a greater extent than those in the control condition. Strikingly, those in the GPA information condition actually improved their GPA by .34 from the first semester of their first year to the second semester of their sophomore year, whereas those in the no-information condition saw their GPA drop by .05. Finally, 25 percent of students in the no-information condition transferred out of Duke by the end of their sophomore year, whereas 5 percent in the GPA information condition did.

				Wilson and Linville’s experiment shows that having a role model—knowing someone who went through similar, tough experiences but ended up successful—can provide the idea and hope that it is possible to improve and survive. The key example of story editing here was how the students viewed their bad academic performance in the first semester. Instead of saying, “I am not smart enough to be at Duke,” they learned to say, “First year is tough for everyone; even smart kids struggle.”

				Similarly, for most of us, physics is a tough subject. When we think about geniuses such as Galileo, Newton, and Einstein, we think that everything comes naturally to them and they are totally different from us. So, when we must learn E = mc2, it is hard for us to identify with Einstein. But what if you were told that Einstein struggled too? He was dissatisfied with his theory of relativity because it did not include electromagnetism. He tried to integrate electromagnetic and gravitational phenomena. Unfortunately, he was never able to do this, despite the fact that he spent the last twenty-five years of his life on it. Knowing this, Huang-Yao Hong and Xiaodong Lin-Siegler carried out an experiment telling one group of tenth-grade students about the struggles of Galileo, Newton, and Einstein, while telling another group only about their extraordinary accomplishments. All the students then attended three identical physics lessons.

				Amazingly, the students who heard about the struggles of the greatest scientists were more interested in science at the end of the study than those who heard only the major accomplishments of the greatest scientists. Furthermore, they remembered the key concepts learned during the three subsequent lessons better than those in the accomplishment condition. They also thought that Galileo, Newton, and Einstein had to work hard, whereas those in the accomplishment condition thought they were born geniuses. The students who learned about the struggles of the scientists must have normalized the challenges they faced, just as Duke students learned to see that even smart kids struggle in their first year of college. Overall, learning about the scientists’ struggles increased high school students’ class engagement and performance. There have been numerous intervention studies of this sort conducted in diverse settings since Wilson and Linville’s seminal 1982 paper.

				For me, the main lesson of Redirect is that our story is in our control. You can see your struggles from a different perspective, and the new interpretation of those struggles becomes a foundational step toward self-understanding and further transformation. Edit your story, drop the old version of yourself, and come to believe in the new version of your narrative. I am not saying that you should edit out all the bad experiences to create a happier version of your life story. Not at all. You should keep most, if not all, of the bad experiences, but use them as a springboard for later transformation, as a point of redirection in your life story.

				You can’t make an uneventful life psychologically rich. I bet even Virginia Woolf couldn’t. But if you’ve had some unusual experiences such as an earthquake or hurricane or tough periods in your life, you could edit them to make them more interesting to you and others. That will then become part of your story and who you are. At the heart of a psychologically rich life is experience itself. Unless you have a life full of interesting experiences, it is not going to be a psychologically rich one. But if you become a better “story editor,” you can extract the most interesting aspects of your experiences and make your story psychologically richer. Another benefit of story editing is that the well-edited story is easier to remember.

			

			
				4. Key to Narrative Complexity

				Over the last forty years, the psychologist Dan McAdams has studied “narrative identity,” or how people tell their life stories, using a method called the “Life Story Interview.” An interview begins with this prompt: “Please begin by thinking about your life as if it were a book or novel. Imagine that the book has a table of contents containing the titles of the main chapters in the story. To begin here, please describe very briefly what the main chapters in the book might be. What does a table of contents for your book look like? How many chapters are there in your book? How would you name each chapter?”

				Once the interviewee answers these questions, they are asked to think of a few key scenes that stand out in their story: What was the high point of your life? What was the low point? What was the turning point? Can you name a positive childhood memory? Can you name a negative childhood memory?

				Then the interviewee is asked to imagine their future: What is the next chapter of your life? What are your dreams, hopes, and plans? Then there are questions about challenges, religious and political ideology, and values. Finally, the interviewee is asked to reflect upon their life story and extract a main theme. As you can imagine, this interview typically takes a few hours.

				There are many ways to classify narratives, but two main types are the redemption narrative and the contamination narrative. George W. Bush’s story is a typical redemption narrative that goes from good to bad before it hits a turning point and concludes with a happy ending. G.W.’s story was so prototypical that McAdams even wrote a book entitled George W. Bush and the Redemptive Dream. The other archetype is a contamination narrative, where people tell a story that starts out good but goes south after a certain point.

				Narrative identity, or how we tell our life stories, is associated with various personality traits. For example, individuals who tell a redemptive story report themselves to be more conscientious, agreeable, extraverted, and less neurotic than those who do not. The emotional tone of a life narrative is more positive among agreeable, conscientious, and non-neurotic people than among disagreeable, unconscientious, and neurotic people. Individuals high in openness to experience tend to tell more complex stories than those low in openness. So, one’s personality colors how they tell their life story.

				Recent studies also show that the perspective of a life story changes the way people tell it. For instance, Benjamin Rogers and colleagues asked half of a group of participants a series of questions such as: “What makes you you?” “What change of setting or novel experience prompted your journey to become who you are today?” “What overall goal were you striving for that led to who you are today?” “What challenges or obstacles, such as a nemesis/rival or negative event, stood in the way of your journey?” “How did you personally grow as part of your journey to become who you are today?” “In what ways has your journey left a legacy?” These are the prompts that presumably lead a person to think of themselves as the hero of their story. The other half of participants were asked a series of mundane questions such as, “Tell us various features of your life…such as your work and home.” Telling their stories as a hero made people feel that their lives were more meaningful and flourishing. Ultimately, the way you view your role in your own life—whether you see yourself as a hero of the story or as an observer—does make a difference in terms of how the story is told and whether your life sounds more satisfying, more meaningful, and, most likely, psychologically richer.

			

			
				5. Build Your Portfolio of Psychological Richness

				Memory is key to a psychologically rich life. If we forget a past event, we miss out on the chance to add that experience to our portfolio of psychological wealth. But how do we remember? Looking to cognitive science, it’s clear that deep processing, rehearsal, and consolidation are the keys. In other words, we need to pay attention to what is happening, think about an event frequently, and elaborate on it in order to remember it.

				Some people are naturally more reflective. If you reflect on the events of the day every night, you are much more likely to remember events than those who don’t. One of the reasons why sensation-seekers might not lead a far more psychologically rich life than non-sensation-seekers—despite the fact that sensation-seekers seek out more diverse, novel experiences than non-sensation-seekers—is that they don’t reflect upon their experiences. In one study, sensation-seekers did poorly in short-term memory and working memory tasks, relative to non-sensation-seekers. Without reflection, experience serves as a momentary thrill. After a while, these people need more excitement. Sensation-seekers are like millionaires who party and spend all the money they have earned; they are wasting their adventures and not accumulating psychologically rich experiences.

				If you are not naturally inclined to be introspective, though, what can you do? Having someone test your memory in everyday life is one way. For instance, my wife once asked me, “Shige, do you remember that exhibition at the Guggenheim? A Swedish woman…what was her name?” “I have no idea what you are talking about. When did we go?” “First year in New York. In winter. Super abstract.” “Uh…huge, pink paintings? Af Klint or something?” “Yes, Hilma!” Then we can remind ourselves that Hilma af Klint created her amazing, abstract pieces before Piet Mondrian and Wassily Kandinsky, without any direct association with any major avant-garde artists. Unlike most artists, af Klint did not want the public to see her work until after her death.

				Without my wife asking these questions, I would not have thought about the Klint exhibition, let alone remembered her paintings. So, having people ask you questions about your past experiences is really helpful. My wife, children, and students have fulfilled that role for me. They are also good listeners. If you have a captive audience, you are much more likely to tell them what happened each day. Retelling, in turn, helps you remember what happened (even if the stories themselves are not accurate recollections of exactly what happened).

				A good listener not only asks the right questions and listens, but also helps you craft a story and see the point of your story. For example, Sixo, a character in Toni Morrison’s Beloved, explains why he walks thirty miles to meet his woman: “She is a friend of my mind. She gather me, man. The pieces I am, she gather them and give them back to me in all the right order. It’s good, you know, when you got a woman who is a friend of your mind.” A good therapist can also help put confusing pieces together. Finding someone with whom you can talk about your past experiences on a regular basis helps you digest, remember, and accrue your experiences.

				Some of you might not like company. After all, some people are like Daniel Plainview (played by Daniel Day Lewis) in the movie There Will Be Blood, who says, “I see the worst in people…I want to earn enough money, so I can get away from everyone.” If you prefer a solitary solution, keeping a journal and rereading it is an excellent way to keep track of your experiences. Ernest Hemingway spent his twenties in Paris and kept detailed journals. Before he left Paris in 1930, he put them in a trunk and stored them in the basement of the Ritz Hotel. In 1956, he was having lunch with the manager of the Ritz, who told him that his trunk was still stored in the basement! So Hemingway went to the basement, retrieved his trunk, and, in it, discovered his journals from the 1920s. He read and wrote about his experiences in Paris later in his memoir, A Moveable Feast. Under the title, he wrote, “If you are lucky enough to have lived in Paris as a young man, then wherever you go for the rest of your life, it stays with you, for Paris is a moveable feast.” Hemingway had so many extraordinary life experiences, ranging from World War I to World War II to the Spanish Civil War. His journalistic habits of recordkeeping helped him remember and cherish those unique experiences for years to come. As a result, Hemingway collected many moveable feasts.

				I was too lazy to do this myself, but diaries and journals are building blocks of your future psychological richness. However, the benefits of journal keeping are not limited to memory. James Pennebaker discovered that by writing you can organize your thoughts and overcome a traumatic event. You can start to see why you did this, or why that happened, and what it all means. Likewise, you can look at old photo albums to refresh your memory.

				In sum, the same series of events can be related in different ways, made more interesting by story editing. By emphasizing struggles and challenges, you can give your narrative a structure and transform it. You can make the same story more like a hero’s journey by focusing on crises and how you overcame them. Alison Gopnik’s Atlantic story in Chapter 4 is fascinating because it starts with a sudden crisis that prompts a long, unexpected intellectual journey. Toni Morrison’s Song of Solomon is so good because the main character, Macon Dead III, nicknamed “Milkman,” is totally clueless at the beginning, and readers slowly figure out his family mysteries and what the “Song of Solomon” really means alongside him. The bottom line is not how you tell a story per se, but what kinds of experiences you actually have, whether you reflect on them, and whether you can keep them in your psychological memorabilia box.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Two Remaining Questions

			Too Much Richness? Is It Possible to Find Richness in the Familiar?

			
				Too much mystery is merely an annoyance. Too much adventure is exhausting. And a little terror goes a long way.

				—Dean Koontz

			

			Before reaching the book’s conclusion, I want to touch on two remaining questions. I hope by now you agree that there is a point to a life of exploration, curiosity, and psychological richness. But, first, you might be wondering if there is such a thing as too much psychological richness? I do, too. Second, most of the facilitators of psychological richness that I have discussed so far are on the side of “go” rather than “stay.” Can we also gain psychological richness by staying, or from familiar objects and people?

			
				1. Too Many Moves?

				Most people agree that you cannot be too rich when it comes to material wealth. But can your life be too psychologically rich? I started my book with The Clash’s “Should I Stay or Should I Go?” Here I assumed that moving is a more psychologically enriching experience than staying. But what if someone moves more than ten times over the course of their childhood?

				Uli Schimmack and I analyzed the Midlife in the United States (MIDUS) data that were collected in 1995 and again in 2005. MIDUS, organized by the prominent well-being researcher Carol Ryff, included multiple indicators of well-being as well as information regarding how many times participants moved in childhood. We wondered if excessive childhood moves would be associated with unhappiness in adulthood.

				The key takeaway from our paper was that excessive childhood moves could have a lingering negative effect on subjective well-being in adulthood among introverts because they tend to have a harder time making social connections in new places and end up with few close relationships in adulthood.

				Our paper was published in June 2010. On July 9, 2010, The New York Times reported on our paper. In response, I received numerous emails from Times readers and others. At that point, we had not articulated the concept of psychological richness. So we were unable to test whether excessive childhood moves might affect psychological richness. But personal experiences shared by readers were highly informative in regard to happiness. Many who moved around as children reported continued difficulties in adulthood. For instance, here is an email from Mary.

				
					I read with much interest the New York Times article in the Sunday, July 11 edition. It was fascinating to me as I have been in and out of therapy for many years and I always seem to come back to one place—the fact that I moved and changed schools 12 times in 12 years—from 1st grade to 12th grade. It has always seemed like such an unlikely thing to have impacted my life in such a way and sometimes I even feel guilty bringing it up. It hardly compares to real trauma and yet I cannot let it go. Many thanks for a bit of validation and understanding. Mary

				

				Many others expressed similar struggles. Like Mary, Liz went to eleven schools in multiple countries, called herself “one of those children…it was a constant move, move, move.” She also went in and out of psychiatric units, but psychiatrists could not find anything wrong. She could not settle down, put down roots, and find any sort of contentment. Twenty-year-old Gus faced similar issues. From kindergarten to eighth grade, he was a new kid at a different school every year. He was never close to anyone. At the end of his email, he wrote, “I feel so lost.” Peggy, a sixty-three-year-old mother of three children, had thirteen childhood moves, and she wondered if her inability to fit in was caused by this lack of stability. Finally, Jim, sixty-one years old, went to eight grade schools and three high schools. He told me that he has very few friends and has a “problem with getting attached to people” as well as drugs, fights, and jail. Jim said, “I wish I could get past being angry about all the moving and missing all the things you are supposed to do as a kid growing up. I know there are others out there like me.”

				Their difficulties are in part due to the fact that the moves were initiated by their parents. They did not get to decide whether to stay or go, yet they had to suffer the consequences of the moves. As Mary and Liz mentioned, they do not have any particular diagnosable psychopathologies: rather, difficulty forming relationships with others seems to be at the core of most of these readers’ problems. They are like trees transplanted too many times. It is hard to be uprooted from a familiar soil and then grow roots in a new soil once, let alone being uprooted again and again. Yet, they blame themselves for their struggle.

				I am not a clinical psychologist, so my suggestions might be off target. But here are a few suggestions for people struggling with childhood instability. A first step is to embrace the fact that this is fundamentally not their fault. A second step is to find someone who can understand their predicament, perhaps someone else who had similar difficulties early on, like a sibling who experienced the same repeated moves, or an adult child of a military or diplomat family. My hope is that once they find someone who can understand and validate their childhood difficulties and subsequent struggles, they might be able to focus on some positive aspects of having lived in diverse environments.

				Indeed, some emails I received show just that. Here is an email from Tom.

				
					I read with interest this morning a report on your recent paper dealing with children who move frequently (UVA Today). I have been interested in this topic for quite a while as I grew up in a Navy family and moved, during my childhood years, every 2–3 years. Once we actually lived in the same house for 4 years, but I changed schools 3 times during that period….

					I found, quite consciously while growing up, that it was very important to gain rapid peer respect among some group at each new school and in each new neighborhood. I found the safest and best way for me was to excel in school—go to the head of the class. Start day one each fall letting them know there was a new guy in town who was serious competition—and have no doubt, among the top echelon of students in each school, there is always competition…. I’m not sure how valuable anecdotal information like mine is to you, but I’d be happy to trade thoughts about it with you anytime.

				

				Similarly, Erin wrote, “I moved a lot and I do regret not having close friends,” but she also thanked her parents for giving her opportunities to have “a wide variety of experiences with people from different places” and “[see] our country, not just visiting but immersing myself in it.”

				Finally, D.J. moved over forty-five times in his life and went to eleven different schools in twelve years. He compared his life to that of a friend from third grade in Colorado, who still lives in the same area and only left to serve in the air force for a few years before returning. His friend thinks he is crazy for moving so much, and D.J. thinks his friend is crazy for staying in the same place. D.J. sees that both sides have their drawbacks and their perks. His friend has a hard time remembering particular years or when things happened to him. D.J. can easily track years based on where he was living at the time. D.J. says, “I have re-created myself so many times and had the opportunity to change how people perceived me.” Most revealingly, he summarizes his views: “I think satisfaction can be found in both lifestyles. For me staying in one place would have been torture, for him [his Colorado friend] moving would be unthinkable.”

				With as many moves as D.J. has experienced, for him there is no such thing as too many moves or too much richness. In contrast, for Mary, Liz, Gus, Peggy, and Jim, eight to thirteen moves were definitely too much. When asking the question of whether there can be too much richness, one’s personality, family situation, and many other contextual factors clearly play an important role.

			

			
				2. A Twenty-Four-Hour Live Concert: Too Much Stimulation?

				Speaking of extremity, have you heard of a twenty-four-hour concert? No, it is not a recorded concert that you can listen to anytime you want. It is a twenty-four-hour live concert! Taylor Mac performed A 24-Decade History of Popular Music at St. Ann’s Warehouse in Brooklyn in 2016, singing and dancing for twenty-four hours straight, from noon on Saturday to noon on Sunday. The critic Wesley Morris praised the show in The New York Times: “Mr. Mac gave me one of the great experiences of my life…. It wasn’t simply the physical feat…. He remembered all the lyrics…he sang them—in every imaginable style, at every tempo, with every possible facial expression and every register of his handsome, protean voice.”

				My first impression was that this was a ridiculous idea. Who would voluntarily deprive themselves of sleep and sit on an uncomfortable chair all day? I was surprised to learn that 850 people were crazy enough to pay to be there. And this was a uniquely transformational experience for Morris: “Early on, he made a stirring case for the British homophobia of ‘Yankee Doodle,’ and lets you think its standing as an American staple is an early example of American re-appropriation. Anyway, I’ll never hear the song the same way again.” The audience was asked to actively participate in a war scene, among others, and act like racists and homophobes to feel what hate actually feels like. They felt love, empathy, and, according to Morris, “the shredding of shame.”

				Morris was not alone. Arts editor Alex Needham wrote in The Guardian on the same day: “Staying up for such a long time has a strange effect on one’s state of mind. I’ve never had strong feelings about ‘You Keep Me Hangin’ On’ by the Supremes, but Mac’s version, sung by an imaginary bus of gay people going to support the civil rights movement’s 1963 March on Washington, brings sudden tears to my eyes…. At 7am, the Brooklyn United Marching Band, a troupe of black boys in pink caps, file on to the stage and batter the hell out of their drums to provide a seismic conclusion to ‘Move on Up,’ Curtis Mayfield’s anthem of African American pride and self-determination…. This combination of sound, spectacle and a spirit of joyful activism against injustice is so powerful it all but tears the roof off, and as the audience roars for what seems like about five minutes, Mac laughs: ‘We still have five hours.’ ” Concertgoers at Taylor Mac’s concert did unusual things and felt unfamiliar emotions, which resulted in changes in perspective.

				This is a prime example of a psychologically rich experience. But who wants to spend all night doing it? I am all for psychological richness, but even I would still hesitate to sign up for this concert. There are good reasons why a typical concert lasts only a few hours. Again, for people like Wesley Morris and Alex Needham, this was a supersized rich experience. For others, however, this might be too much, even dangerous to their health.

				In the end, though, we can’t know what is too much for us until we try. We have an instinct to run away from risks, which helps us survive. But too much running away makes us too timid to truly live. We need to push ourselves beyond our comfort zones every once in a while. The film director and writer Sarah Polley published a book entitled Run Towards the Danger, describing a series of tragedies and dangerous situations she experienced. Next time you encounter danger, you might consider challenging yourself and running toward it.

			

			
				3. Finding Richness in the Familiar?

				The remaining question is whether we can find richness in the familiar, not just in the unfamiliar. Søren Kierkegaard’s 1843 Either/Or is all about the conflicts between stability and instability, boredom and excitement, long term and short term, rationality and passion, planning and spontaneity. As summarized earlier, this book juxtaposes Author A (presumably a young man) with Author B (presumably the retired judge). “A” promotes an aesthetic life, or a life of beauty and adventure, whereas “B” promotes a life of commitment. So far, I have argued for embracing A’s priorities: novelty, passion, spontaneity, going with the flow. Indeed, by trying new things in life, you constantly learn and grow. But is that the only path to a psychologically rich life? Is it also possible to gain psychological richness from B’s perspective, by digging deep into one person or object?

				Some of the richest experiences in life involve finding something new in a familiar person, object, or place. I met my wife in 1991 and we got married in 1999. I spent a lot of time with her before marriage. Even so, there were many things that I didn’t know about her until after we were married. For instance, after years of leaving most of the walls in our house empty, I finally wanted to hang some paintings on the living room wall. This was around 2010, nearly twenty years after I first met her. “What should I buy?” I asked. My wife replied, “I can paint.” “What?” I did not know she could paint. And boy could she paint. She has painted so much that most of our walls are now graced by her paintings.

				My wife is a friendly but very anxious person. She worries about the many things that could go wrong in life. She is also a meticulous person who does everything very methodically and slowly. She sometimes spends more than thirty minutes writing a simple reply to an email. She’s that kind of person. So I expected her paintings to be rather dark and to take a while to finish. I was surprised to see her paint pears in pink and sky blue and create Mondrian-style canvases in pastel colors, all very, very quickly. Her paintings were so happy. She went about making them so decisively. Deep down, she must be a very happy person. Yet, if I had never wanted a painting for our living room wall, I might have never discovered this aspect of my wife’s personality. Learning something new about my wife, two decades into our relationship, was enriching for both of us. There are some things you only learn from knowing one person for a long time.

				“B” in Either/Or argues that a sense of novelty, passion, spontaneity, even adventure can be sustained within the institution of marriage, stating that “for me this is a matter of the continual rejuvenation of our first love…. This rejuvenation…is not just a sad backward glance, or the poetic memory of an experience…. This is an activity.” So what is the activity? The answer is an internal action, or reflection, including gratitude to God. “A thanksgiving of this kind, like all prayer, is combined with an element of action, not in an external but an internal sense, in this case to want to hold on to this first love.” According to B, grateful reflection in the context of religion helps you maintain your love toward your partner.

				Is there any evidence for B’s assertion about the continual rejuvenation of first love? Frank Fincham and colleagues did a fascinating study on prayer in the context of romantic relationships. In one study, participants who were currently in an exclusive romantic relationship were recruited. One group of participants was randomly assigned into the prayer condition. In this condition, they were asked to pray at least once a day for the well-being of their partner for four weeks. The other group was simply asked to take some time each day to think about what they had done that day. Four weeks later, they all reported whether they had engaged in infidelity as well as on their level of relationship satisfaction. Those randomly assigned to the prayer condition were less likely to engage in infidelity than those in the control condition. Furthermore, those in the prayer condition felt that their romantic relationship was more holy and sacred than those in the control condition.

				In Either/Or, B also argues that the element of history, or the remembrance of shared experiences, is something that marital love has but first love lacks: “The historical nature of marital love is apparent from its being a process of assimilation; it tries its hand in what it experiences and refers its experience back to itself…love emerges tested and purified from this movement and assimilates the experience.” Couples often tell each other the same stories. My wife and I often recite a Halloween story about when our first son dressed as Thomas the Tank Engine when he was three years old. My wife made a Thomas costume, a cardboard train decorated with blue felt fabric and yellow and red tape, while I made a chimney-shaped hat. He looked super cute. We brought him to UVA’s big Halloween trick-or-treat on the university’s grounds. It was fun until our son had a little accident—I’ll spare you the details.

				B talks about the development of fellowship in Either/Or. Marital love is not just passion and thrill, but also shared memory of adversity. Fellowship emerges out of repeated shared experiences over an extended period of time. Couples who have children can bond over parenthood and learn something new from raising them. As B says, “The whole of life is lived again in the children; only then does one come to some understanding of one’s own life.” When your kids go to elementary school, you will reexperience your elementary school days from a parental perspective. When they go to high school, you will reexperience being in high school, noticing both similarities and differences. B uses poetic reproduction of music as a metaphor for marital love: “In music an even tempo may have much beauty and great effect”—even if it is monotonic. That is, marital love might suffer from monotony, but monotony can be an even tempo that, played properly, produces beauty and great effect. According to Kierkegaard’s B, marital love can be like Maurice Ravel’s Boléro and Philip Glass’s Metamorphosis: very monotonic on the surface but rich and beautiful deep down.

			

			
				4. How to Keep the Fire

				Marital monotony can be beautiful, as Kierkegaard’s B suggests. But for most, like Kierkegaard’s A, it can also be boring. How can we continue to rejuvenate our long-term romantic relationships, beyond prayer? Art Aron and colleagues conducted one of the most famous relationship experiments, which can help us answer this question. In the experiment, dating and married couples were randomly assigned into one of two conditions. Those assigned to a “novel-arousing” task condition were instructed to travel the length of several gym mats and back (roughly thirty feet), remaining on their hands and knees at all times and returning to the starting point, where they were to cross over a rolled-up gym mat approximately three feet high. In addition, they were asked to carry a pillow without using hands, arms, or teeth, even while going over the barrier. They were asked to do this three times in under one minute. In the control condition, couples simply rolled a ball in turn.

				As Aron predicted, couples completing the novel-arousing task reported significantly higher levels of relationship quality than those completing the mundane task after the activity. The researchers then replicated these findings with a new sample of sixty-three married couples. In a final study, the researchers added two discussion tasks before and after the activity. Couples in the novel-arousing task condition not only reported higher levels of relationship quality but also exhibited more loving gestures during the later discussion task than those in the mundane condition.

				Aron and colleagues found that engaging in novel and challenging activities could rekindle love, and even passion. In a separate line of research, they also found that 40 percent of those married over ten years reported being “very intensely in love.” It turns out that it is possible to keep love alive over many years. In another study, the researchers used a neuroimaging technique, showing participants facial images of their partner as well as images of a close friend and a stranger. Participants had been married for an average of 21.4 years, yet they showed far stronger activation in the brain regions associated with the dopamine-rich reward system, such as the ventral tegmental area and dorsal striatum, when they saw their partner’s image than when they saw a close friend or a stranger. Kierkegaard’s B was right in that it is possible to maintain passion over a long period of time.

				Aron’s well-known “self-expansion theory” of romantic relationships posits that, at the beginning of a relationship, two individuals engage in intense conversations with a lot of self-disclosure; as time passes, their partner becomes part of themselves, essentially expanding the self. However, after the initial phase of mutual self-disclosure, opportunities for further expansion are limited. Aron theorizes that the typical decline in marital satisfaction over the course of a marriage is due in part to this lack of new opportunities to expand the self, and that engagement in novel activities could provide further opportunities for self-expansion. In this way, couples can experience “continuous rejuvenation.”

				In an interview, Art Aron said he and his wife, Elaine, took their findings to heart: They took walking trips in Japan, Italy, Serbia, and New Zealand. They painted pictures of each other, attended horse races, rafted down the Colorado River in the Grand Canyon, and went whale watching. Novelty is effective for long-term romantic couples, as is shared reflection.

			

			
				5. Jiro: The Art of Lifelong Devotion

				Jiro Dreams of Sushi was the title of David Gelb’s 2011 documentary about Jiro Ono, a then eighty-five-year-old sushi chef in Tokyo. Jiro is obsessed with sushi, constantly trying to improve his techniques. He fusses about the temperature of sushi rice to the extreme; it must be the perfect temperature to maximize the taste of the fish. He uses a massage technique to make his octopus more tender. He started off by massaging the octopus for thirty minutes; when he experimented with even longer massages, customers seemed to enjoy the sushi even more. Even though Jiro had already earned three Michelin stars with the thirty-minute massage, now he massages the octopus for forty-five minutes before cooking. He could have been satisfied with the methods he had already developed to get to the pinnacle of culinary art. Nonetheless, he always looks for ways to improve. He pays close and critical attention to each customer’s facial expressions after each bite. The selection of fish is as meticulous. His fifty-something son goes to the Tsukiji fish market to source all the ingredients from specialty merchants: shrimp from the same trusted shrimp merchant, eel from the same trusted eel merchant, and so forth. Every aspect of the preparation and cooking is exact, assessed every day, and improved over time. Jiro even cares about whether a customer is right-handed or left-handed, so that a right-handed customer would not be seated next to a left-handed customer, or vice versa: instead, a left-handed person would sit in the corner seat, where no one sits on their left.

				Because of war and poverty, Jiro left home at age nine. He did an apprenticeship in a sushi restaurant for many years, and finally opened up his own at age forty. At that point, he started training three to five apprentices at any given time. An apprentice starts out cleaning the restaurant and doing dishes. After ten years of cleaning work, Jiro finally allows an apprentice to cook a tamago sushi (egg custard sushi). Even Nakazawa, now a renowned sushi chef in New York, made two hundred tamagoyakis as an apprentice before Jiro finally deemed one usable. In the world of sushi shokunin (the professional sushi chef), as in any artisanal profession in Japan, there has always been a long and demanding training period. People go through this brutal apprenticeship because in the end they want to open up their own restaurants and succeed.

				In Chapter 7, I talked about how Michael Phelps and Simone Biles, arguably the best swimmer and gymnast of all time, suffered from depression and lost interest in the sports they excelled at. So, why didn’t Jiro also burn out after doing the same thing every day for over sixty years? First, Jiro’s quest for perfection is private and personal, whereas Phelps’s and Biles’s were public and in the context of competition with other athletes. What is so tough about being an elite athlete is that every defeat is objectively recorded and becomes public. While Jiro has had many competitors, Jiro’s performance was not closely watched against the performances of others. Second, like all sushi chefs in Japan, Jiro faced diverse, unexpected challenges over time. As some popular sushi fish disappeared from Tokyo Bay, Jiro had to adjust the type of sushi he served over the years. All these environmental changes have forced him to change the way he creates his menu. These challenges as well as economic challenges keep him on his toes. Whereas some elite athletes tend to ruminate on their performance and need to motivate themselves to train hard every day, Jiro has been preoccupied with various daily decisions and demands. Because of all the challenges, he hasn’t had time to really ruminate on his mistakes (I assume even a master makes them now and then). Third, going back to the theme of Chapter 7, Jiro is playful. He was a very mischievous boy, according to an interview with his elementary school friends in the documentary. He has carried his sense of lightheartedness well into his eighties, still joking around with his customers.

				After all, sushi is a creative art. Jiro can come up with any number of ways to create a new nigiri or a new way to cook eel if he ever gets bored with the extant menu. He thinks that he can still improve as a sushi chef. Jiro opened Sukiyabashi Jiro in 1965. That is a long time to be the head chef of the same restaurant in the same location. But even after so many years, he hates holidays when he has to close his restaurant. He always looks forward to working at his restaurant. Even if you do the same things every day for many decades, you can still find something new to try regularly.

				The work of a shokunin, like Jiro, is different from that of an amateur because it requires lifetime devotion. It changes over time as a shokunin acquires new techniques and perspectives. Jiro somehow finds a way to feel the continuous rejuvenation of his first love for sushi. One way to reach psychological richness is to follow Jiro’s path: devotion to one career, provided that the chosen career is deep enough for lifelong exploration.

			

			
				6. Why the Beatles?

				Why are the Beatles so much more popular than the Beach Boys? Looking at Spotify, the Beach Boys have an astonishing 11,861,427 monthly listeners, as of this writing. However, the Beatles have a mind-blowing 30,561,926 monthly listeners, almost three times that of the Beach Boys. They were both extremely popular worldwide in the 1960s. The two bands were active for similar periods and released comparable numbers of albums. Yet today I see more college students listening to the Beatles than the Beach Boys. Why?

				One possible explanation is that the Beatles’ popular songs are very diverse, ranging from simple love songs such as “All You Need Is Love” and “I Want to Hold Your Hand,” to nostalgic and gentle songs such as “Yesterday” and “Hey Jude,” to highly philosophical and spiritual ones such as “Let It Be,” “Nowhere Man,” and “Across the Universe,” to rebellious ones such as “Revolution” and “Come Together.” The Beatles had an initial “goody-goody” boy band phase, then a countercultural phase, a spiritual phase, and a discontentment phase. They had three members composing songs, John, Paul, and George, giving them more variety than the Beach Boys, with Brian Wilson as a solo composer. Wilson is famously innovative and experimental, so the Beach Boys did produce diverse songs. But for a casual music lover, the Beach Boys are often equated with “Surfin’ U.S.A.”: “Everybody’s gone surfin’, surfin’ U.S.A.” If the Beach Boys’ Pet Sounds had been played more often than Surfin’ U.S.A., more people might have been interested in the Beach Boys.

				In the summer of 2020, when it was increasingly clear that the pandemic was here to stay, I felt as though there was no way out, a sense of stuckness, and I stayed shut inside all day. When would we be able to eat out and hang out? When could I go back to Japan and see my aging parents? Being locked down at home, we watched a lot of movies. One of them was the 2019 movie Yesterday. The protagonist, a struggling singer, realizes that he is the only person who remembers the Beatles and starts singing the Beatles’ songs and becomes famous. The movie was OK. Still, it was memorable for a completely different reason other than the plot. When the main character sings “The Long and Winding Road,” I just could not stop crying. I was watching it with my wife and two teenage kids, so it was very embarrassing. But its lyrics captured how I felt during COVID.

				With the Beatles, Bob Dylan, and Aretha Franklin, you can go deep and always find something new, as they left abundant, diverse bodies of work. Still, it is important to distinguish between nostalgia and psychological richness. Many people keep listening to the same bands because of nostalgia. Here the main activity is the reenactment of the past, returning to the same familiar comfort zone. To be clear, nostalgia—sentimental longing for one’s past—has a number of benefits, ranging from a sense of connection between one’s past and present, to social connectedness, to helping us find meaning in our lives. However, listening to the same band for the sake of nostalgia does not increase psychological richness. In contrast, if you keep listening to the same band because you keep noticing something you didn’t notice before, that is a psychologically rich experience, one of finding richness in a familiar object.

			

			
				7. Then There Is Virginia Woolf

				Like the Beatles, Virginia Woolf has enthusiastic fans across generations. The novelist Jenny Offill wrote an essay entitled “A Lifetime of Lessons in Mrs. Dalloway” for The New Yorker. She summarizes why it’s possible to read Mrs. Dalloway many times and discover many new things on each read. When she first read it, she was seventeen or eighteen years old. She was captivated by Septimus Warren Smith, the war veteran with a deep trauma. Woolf introduced him as “aged about thirty, pale-faced, beak-nosed,” adding, “The world has raised its whip; where will it descend?” Offill thought, “Yes, this. Exactly this.” Then, in her thirties, she read it again. This time she was intrigued by Clarissa Dalloway, who noticed things like “the laughing girls taking their absurd woolly dogs for a run.” Finally, Offill read it again as she became Mrs. Dalloway’s age, “just broken into her fifty-second year.” This time, she was moved by Peter Walsh, Clarissa’s old flame, who finds relief in self-distancing; everything becomes less personal.

				When I read Mrs. Dalloway, I was Clarissa Dalloway and Peter Walsh’s age. That made it easy to identify with those characters: all the obligations of daily life, ennui, and the past obsessions and obsession with the past. Peter Walsh talks about his own failure, saying, “He had been a Socialist, in some sense a failure—true. Still the future of civilisation lies, he thought, in the hands of young men like that; of young men such as he was, thirty years ago; with their love of abstract principles; getting books sent out to them all the way from London to a peak in the Himalayas; reading science; reading philosophy.” At the end of the party, Sally, Clarissa’s close friend in adolescence who used to deride Richard, Clarissa’s husband, as not smart enough, says, “Richard has improved. You are right. I shall go and talk to him. I shall say good-night. What does the brain matter…compared with the heart?” Old Peter, in the end, reflects, “What is this terror? What is this ecstasy?…What is it that fills me with extraordinary excitement?” His answer was Clarissa, his old flame.

				For a well-educated and well-traveled person, Peter is truly clueless as to what he wants in his life. When he was young, he thought he would be a writer. Sally asked, “Have you written?” Peter replied, at age fifty-two, “Not a word!” and laughed. Throughout the novel, Peter thinks about Clarissa, Clarissa in childhood, adolescence, and adulthood. Although he found love in India, he could not keep his eyes off her. What is so attractive about Clarissa? That is largely a mystery to me. But here is a fifty-two-year-old man still madly in love with his old girlfriend. No boredom here, but pure, genuine, endless curiosity about one woman. As Offill finds a lifetime of lessons from Mrs. Dalloway, Peter keeps finding old and new appeal in Clarissa.

			

			
				8. Why You Learn Something New from the Old

				There is a popular proverb in Japan, 温故知新. The first character means “warm,” the second “old,” the third “knowledge,” and the last “new.” Warm the old, then you will learn something new. We often learn something new from studying something very old.

				Kierkegaard’s B in Either/Or believes in the sanctity of marriage, and with the right mindset of gratitude, we could all learn more about ourselves and our partner. Art Aron’s research shows that an occasional infusion of novelty in a long-term romantic relationship is key to relationship longevity. Jiro Ono has been busy perfecting his sushi art for six decades, even after getting a three-star rating from Michelin. The Beatles, Bob Dylan, Aretha Franklin, Miles Davis, Picasso, Yayoi Kusama, Hilma af Klint, Kara Walker—all have embraced experiment, tried new styles, and evolved over time. You can learn something new from each of these artists by digging deeper and deeper into their work over a long period of time. If you don’t feel like reading, listening to, or studying something new, you might try old favorites that you haven’t engaged with for a long time. You might discover something new and rich.

			

		

	
		
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			A Good Life Without Regrets

			Final Thoughts on a Life in Three Dimensions

			
				I really like familiarity. It’s not something to be proud of, but it’s just who I am. I think there’s probably a lot of people out there that feel the same way…. It’s really been a good show for me, kind of facing a lot of demons, being able to crawl out of my comfort zone.

				—Eugene Levy, on his new show The Reluctant Traveler

			

			In this book, I introduced the new concept of a psychologically rich life, adding to the two better-known paths to a good life: a happy life and a meaningful life. Now that you know the ingredients of a happy life, a meaningful life, and a psychologically rich life, let’s see if you can start seeing the world through a new lens: life in three dimensions.

			
				1. The Way You Want It

				Toward the end of Toni Morrison’s Jazz, Violet, the main character, recalls a conversation with her hairdresser. Her hairdresser says, “What’s the world for you if you can’t make it up the way you want it?” Violet is surprised by the question; the thought had never crossed her mind. “What’s the point? I can’t change it.” The hairdresser insists, “That’s the point…[I] forgot it was mine. My life.”

				If you don’t think of the world the way you want it, you forget it is your life. So, let us not forget that this is our life and that we want something more than what it is. Maybe more happiness, more meaning, or more psychological richness. Instead of waiting until you’ve reached your deathbed, perhaps try to reflect after each milestone: What would you say about your high school life at the end of high school? What about your college life at the end of college? At the end of your first job? What about parenting when your child graduates from high school? The triad model of a good life—happiness, meaning, and psychological richness—gives you three dimensions with which you can evaluate your experiences.

			

			
				2. What Is a Good Job?

				In 1890, William James invented the self-esteem equation in The Principles of Psychology, which is written as follows: “self-esteem = success/pretentions.” By pretentions, James meant one’s aspirations. So, self-esteem is high if one has fulfilled most of their aspirations, and low if they haven’t. According to this formula, there are two ways to increase self-esteem. One is to increase the amount of success. The other way is to reduce aspiration. James’s self-esteem equation could be applied to happiness as well. To simplify to the extreme, happiness could be stated as the function of two factors: success (personal, interpersonal, or societal) / (divided by) aspirations. One could increase happiness by increasing success or by reducing aspirations. The American cultural emphasis is on enhancing the amount of success by working harder, whereas the Danish cultural emphasis, for instance, is on minimizing aspirations.

				That being said, what kinds of success are we talking about? Sigmund Freud said that the two main tasks of humans are to work and to love. If you are successful in work and love, you have likely succeeded in life. So let’s look at success at work. There are many ways to define success at work; one way is to ask workers how satisfied they are with their jobs. Those who say they are satisfied with their jobs are those who are succeeding. I analyzed Payscale’s survey of over two million people in 502 job categories. According to this data, what predicts job satisfaction? More precisely, what kinds of workers have higher-than-average job satisfaction?

				For instance, 80 percent of actuaries are satisfied with their jobs. Similarly, 78 percent of computer and information scientists are satisfied with their jobs. In contrast, only 65 percent of police officers are satisfied with their jobs. Social workers were even worse, at only 59 percent satisfied. Why are actuaries and computer scientists more satisfied at work than social workers and police officers? Pay might be one reason. Given the difficult jobs that social workers and police officers do every day, their pay is not that great. Perhaps they feel they are not fairly compensated for what they do. Indeed, across 502 jobs, median salary was strongly correlated with average job satisfaction.

				Just as happiness is not the only way to a good life, job satisfaction is not the only way to define success at work. What about meaning in one’s job? Interestingly, Payscale measured this. Although the vast majority of actuaries and computer scientists are satisfied with their jobs, many of them do not find their jobs to be very meaningful. For instance, only 36 percent of actuaries find meaning in their jobs, and only 45 percent of computer and information scientists do. In contrast, although social workers and police officers are not super satisfied with their jobs, they find them to be meaningful. Indeed, 73 percent of social workers and 81 percent of law enforcement officers find their jobs to be meaningful.

				Are there good jobs that are not high in job satisfaction or meaning, though? The Payscale data show an interesting pattern. While 65 percent of editors find their jobs to be satisfying, only 42 percent find them meaningful. Similarly, 67 percent of art directors are satisfied with their jobs, but only 35 percent find their work meaningful. Writers and authors are very similar to art directors, scoring 67 percent in satisfaction and 30 percent in meaning. Funeral directors are an interesting comparison group. They are similar in terms of job satisfaction: 68 percent of funeral directors are satisfied with their jobs. However, 87 percent of them find their jobs to be meaningful.

				If satisfaction and meaning were the only metrics of good jobs, then we might tell art directors, editors, and writers to consider becoming funeral directors. Realistically, we wouldn’t, because we know that editors, art directors, and writers have something that funeral directors don’t have: self-expression and creativity. Payscale did not ask survey respondents how interesting their jobs were, how much creativity mattered in their jobs, or other questions pertaining to psychological richness. My guess is that many art directors, editors, and writers would say that their jobs are interesting, creative, and psychologically rich. This may be a reason why people continue in such professions. The benefit of the three-dimension framework for defining a good life is that it can be applied to the professional sphere, explaining why some jobs low in happiness or meaning could still be good—psychologically rich—jobs.

			

			
				3. What Is a Good Vacation?

				For your next vacation, would you like to take an all-inclusive luxury tour or a low-key backpacking trip? The all-inclusive tour is easy. All you have to do is pay and show up. The tour company has a plan. They’ll entertain you from morning to night—you can just sit back and enjoy. The backpacking trip would be a lot harder. You don’t know what kind of accommodations you’ll end up with. You have to plan pretty much everything by yourself. It’s all on you: it could be great, but it could also be a disaster.

				In the podcast Two Psychologists Four Beers, Yoel Inbar and Alexa Tullett used those trip metaphors to describe a happy life and a psychologically rich life. A happy life is like a Caribbean cruise. Everything is planned. You get fed, and everything is taken care of. When we asked participants from nine countries to describe an ideal life, many Americans wrote about a life that resembled a luxury cruise. For instance, an eighteen-year-old University of Virginia student wrote, “On a beach with lots of money and a happy family. I would not want to worry about working as I would have been successful enough so I would not have to work anymore.” For many, a vacation (and an ideal life) is for relaxation and rejuvenation, for being served and entertained.

				A psychologically rich trip is like a backpacking trip. You have to plan it all by yourself. You can choose what you want to do. At the same time, you never know what to expect, and you might encounter something bad. When I was a college freshman in Tokyo, my friend and I went on a backpacking trip in the U.S. We got the cheapest tickets available (Malaysia Airlines for about $700) from Tokyo to LA, and a thirty-day Greyhound pass, which was about $250. We did a thirty-day Greyhound bus trip from LA to San Francisco to Seattle to Mount Rushmore, South Dakota to Chicago to Niagara Falls to New York City to Washington D.C. By the time we were in D.C., we realized we were almost out of time, so the final three days were an almost nonstop bus ride from D.C. to LA. A seventy-hour bus ride…not exactly fun.

				We didn’t have any reservations for hotels in advance, so we looked for somewhere to stay once we arrived in Los Angeles, then in San Francisco, then in Seattle. All we could afford were youth hostels. The Greyhound stations were almost always in downtown areas, which were not the safest back in 1988. With our limited budget and minimal English, we encountered many scary moments. In New York City, a guy just outside our youth hostel on Forty-Second Street approached me and asked if he could borrow $20. A Citibank was right there. He said he would just go to the bank, get cash, and pay me back. “Follow me,” he said. So I followed him to the bank and queued in line. After a while, he disappeared. That’s how I was scammed out of $20 in Times Square, which was my daily budget!

				Our bus from New York arrived in Washington D.C. in the early morning and we ended up falling asleep on a park bench near the White House. It wasn’t long before a group of police officers on horseback appeared. They thought we were homeless and literally and physically kicked us out. Yet that same day, we were able to go inside the White House on a tour. We also went on the Capitol Hill tour for free.

				When we were in Chicago, there was a huge festival in Grant Park. My friend went to see a White Sox game, but I wanted to go to this festival. So I went alone and ended up meeting three other young people there. They asked me to take a picture of them, so I did. Then we started talking. Before long, they were so nice that they invited me to a party at one of their houses. I didn’t have a clue where the house was, nor did I have a change of clothes with me, but I said yes. It was the only time I had any alcohol during that trip. I fell asleep at the party house. The next morning, one of the people I’d met gave me a ride back to the downtown YMCA where I was staying. It turned out I had been somewhere in Wisconsin that night! I couldn’t believe it.

				Now, I can’t say that Greyhound was the way to travel across the entire U.S. My butt certainly hurt from hours of sitting. But I came away from it with a memorable thirty days and the chance to see many sides of the U.S.

				Some vacations are more about meaning. In Jonathan Safran Foer’s Everything Is Illuminated, the main character (also named Jonathan Safran Foer) travels to Ukraine in search of Augustine, a woman who saved his grandfather’s life during World War II. The main purpose of such a trip is to learn more about your family’s heritage: where and how they lived, what happened over the course of their lives. By learning about your family’s heritage, you learn about yourself. A clear sense of your heritage also gives you a sense of coherence and significance: two key components of meaning in life.

				Others opt for volunteer tourism, such as trips to support women’s education in Nepal, medical volunteerism in Guatemala, or wildlife conservation in Kenya. Instead of a typical spring break beach trip, some college students volunteer for Habitat for Humanity. Just like a job, vacation can be catered toward increasing happiness, meaning, or psychological richness.

				In sum, you can evaluate pretty much anything in terms of happiness, meaning, and psychological richness. Academic courses can be happy, meaningful, or psychologically rich courses. Some friends are fun to be with. Other friends are useful and helpful. Other friends help you expand your horizons. Some places, like Disneyland, help us forget all our troubles and be happy. Some places, such as Jerusalem and Rome, help us remember the past and think about the meaning of life. Other places encourage us to explore and gain psychological richness. New York, for instance, is where “there’s nothing you can’t do…these streets will make you feel brand-new, big lights will inspire you,” according to Jay-Z and Alicia Keys in “Empire State of Mind.” When you know what you want to maximize (happiness, meaning, or richness), you can start structuring your life and curating experiences that align your goals.

				In this book, I have showcased a new path to a good life: psychological richness. To be clear, I am not arguing that a psychologically rich life is the best life, or that it’s always better than a happy life or a meaningful life. Rather, I am arguing that prioritizing psychological richness is one way to lead a good life. Like Goldmund in Narcissus and Goldmund, even if you aren’t happy and don’t find your life to be meaningful, you can still lead a good life if you fill it with diverse, interesting, and perspective-changing experiences. And we’ve seen it is possible to benefit from more than one type of good life. For instance, Oliver Sacks seemed to be very happy at the end of his life. His life was also meaningful, since he touched and changed many patients’ and caretakers’ lives, and he certainly had many stories to tell. Sacks had all three forms of a good life after all. Linda, the taxi driver we met in Chapter 4, seems to have had it all, too. She is enjoying her retirement, having made a difference in the world over the span of a life filled with many unusual experiences.

				So, it’s fair to wonder: are there any other paths to a good life? Remember that empirical research into the question of a good life started in earnest only in the 1980s. The first thirty years of the endeavor produced two viable dimensions of a good life: happiness and meaning. Now we have discovered a third dimension: psychological richness. There might be other paths to a good life; new research might soon reveal a fourth (or more). Future research is likely to find cultural differences in the paths to a good life. In the end, this is a story of diverse paths to a good life. Knowing who you are and what you value will guide you in pursuing the right one.

			

			
				4. Lessons of Psychological Richness

				A psychologically rich life is a life with twists and turns, stops, detours, and turning points; a dramatic and eventful life instead of a familiar and cozy one; a life with complexity and multiplicity; a life of expeditus, or spontaneity, rather than a life of deliberatio, or careful deliberation; a life of long, winding journey rather than a simple and straightforward one. Before Jon Stewart’s The Daily Show, there was David Letterman’s Late Show. I loved his quirky sense of humor. My favorite was his Top Ten lists. So, in the spirit of playfulness, I end my book with my own Top Ten list on psychological richness (see Appendix 3 for an alternative summary).

				
						
						Life Without Regrets: Later in life, people tend to regret the things they could have done but did not: not taking a job offer, not moving to Boston when given the chance, not going back to school. It’s easy to come up with an excuse for inaction, but when faced with a question of “Should I stay or should I go?” ask yourself: “In ten years, would I regret if I stayed?” Remember, we may regret what we do in the short run, but in the long run, our biggest regrets come from what we didn’t do.

					

						
						Freedom over Security: In an essay in The New York Times Magazine, poet Ada Calhoun recalls how her parents often told her growing up that “most choices could be boiled down to security or freedom, and that it was always better to choose freedom.” She followed her parents’ advice: she chose a job that allowed her more freedom, even though she hasn’t had job benefits in years, and she chose to have a baby despite having no childcare plan. She now feels that “there is no greater security than being out on the right limb, with the right voice in your head.” Ultimately, being able to choose freedom over security, possibility over responsibility, and challenge over ease is key to a psychologically rich life.

					

						
						Don’t Be a Specialist; Be a Generalist: Most of us live in a highly specialized world with a meticulous division of labor. Professionally, specialization often leads to success. But too much specialization may lead us to miss the beauty of the forest for a tree. Stay curious in life, be a generalist, maybe even do it yourself once in a while!

					

						
						“Take a Dozen”: Both pigeons and humans don’t explore enough. The comfort of familiarity is so powerfully attractive that we forget the joy of exploration, eating the same snack, going to the same chain, and sitting quietly on our commute. But acknowledge this bias and we can overcome it; the “take a dozen” heuristic reminds us to explore at least twelve potential mates, apartments, restaurants, etc., before we take our pick. We make a better decision when we explore more.

					

						
						Find Richness in the Familiar: But if you are a Daniel Plainview (“I want to earn enough money, so I can get away from everyone”) or a Eugene Levy (“I really like familiarity”), you can find richness in the familiar. Revisit a favorite band, author, book, film, or person, and you will discover new in the old.

					

						
						Don’t Be Afraid of Negative Events: Many of us fall into the happiness trap. We fear negative events, try to avoid them at all costs, and blame ourselves for our discontent. But it is a fact of life: bad things happen. It’s OK to fail; it’s OK to feel negative emotions. Remember Nietzsche: these challenges will make you wiser. Remember James Joyce: Per aspera ad astra—through hardship to the stars. This is all part of your story. Embrace the richness it brings and let your psychological immune system kick in.

					

						
						Write and Tell: Richness is the accumulation of interesting stories. It’s important to remember them, and writing is an excellent way to do it. Telling a story is also a great way to remember. As you write and tell, you can edit your story. Keep the bad stuff but use it as a springboard for growth. Remember Hemingway’s moveable feast and find your own. Just as wealth can be transferred across generations and help the next generation become materially rich, your stories can be transferred to the next generation and help them become psychologically rich.

					

						
						Be Spontaneous: We live in a highly scheduled time. Most of us need an appointment to hang out with our friends. Next time you are bored, text your friends to see if they are free. Deviate from routines from time to time. Be Alice in Alice in Wonderland! Seek the unknown. Stop by a gallery, a used bookstore, or a Goodwill store. You never know what you will find.

					

						
						Be Playful! We all have a lot of obligations, from doing the dishes to filing our taxes. When we are so focused on getting things done, many things—especially enjoyable experiences, like reading a novel—appear to be a waste of time. Yet it is in playful moments and when you are “on vacation from social and economic reality” that we may discover something unexpected, learn something new, and gain new insight into our goals. “Be open to be a fool!”

					

						
						Just Do It! Beyond important life decisions, a mindset of psychological richness can help us make small, everyday decisions, too. Should I go to a new exhibition or stay home? Should I go on a hike? If you are the type of person who likes to stay within your comfort zone, then I suggest you take a chance and try something new—just do it! On days when people do something new, they feel that the day is psychologically richer, as well as happier and more meaningful.

					

				

				In the poem “Ed,” Louis Simpson introduces his title character Ed as a young man in love with a waitress named Doreen. His family and friends do not approve. So, instead he marries another woman. Years later, his wife leaves Ed. Ed complains to his friends and family that he should have married Doreen. His family and friends reply, “Well, why didn’t you?” So I borrow from Simpson to give my last words to you: “Well, why don’t you?”
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				Appendix 1

				Psychologically Rich Life Questionnaire (PRLQ)

				We define a psychologically rich life as a life characterized by variety, depth, and interest. A life could be psychologically rich if a person experiences a variety of interesting things or feels and appreciates a variety of deep emotions. These can be via firsthand experience or vicariously through novels, films, or sports on TV. Take the Psychologically Rich Life Questionnaire, and find out your psychological richness score!

				Please indicate the degree to which you agree or disagree with each of the following statements, using the 1 to 7 point scale below. Put your responses (numbers) next to the questions.

				
					
						
							
									1
									2
									3
									4
									5
									6
									7
							

							
									Strongly Disagree
									Disagree
									Slightly Disagree
									Neither Agree nor Disagree
									Slightly Agree
									Agree
									Strongly Agree
							

						
					

				

				
					___1. My life has been psychologically rich*

					___2. My life has been experientially rich*

					___3. My life has been emotionally rich*

					___4. I have had a lot of interesting experiences*

					___5. I have had a lot of novel experiences*

					___6. My life has been full of unique, unusual experiences*

					___7. My life consists of rich, intense moments*

					___8. My life has been dramatic

					___9. I experience a full range of emotions via firsthand experiences such as travel and attending concerts*

					___10. I have a lot of personal stories to tell others*

					___11. On my deathbed, I am likely to say, “I had an interesting life”*

					___12. On my deathbed, I am likely to say, “I have seen and learned a lot”*

					___13. My life would make a good novel or movie*

					___14. My life has been monotonous (r)

					___15. I often feel bored with my life (r)

					___16. My life has been uneventful (r)

					___17. I can’t remember the last time I’ve done or experienced something new (r)

				

				Notes: The twelve-item version is composed of the items with an asterisk (*); (r) indicates a reverse item.

				
					How to score:

					Step 1. Convert your responses to Items 14 to 17 (these are reverse items) as follows: 1 to 7; 2 to 6; 3 to 5; 4 to 4; 5 to 3; 6 to 2; 7 to 1.

					Step 2. Add your responses from Items 1 to 13, and add Step 1 scores (reversed scores).

					Step 3. Then divide the total scores by 17. What did you get?

					Example: If your original responses to Items 1 to 13 were 6, 5, 5, 4, 6, 6, 7, 5, 4, 5, 5, 6, 7, and Items 14 to 17 were 2, 2, 3, 1 then: Step 1: your Items 14 to 17 reversed scores are 6, 6, 5, 7. Step 2. Add Items 1 to 13 (i.e., 6+5+5+4+6+6+7+5+4+5+5+6+7) = 71 and add reversed Items 14 to 17 from Step 1 (i.e., 6+6+5+7) = 24. Step 3: (71+24)/17 = 5.59. That’s it. 5.59 is your score.

				

				
					How to interpret your score:

					Below are the data from 1,213 American adults (mean age = 38.21).

					The mean (average) score was 4.58, and the range was 1.18 to 7.00. The percentile scores are as below. If your score was 3.41 or below, you scored among the lowest 10 percent of Americans. If your score was 4.35, then roughly 40 percent of Americans were below you and roughly 60 percent were above you. If your score was 5.75 or higher, then you were among the top 10 percent in psychological richness.

					
						
							
								
										
										Descriptive Statistics

									
										
								

								
										
										
										Psychrich

									
								

								
										
										N

									
										
										1213

									
								

								
										
										Mean

									
										
										4.584

									
								

								
										
										Std. Deviation

									
										
										0.971

									
								

								
										
										Minimum

									
										
										1.176

									
								

								
										
										Maximum

									
										
										7.000

									
								

								
										
										10th percentile

									
										
										3.412

									
								

								
										
										20th percentile

									
										
										3.881

									
								

								
										
										30th percentile

									
										
										4.063

									
								

								
										
										40th percentile

									
										
										4.353

									
								

								
										
										50th percentile

									
										
										4.588

									
								

								
										
										60th percentile

									
										
										4.882

									
								

								
										
										70th percentile

									
										
										5.176

									
								

								
										
										80th percentile

									
										
										5.382

									
								

								
										
										90th percentile

									
										
										5.741
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							Distribution of Psychologically Rich Life Questionnaire Scores (N = 1,213 Americans)

						
					
				

			

		

	
		
			
			
				Appendix 2

				Meta-Analytic Correlations Between a Good Life and Big Five Personality

				
					
						
							
									
									
									Richness

								
									
									Happiness

								
									
									Meaning

								
							

							
									
									Openness

								
									
									.47

								
									
									.08

								
									
									.21

								
							

							
									
									Extraversion

								
									
									.44

								
									
									.32

								
									
									.39

								
							

							
									
									Neuroticism

								
									
									−.18

								
									
									−.39

								
									
									−.45

								
							

							
									
									Agreeableness

								
									
									.27

								
									
									.20

								
									
									.28

								
							

							
									
									Conscientiousness

								
									
									.30

								
									
									.27

								
									
									.50

								
							

						
					

				

				Note: The highest personality trait correlated with each dimension of a good life is noted in bold. The correlations on psychological richness come from Oishi and Westgate (2022), whereas the correlations on happiness and meaning (purpose in life) come from Anglim et al. (2020).

			

		

	
		
			
			
				Appendix 3

				An Alternative Summary of the Book

				Here is a parody of Kierkegaard’s Either/Or that I’ve entitled Neither/Nor, in the form of imaginary correspondences between a son (A) and his father (B).

				
					Dear Dad,

					It is freaking cold in Northfield! It’s October and already below freezing! Classes are OK. I thought I wrote a particularly strong essay on Plato’s Cave. But Professor commented on my essay by saying, “These comments may seem harsh…I don’t mean to say that you can’t disagree with Plato, only that you should address his analysis in the course of making your case. Without that engagement, we’re left with a stirring sermon but not so much argument and persuasion.” Ouch! Not good. Probably I am going to get a B in that class—well, I hope at least a B….

					Baseball is going well, but I am so busy. My teammates are pretty amazing. One guy throws 95! Everyone can hit. I think I am a better defender than most, though. If only I could hit. Upperclassmen are all good students. Luke still hasn’t gotten any B’s yet! They all seem to know what they are doing. One of them is going to grad school at Karolinska Institute in Sweden. Two are going to law school. One is getting a CS degree, so not worried about job. I have no idea what I want to be. BTW, how come so many kids are so rich? One kid has a second house in Capri, Italy! They were talking about investment portfolio a few nights ago and which stocks were doing well. I have no idea. Should I be concerned?

					Dear Son,

					To say that Northfield is cold is as obvious as to say the earth is round. So, let’s not say it. I lived in Minnesota myself for four years! It is a wonderful state, but not blessed with warm weather. Most families at your school are richer than us. That’s why we get financial aid! Most students there are super smart, too. But let’s remember Mr. Johnson’s story on move-in day. It is OK to be different! I told you about Sonja Lyubomirsky’s research, right? Social comparison is bad for you. Avoid social comparisons, and remember Tim Wilson: Redirect!

					More generally, it is easy to get into a happiness trap in college. Everyone else seems to be doing better than you. Everyone else seems to be having more fun than you. It is also easy to get into a meaning trap. Everyone else seems to know what they are doing. Everyone else seems to be making a difference in the world, while you are not. Neither happiness nor meaning is the only path to a good life. Well, first of all, life is long. You don’t have to know exactly what you are doing at the age of 18. You might find something important at age 30, 40, or even 50, 60, or 70 and make a difference then.

					Second, it is OK to fail here and there. One B would not kill you. Yes, I want you to get all A’s, if possible. I am a Tiger Dad after all. But I admit (I told you already?) my first semester in college was a disaster; I got two C’s and one D, I think. Of course, grades didn’t matter in Japanese universities back then. After looking at my first-semester grades, my advisor Professor Nakano said, “君も低空飛行ですね。You, too, are flying pretty low,” and laughed. The key word? “Too.” I was not alone. Other advisees were struggling, too. I found hope in that word. He was a funny professor. I couldn’t quite take off smoothly, but eventually found a jet stream. Be patient. Find the right wind. A “Chump to Champ!”

					Dear Dad,

					I can’t believe my first year is almost over. I am not surprised I didn’t play much, but still it was disappointing. That injury in February really hurt…. I need to register for the fall. What should I take? Intro to social psych should be easy? Some econ? Political science?

					BTW, last Friday a few baseball friends and I went to a WWE wrestling match in Minneapolis. I thought it was a joke, but guess what? There were so many adoring fans, kids and their parents. Did you know that they do a huge anti-bullying campaign? We also went to this Vietnamese place nearby, and that was really good. Haven’t had such a delicious pho all year!

					Dear Son,

					I can’t believe your first year is almost over. Re: injury, that would help you see the world and yourself from a different perspective. Remember Nietzsche: “Looking from the perspective of the sick toward healthier concepts and values and, conversely, looking again from the fullness and self-assurance of a rich life down into the secret work of the instinct of decadence…. Now I know how, have the know-how, to reverse perspectives.” It is not Kelly Clarkson; it is Nietzsche who first said what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger. Ohtani came back from Tommy John surgery strong. Darvish did, too. A famous Japanese proverb: 七転八起. If you fall seven times, you get up eight times! That’s the spirit, isn’t it? I sent you Alison Gopnik’s Atlantic article, too? A fascinating story of an intellectual exploration. Read it! Social psych should be easy for you. Nice to have one easy class, so that you can take some difficult ones!

					I am so glad you guys found some time to have fun in the city. Those unplanned, spontaneous trips are the best!! Your perspective changed, too. That’s great. I remember my grandpa and I went to a women’s pro wrestling match when I was like 12? To this day, I don’t know why he took me there or why he wanted to go. Indeed, I had totally forgotten about that until you mentioned WWE! My initial thought was, who would go there? Shocking to think that my grandpa was that kind of guy…He was pretty open-minded for his generation. I remember him bringing a homeless guy home and giving him some food and 500 yen (about $6). My dad was so mad that Grandpa brought a homeless guy home. Your great-grandfather was a really nice guy, also kind of playful. He loved sumo wrestling so much. I grew up watching sumo on TV, you know. I need to take you to sumo when we go to Japan next time.

					Dear Dad,

					I am in Copenhagen! It is beautiful and walkable. My roommates are very nice, though a bit messy. Classes are interesting and a lot easier than Carleton! I am so glad I finally learned how to ride a bicycle. Everyone bikes here. One class has a few field trips where we have to bike around the city.

					Next weekend, I will go to Norway. A friend of mine from Carleton wants to go there, so I will follow her. Should be fun. BTW, I watched an old movie called M by Fritz Lang last weekend. Ebert recommended it. Have you watched? The main character “M” is really disturbed and disturbing. But, by the end, I kind of felt bad for him. Very strange and interesting!

					I haven’t played baseball at all here. Not sure how much I can play here. No baseball field nearby. I must figure this out. I also need to apply for an internship…. There are so many things to do…. “Must, must, must—detestable word.” Virginia Woolf?

					Dear Son,

					I am so glad you are liking your study abroad so far. I told you my story at Bates. There was some ugly stuff happened there, too, but now all great stories. So glad we spent five dreadful summer days working on Dede’s bike! Days 1 and 2 looked hopeless. You just could not stay on the bike for more than two seconds! Remember? I wish I had taught you how to bike when you were younger….

					Don’t worry about baseball now. Absorb everything Denmark offers. Oh, I guess you do need to apply for an internship now, though, don’t you? Good luck!

					“Must, must, must—detestable word.” Is it Mrs. Dalloway? No, no, that’s from The Waves? Bernard? Tell me about it. I am that guy. You are too young to be Bernard. Be playful. Take a vacation from social and economic reality once in a while. Be open to be a fool now and then.

					BTW, Lang’s M is a masterpiece, my favorite, a dark, psychologically rich movie! You learn so much from novels and films. Fritz Lang knows how to tell a story. A story-editing genius.

					Looking back at his time in Paris in his twenties, Ernest Hemingway said, “If you are lucky enough to have lived in Paris as a young man, then wherever you go for the rest of your life, it stays with you, for Paris is a moveable feast.” Make Copenhagen your own moveable feast.

					See you soon!

					Love,

					Dad
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