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I N T R O D U C T I O N

 One day, my students sat me down and ordered me to write this book. 
They wanted people to be able to use our work to make their lives bet-
ter. It was something I’d wanted to do for a long time, but it became my 
number one priority.

My work is part of a tradition in psychology that shows the power of 
people’s beliefs. These may be beliefs we’re aware of or unaware of, but 
they strongly affect what we want and whether we succeed in getting 
it. This tradition also shows how changing people’s beliefs—even the 
simplest beliefs—can have profound effects.

In this book, you’ll learn how a simple belief about yourself—a belief 
we discovered in our research—guides a large part of your life. In fact, 
it permeates every part of your life. Much of what you think of as your 
personality actually grows out of this “mindset.” Much of what may be 
preventing you from fulfilling your potential grows out of it.

No book has ever explained this mindset and shown people how to 
make use of it in their lives. You’ll suddenly understand the greats—in 
the sciences and arts, in sports, and in business—and the would-have-
beens. You’ll understand your mate, your boss, your friends, your kids. 
You’ll see how to unleash your potential—and your children’s.

It is my privilege to share my findings with you. Besides accounts of 
people from my research, I’ve filled each chapter with stories both ripped 
from the headlines and based on my own life and experience, so you can 
see the mindsets in action. (In most cases, names and personal informa-
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tion have been changed to preserve anonymity; in some cases, several 
people have been condensed into one to make a clearer point. A number 
of the exchanges are re-created from memory, and I have rendered them 
to the best of my ability.)

At the end of each chapter and throughout the last chapter, I show 
you ways to apply the lessons—ways to recognize the mindset that is 
guiding your life, to understand how it works, and to change it if you 
wish.

A little note about grammar. I know it and I love it, but I haven’t al-
ways followed it in this book. I start sentences with ands and buts. I end 
sentences with prepositions. I use the plural they in contexts that require 
the singular he or she. I’ve done this for informality and immediacy, and 
I hope that the sticklers will forgive me.

A little note on this updated edition. I felt it was important to add 
new information to some of the chapters. I added our new study on 
organizational mindsets to chapter 5 (Business). Yes, a whole organiza-
tion can have a mindset! I added a new section on “false growth mind-
set” to chapter 7 (Parents, Teachers, and Coaches) after I learned about 
the many creative ways people were interpreting and implementing the 
growth mindset, not always accurately. And I added “The Journey to 
a (True) Growth Mindset” to chapter 8 (Changing Mindsets) because 
many people have asked for more information on how to take that jour-
ney. I hope these updates are helpful.

I’d like to take this chance to thank all of the people who made my 
research and this book possible. My students have made my research 
career a complete joy. I hope they’ve learned as much from me as I’ve 
learned from them. I’d also like to thank the organizations that sup-
ported our research: the William T. Grant Foundation, the National Sci-
ence Foundation, the Department of Education, the National Institute 
of Mental Health, the National Institute of Child Health and Human 
Development, the Spencer Foundation, and the Raikes Foundation.

The people at Random House have been the most encouraging team 
I could wish for: Webster Younce, Daniel Menaker, Tom Perry, and, 
most of all, Caroline Sutton and Jennifer Hershey, my editors. Your ex-
citement about my book and your great suggestions have made all the 
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difference. I thank my superb agent, Giles Anderson, as well as Heidi 
Grant for putting me in touch with him.

Thanks to all the people who gave me input and feedback, but special 
thanks to Polly Shulman, Richard Dweck, and Maryann Peshkin for 
their extensive and insightful comments. Finally, I thank my husband, 
David, for the love and enthusiasm that give my life an extra dimension. 
His support throughout this project was extraordinary.

My work has been about growth, and it has helped foster my own 
growth. It is my wish that it will do the same for you.
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Chapter 1

THE MINDSETS

When I was a young researcher, just starting out, something hap-
pened that changed my life. I was obsessed with understanding how 
people cope with failures, and I decided to study it by watching how 
students grapple with hard problems. So I brought children one at a time 
to a room in their school, made them comfortable, and then gave them 
a series of puzzles to solve. The first ones were fairly easy, but the next 
ones were hard. As the students grunted, perspired, and toiled, I watched 
their strategies and probed what they were thinking and feeling. I ex-
pected differences among children in how they coped with the difficulty, 
but I saw something I never expected.

Confronted with the hard puzzles, one ten-year-old boy pulled up 
his chair, rubbed his hands together, smacked his lips, and cried out, “I 
love a challenge!” Another, sweating away on these puzzles, looked up 
with a pleased expression and said with authority, “You know, I was hop-
ing this would be informative!”

What’s wrong with them? I wondered. I always thought you coped 
with failure or you didn’t cope with failure. I never thought anyone loved 
failure. Were these alien children or were they on to something?

Everyone has a role model, someone who pointed the way at a criti-
cal moment in their lives. These children were my role models. They 
obviously knew something I didn’t and I was determined to figure it 
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out—to understand the kind of mindset that could turn a failure into 
a gift.

What did they know? They knew that human qualities, such as in-
tellectual skills, could be cultivated. And that’s what they were doing— 
getting smarter. Not only weren’t they discouraged by failure, they didn’t 
even think they were failing. They thought they were learning.

I, on the other hand, thought human qualities were carved in stone. 
You were smart or you weren’t, and failure meant you weren’t. It was that 
simple. If you could arrange successes and avoid failures (at all costs), you 
could stay smart. Struggles, mistakes, perseverance were just not part of 
this picture.

Whether human qualities are things that can be cultivated or things 
that are carved in stone is an old issue. What these beliefs mean for you 
is a new one: What are the consequences of thinking that your intelli-
gence or personality is something you can develop, as opposed to some-
thing that is a fixed, deep-seated trait? Let’s first look in on the age-old, 
fiercely waged debate about human nature and then return to the ques-
tion of what these beliefs mean for you.

WHY DO PEOPLE DIFFER?

Since the dawn of time, people have thought differently, acted dif-
ferently, and fared differently from each other. It was guaranteed that 
someone would ask the question of why people differed—why some 
people are smarter or more moral—and whether there was something 
that made them permanently different. Experts lined up on both sides. 
Some claimed that there was a strong physical basis for these differ-
ences, making them unavoidable and unalterable. Through the ages, 
these alleged physical differences have included bumps on the skull 
(phrenology), the size and shape of the skull (craniology), and, today, 
genes.

Others pointed to the strong differences in people’s backgrounds, 
experiences, training, or ways of learning. It may surprise you to know 
that a big champion of this view was Alfred Binet, the inventor of the 
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IQ test. Wasn’t the IQ test meant to summarize children’s unchange-
able intelligence? In fact, no. Binet, a Frenchman working in Paris in 
the early twentieth century, designed this test to identify children who 
were not profiting from the Paris public schools, so that new educational 
programs could be designed to get them back on track. Without denying indi-
vidual differences in children’s intellects, he believed that education and 
practice could bring about fundamental changes in intelligence. Here is 
a quote from one of his major books, Modern Ideas About Children, in 
which he summarizes his work with hundreds of children with learning 
difficulties:

A few modern philosophers . . . assert that an individual’s intel-
ligence is a fixed quantity, a quantity which cannot be increased. 
We must protest and react against this brutal pessimism. . . . With 
practice, training, and above all, method, we manage to increase 
our attention, our memory, our judgment and literally to become 
more intelligent than we were before.

Who’s right? Today most experts agree that it’s not either–or. It’s not 
nature or nurture, genes or environment. From conception on, there’s a 
constant give-and-take between the two. In fact, as Gilbert Gottlieb, 
an eminent neuroscientist, put it, not only do genes and environment 
cooperate as we develop, but genes require input from the environment 
to work properly.

At the same time, scientists are learning that people have more capac-
ity for lifelong learning and brain development than they ever thought. 
Of course, each person has a unique genetic endowment. People may 
start with different temperaments and different aptitudes, but it is clear 
that experience, training, and personal effort take them the rest of the 
way. Robert Sternberg, the present-day guru of intelligence, writes that 
the major factor in whether people achieve expertise “is not some fixed 
prior ability, but purposeful engagement.” Or, as his forerunner Binet 
recognized, it’s not always the people who start out the smartest who 
end up the smartest.
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WHAT DOES ALL THIS MEAN FOR YOU? THE TWO MINDSETS

It’s one thing to have pundits spouting their opinions about scientific is-
sues. It’s another thing to understand how these views apply to you. For 
thirty years, my research has shown that the view you adopt for yourself 
profoundly affects the way you lead your life. It can determine whether 
you become the person you want to be and whether you accomplish the 
things you value. How does this happen? How can a simple belief have 
the power to transform your psychology and, as a result, your life?

Believing that your qualities are carved in stone—the fixed mindset—
creates an urgency to prove yourself over and over. If you have only a 
certain amount of intelligence, a certain personality, and a certain moral 
character—well, then you’d better prove that you have a healthy dose of 
them. It simply wouldn’t do to look or feel deficient in these most basic 
characteristics.

Some of us are trained in this mindset from an early age. Even as 
a child, I was focused on being smart, but the fixed mindset was really 
stamped in by Mrs. Wilson, my sixth-grade teacher. Unlike Alfred Bi-
net, she believed that people’s IQ scores told the whole story of who 
they were. We were seated around the room in IQ order, and only the 
highest-IQ students could be trusted to carry the flag, clap the erasers, or 
take a note to the principal. Aside from the daily stomachaches she pro-
voked with her judgmental stance, she was creating a mindset in which 
everyone in the class had one consuming goal—look smart, don’t look 
dumb. Who cared about or enjoyed learning when our whole being was 
at stake every time she gave us a test or called on us in class?

I’ve seen so many people with this one consuming goal of proving 
themselves—in the classroom, in their careers, and in their relationships. 
Every situation calls for a confirmation of their intelligence, personality, 
or character. Every situation is evaluated: Will I succeed or fail? Will I look 
smart or dumb? Will I be accepted or rejected? Will I feel like a winner or a loser?

But doesn’t our society value intelligence, personality, and character? 
Isn’t it normal to want these traits? Yes, but . . .

There’s another mindset in which these traits are not simply a hand 
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you’re dealt and have to live with, always trying to convince yourself and 
others that you have a royal flush when you’re secretly worried it’s a pair 
of tens. In this mindset, the hand you’re dealt is just the starting point for 
development. This growth mindset is based on the belief that your basic 
qualities are things you can cultivate through your efforts, your strate-
gies, and help from others. Although people may differ in every which 
way—in their initial talents and aptitudes, interests, or temperaments—
everyone can change and grow through application and experience.

Do people with this mindset believe that anyone can be anything, 
that anyone with proper motivation or education can become Einstein 
or Beethoven? No, but they believe that a person’s true potential is un-
known (and unknowable); that it’s impossible to foresee what can be 
accomplished with years of passion, toil, and training.

Did you know that Darwin and Tolstoy were considered ordinary 
children? That Ben Hogan, one of the greatest golfers of all time, was 
completely uncoordinated and graceless as a child? That the photogra-
pher Cindy Sherman, who has been on virtually every list of the most 
important artists of the twentieth century, failed her first photography 
course? That Geraldine Page, one of our greatest actresses, was advised 
to give it up for lack of talent?

You can see how the belief that cherished qualities can be developed 
creates a passion for learning. Why waste time proving over and over 
how great you are, when you could be getting better? Why hide defi-
ciencies instead of overcoming them? Why look for friends or partners 
who will just shore up your self-esteem instead of ones who will also 
challenge you to grow? And why seek out the tried and true, instead of 
experiences that will stretch you? The passion for stretching yourself and 
sticking to it, even (or especially) when it’s not going well, is the hall-
mark of the growth mindset. This is the mindset that allows people to 
thrive during some of the most challenging times in their lives.

A VIEW FROM THE TWO MINDSETS

To give you a better sense of how the two mindsets work, imagine—as 
vividly as you can—that you are a young adult having a really bad day:
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One day, you go to a class that is really important to you and that 
you like a lot. The professor returns the midterm papers to the 
class. You got a C+. You’re very disappointed. That evening on 
the way back to your home, you find that you’ve gotten a parking 
ticket. Being really frustrated, you call your best friend to share 
your experience but are sort of brushed off.

What would you think? What would you feel? What would you do?
When I asked people with the fixed mindset, this is what they said: 

“I’d feel like a reject.” “I’m a total failure.” “I’m an idiot.” “I’m a loser.” 
“I’d feel worthless and dumb—everyone’s better than me.” “I’m slime.” 
In other words, they’d see what happened as a direct measure of their 
competence and worth.

This is what they’d think about their lives: “My life is pitiful.” “I 
have no life.” “Somebody upstairs doesn’t like me.” “The world is out to 
get me.” “Someone is out to destroy me.” “Nobody loves me, everybody 
hates me.” “Life is unfair and all efforts are useless.” “Life stinks. I’m stu-
pid. Nothing good ever happens to me.” “I’m the most unlucky person 
on this earth.”

Excuse me, was there death and destruction, or just a grade, a ticket, 
and a bad phone call?

Are these just people with low self-esteem? Or card-carrying pessi-
mists? No. When they aren’t coping with failure, they feel just as worthy 
and optimistic—and bright and attractive—as people with the growth 
mindset.

So how would they cope? “I wouldn’t bother to put so much time 
and effort into doing well in anything.” (In other words, don’t let anyone 
measure you again.) “Do nothing.” “Stay in bed.” “Get drunk.” “Eat.” 
“Yell at someone if I get a chance to.” “Eat chocolate.” “Listen to music 
and pout.” “Go into my closet and sit there.” “Pick a fight with some-
body.” “Cry.” “Break something.” “What is there to do?”

What is there to do! You know, when I wrote the vignette, I intention-
ally made the grade a C+, not an F. It was a midterm rather than a final. 
It was a parking ticket, not a car wreck. They were “sort of brushed off,” 
not rejected outright. Nothing catastrophic or irreversible happened. Yet 
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from this raw material the fixed mindset created the feeling of utter 
failure and paralysis.

When I gave people with the growth mindset the same vignette, 
here’s what they said. They’d think:

“I need to try harder in class, be more careful when parking the car, 
and wonder if my friend had a bad day.”

“The C+ would tell me that I’d have to work a lot harder in the class, 
but I have the rest of the semester to pull up my grade.”

There were many, many more like this, but I think you get the idea. 
Now, how would they cope? Directly.

“I’d start thinking about studying harder (or studying in a different 
way) for my next test in that class, I’d pay the ticket, and I’d work things 
out with my best friend the next time we speak.”

“I’d look at what was wrong on my exam, resolve to do better, pay my 
parking ticket, and call my friend to tell her I was upset the day before.”

“Work hard on my next paper, speak to the teacher, be more careful 
where I park or contest the ticket, and find out what’s wrong with my 
friend.”

You don’t have to have one mindset or the other to be upset. Who 
wouldn’t be? Things like a poor grade or a rebuff from a friend or loved 
one—these are not fun events. No one was smacking their lips with rel-
ish. Yet those people with the growth mindset were not labeling them-
selves and throwing up their hands. Even though they felt distressed, 
they were ready to take the risks, confront the challenges, and keep 
working at them.

SO, WHAT’S NEW?

Is this such a novel idea? We have lots of sayings that stress the im-
portance of risk and the power of persistence, such as “Nothing ven-
tured, nothing gained” and “If at first you don’t succeed, try, try again” or 
“Rome wasn’t built in a day.” (By the way, I was delighted to learn that 
the Italians have the same expression.) What is truly amazing is that 
people with the fixed mindset would not agree. For them, it’s “Nothing 
ventured, nothing lost.” “If at first you don’t succeed, you probably don’t 
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have the ability.” “If Rome wasn’t built in a day, maybe it wasn’t meant 
to be.” In other words, risk and effort are two things that might reveal 
your inadequacies and show that you were not up to the task. In fact, it’s 
startling to see the degree to which people with the fixed mindset do not 
believe in putting in effort or getting help.

What’s also new is that people’s ideas about risk and effort grow out 
of their more basic mindset. It’s not just that some people happen to rec-
ognize the value of challenging themselves and the importance of effort. 
Our research has shown that this comes directly from the growth mindset. 
When we teach people the growth mindset, with its focus on develop-
ment, these ideas about challenge and effort follow. Similarly, it’s not 
just that some people happen to dislike challenge and effort. When we 
(temporarily) put people in a fixed mindset, with its focus on permanent 
traits, they quickly fear challenge and devalue effort.

We often see books with titles like The Ten Secrets of the World’s Most 
Successful People crowding the shelves of bookstores, and these books may 
give many useful tips. But they’re usually a list of unconnected pointers, 
like “Take more risks!” or “Believe in yourself!” While you’re left admir-
ing people who can do that, it’s never clear how these things fit together 
or how you could ever become that way. So you’re inspired for a few days, 
but basically the world’s most successful people still have their secrets.

Instead, as you begin to understand the fixed and growth mindsets, 
you will see exactly how one thing leads to another—how a belief that 
your qualities are carved in stone leads to a host of thoughts and actions, 
and how a belief that your qualities can be cultivated leads to a host of 
different thoughts and actions, taking you down an entirely different 
road. It’s what we psychologists call an Aha! experience. Not only have I 
seen this in my research when we teach people a new mindset, but I get 
letters all the time from people who have read my work.

They recognize themselves: “As I read your article I literally found 
myself saying over and over again, ‘This is me, this is me!’ ” They see the 
connections: “Your article completely blew me away. I felt I had discov-
ered the secret of the universe!” They feel their mindsets reorienting: “I 
can certainly report a kind of personal revolution happening in my own 
thinking, and this is an exciting feeling.” And they can put this new think-
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ing into practice for themselves and others: “Your work has allowed me to 
transform my work with children and see education through a different 
lens,” or “I just wanted to let you know what an impact—on a personal 
and practical level—your outstanding research has had for hundreds of 
students.” I get lots of these letters from coaches and business leaders, too.

SELF-INSIGHT: WHO HAS ACCURATE VIEWS 

OF THEIR ASSETS AND LIMITATIONS?

Well, maybe the people with the growth mindset don’t think they’re 
Einstein or Beethoven, but aren’t they more likely to have inflated views 
of their abilities and try for things they’re not capable of? In fact, studies 
show that people are terrible at estimating their abilities. Recently, we 
set out to see who is most likely to do this. Sure, we found that people 
greatly misestimated their performance and their ability. But it was those 
with the fixed mindset who accounted for almost all the inaccuracy. The peo-
ple with the growth mindset were amazingly accurate.

When you think about it, this makes sense. If, like those with the 
growth mindset, you believe you can develop yourself, then you’re open 
to accurate information about your current abilities, even if it’s unflat-
tering. What’s more, if you’re oriented toward learning, as they are, you 
need accurate information about your current abilities in order to learn 
effectively. However, if everything is either good news or bad news about 
your precious traits—as it is with fixed-mindset people—distortion al-
most inevitably enters the picture. Some outcomes are magnified, others 
are explained away, and before you know it you don’t know yourself at all.

Howard Gardner, in his book Extraordinary Minds, concluded that 
exceptional individuals have “a special talent for identifying their own 
strengths and weaknesses.” It’s interesting that those with the growth 
mindset seem to have that talent.

WHAT’S IN STORE

The other thing exceptional people seem to have is a special talent for 
converting life’s setbacks into future successes. Creativity researchers con-
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cur. In a poll of 143 creativity researchers, there was wide agreement about 
the number one ingredient in creative achievement. And it was exactly 
the kind of perseverance and resilience produced by the growth mindset.

You may be asking again, How can one belief lead to all this—the love 
of challenge, belief in effort, resilience in the face of setbacks, and greater (more 
creative!) success? In the chapters that follow, you’ll see exactly how this 
happens: how the mindsets change what people strive for and what they 
see as success. How they change the definition, significance, and impact 
of failure. And how they change the deepest meaning of effort. You’ll 
see how these mindsets play out in school, in sports, in the workplace, 
and in relationships. You’ll see where they come from and how they can 
be changed.

Grow Your Mindset

Which mindset do you have? Answer these questions about in-
telligence. Read each statement and decide whether you mostly 
agree with it or disagree with it.

1. Your intelligence is something very basic about you that 
you can’t change very much.
2. You can learn new things, but you can’t really change how 
intelligent you are.
3. No matter how much intelligence you have, you can 
always change it quite a bit.
4. You can always substantially change how intelligent you 
are.

Questions 1 and 2 are the fixed-mindset questions. Questions 3 
and 4 reflect the growth mindset. Which mindset did you agree 
with more? You can be a mixture, but most people lean toward 
one or the other.

You also have beliefs about other abilities. You could substi-
tute “artistic talent,” “sports ability,” or “business skill” for “intel-
ligence.” Try it.
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It’s not only your abilities; it’s your personal qualities too. 
Look at these statements about personality and character and de-
cide whether you mostly agree or mostly disagree with each one.

1. You are a certain kind of person, and there is not much
that can be done to really change that.
2. No matter what kind of person you are, you can always
change substantially.
3. You can do things differently, but the important parts of
who you are can’t really be changed.
4. You can always change basic things about the kind of
person you are.

Here, questions 1 and 3 are the fixed-mindset questions and 
questions 2 and 4 reflect the growth mindset. Which did you 
agree with more?

Did it differ from your intelligence mindset? It can. Your “in-
telligence mindset” comes into play when situations involve men-
tal ability.

Your “personality mindset” comes into play in situations that 
involve your personal qualities—for example, how dependable, 
cooperative, caring, or socially skilled you are. The fixed mind-
set makes you concerned with how you’ll be judged; the growth 
mindset makes you concerned with improving.

Here are some more ways to think about mindsets:

• Think about someone you know who is steeped in the fixed
mindset. Think about how they’re always trying to prove
themselves and how they’re supersensitive about being wrong
or making mistakes. Did you ever wonder why they were this
way? (Are you this way?) Now you can begin to understand
why.

• Think about someone you know who is skilled in the growth
mindset—someone who understands that important qualities
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can be cultivated. Think about the ways they confront ob-
stacles. Think about the things they do to stretch themselves. 
What are some ways you might like to change or stretch your-
self?

• Okay, now imagine you’ve decided to learn a new language and
you’ve signed up for a class. A few sessions into the course, the
instructor calls you to the front of the room and starts throw-
ing questions at you one after another.

Put yourself in a fixed mindset. Your ability is on the line. 
Can you feel everyone’s eyes on you? Can you see the instruc-
tor’s face evaluating you? Feel the tension, feel your ego bristle 
and waver. What else are you thinking and feeling?

Now put yourself in a growth mindset. You’re a novice—
that’s why you’re here. You’re here to learn. The teacher is a 
resource for learning. Feel the tension leave you; feel your mind 
open up.

The message is: You can change your mindset.
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Chapter 2

INSIDE THE MINDSETS

When I was a young woman, I wanted a prince-like mate. Very 
handsome, very successful. A big cheese. I wanted a glamorous career, 
but nothing too hard or risky. And I wanted it all to come to me as vali-
dation of who I was.

It would be many years before I was satisfied. I got a great guy, but he 
was a work in progress. I have a great career, but boy, is it a constant chal-
lenge. Nothing was easy. So why am I satisfied? I changed my mindset.

I changed it because of my work. One day my doctoral student, Mary 
Bandura, and I were trying to understand why some students were so 
caught up in proving their ability, while others could just let go and 
learn. Suddenly we realized that there were two meanings to ability, not 
one: a fixed ability that needs to be proven, and a changeable ability that 
can be developed through learning.

That’s how the mindsets were born. I knew instantly which one I 
had. I realized why I’d always been so concerned about mistakes and 
failures. And I recognized for the first time that I had a choice.

When you enter a mindset, you enter a new world. In one world—the 
world of fixed traits—success is about proving you’re smart or talented. 
Validating yourself. In the other—the world of changing qualities—it’s 
about stretching yourself to learn something new. Developing yourself.

In one world, failure is about having a setback. Getting a bad grade. 
Losing a tournament. Getting fired. Getting rejected. It means you’re 
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not smart or talented. In the other world, failure is about not growing. 
Not reaching for the things you value. It means you’re not fulfilling your 
potential.

In one world, effort is a bad thing. It, like failure, means you’re not 
smart or talented. If you were, you wouldn’t need effort. In the other 
world, effort is what makes you smart or talented.

You have a choice. Mindsets are just beliefs. They’re powerful beliefs, 
but they’re just something in your mind, and you can change your mind. 
As you read, think about where you’d like to go and which mindset will 
take you there.

IS SUCCESS ABOUT LEARNING—OR PROVING YOU’RE SMART?

Benjamin Barber, an eminent political theorist, once said, “I don’t divide 
the world into the weak and the strong, or the successes and the fail-
ures. . . . I divide the world into the learners and nonlearners.”

What on earth would make someone a nonlearner? Everyone is born 
with an intense drive to learn. Infants stretch their skills daily. Not just 
ordinary skills, but the most difficult tasks of a lifetime, like learning to 
walk and talk. They never decide it’s too hard or not worth the effort. 
Babies don’t worry about making mistakes or humiliating themselves. 
They walk, they fall, they get up. They just barge forward.

What could put an end to this exuberant learning? The fixed mind-
set. As soon as children become able to evaluate themselves, some of 
them become afraid of challenges. They become afraid of not being 
smart. I have studied thousands of people from preschoolers on, and it’s 
breathtaking how many reject an opportunity to learn.

We offered four-year-olds a choice: They could redo an easy jigsaw 
puzzle or they could try a harder one. Even at this tender age, children 
with the fixed mindset—the ones who believed in fixed traits—stuck 
with the safe one. Kids who are born smart “don’t do mistakes,” they 
told us.

Children with the growth mindset—the ones who believed you could 
get smarter—thought it was a strange choice. Why are you asking me this, 
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lady? Why would anyone want to keep doing the same puzzle over and over? 
They chose one hard one after another. “I’m dying to figure them out!” 
exclaimed one little girl.

So children with the fixed mindset want to make sure they succeed. 
Smart people should always succeed. But for children with the growth 
mindset, success is about stretching themselves. It’s about becoming 
smarter.

One seventh-grade girl summed it up. “I think intelligence is some-
thing you have to work for . . . it isn’t just given to you. . . . Most kids, 
if they’re not sure of an answer, will not raise their hand to answer the 
question. But what I usually do is raise my hand, because if I’m wrong, 
then my mistake will be corrected. Or I will raise my hand and say, ‘How 
would this be solved?’ or ‘I don’t get this. Can you help me?’ Just by doing 
that I’m increasing my intelligence.”

B e y o n d P u z z l e s

It’s one thing to pass up a puzzle. It’s another to pass up an opportunity 
that’s important to your future. To see if this would happen, we took 
advantage of an unusual situation. At the University of Hong Kong, ev-
erything is in English. Classes are in English, textbooks are in English, 
and exams are in English. But some students who enter the university 
are not fluent in English, so it would make sense for them to do some-
thing about it in a hurry.

As students arrived to register for their freshman year, we knew 
which ones were not skilled in English. And we asked them a key ques-
tion: If the faculty offered a course for students who need to improve 
their English skills, would you take it?

We also measured their mindset. We did this by asking them how 
much they agreed with statements like this: “You have a certain amount 
of intelligence, and you can’t really do much to change it.” People who 
agree with this kind of statement lean toward a fixed mindset.

Those who lean toward a growth mindset agree that: “You can always 
substantially change how intelligent you are.”
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Later, we looked at who said yes to the English course. Students 
with the growth mindset said an emphatic yes. But those with the fixed 
mindset were not very interested.

Believing that success is about learning, students with the growth 
mindset seized the chance. But those with the fixed mindset didn’t want 
to expose their deficiencies. Instead, to feel smart in the short run, they 
were willing to put their college careers at risk.

This is how the fixed mindset makes people into nonlearners.

B ra in  Wav e s  Te l l  th e  S to r y

You can even see the difference in people’s brain waves. People with both 
mindsets came into our brain-wave lab at Columbia. As they answered 
hard questions and got feedback, we were curious about when their brain 
waves would show them to be interested and attentive.

People with a fixed mindset were only interested when the feedback 
reflected on their ability. Their brain waves showed them paying close at-
tention when they were told whether their answers were right or wrong.

But when they were presented with information that could help them 
learn, there was no sign of interest. Even when they’d gotten an answer 
wrong, they were not interested in learning what the right answer was.

Only people with a growth mindset paid close attention to informa-
tion that could stretch their knowledge. Only for them was learning a 
priority.

W h a t ’s  Yo u r  P r i o r i t y ?

If you had to choose, which would it be? Loads of success and validation 
or lots of challenge?

It’s not just on intellectual tasks that people have to make these 
choices. People also have to decide what kinds of relationships they 
want: ones that bolster their egos or ones that challenge them to grow? 
Who is your ideal mate? We put this question to young adults, and here’s 
what they told us.

People with the fixed mindset said the ideal mate would:
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Put them on a pedestal.
Make them feel perfect.
Worship them.
In other words, the perfect mate would enshrine their fixed qualities. 

My husband says that he used to feel this way, that he wanted to be the 
god of a one-person (his partner’s) religion. Fortunately, he chucked this 
idea before he met me.

People with the growth mindset hoped for a different kind of part-
ner. They said their ideal mate was someone who would:

See their faults and help them to work on them.
Challenge them to become a better person.
Encourage them to learn new things.
Certainly, they didn’t want people who would pick on them or un-

dermine their self-esteem, but they did want people who would foster 
their development. They didn’t assume they were fully evolved, flawless 
beings who had nothing more to learn.

Are you already thinking, Uh-oh, what if two people with different 
mindsets get together? A growth-mindset woman tells about her marriage 
to a fixed-mindset man:

I had barely gotten all the rice out of my hair when I began to 
realize I made a big mistake. Every time I said something like 
“Why don’t we try to go out a little more?” or “I’d like it if you 
consulted me before making decisions,” he was devastated. Then 
instead of talking about the issue I raised, I’d have to spend lit-
erally an hour repairing the damage and making him feel good 
again. Plus he would then run to the phone to call his mother, 
who always showered him with the constant adoration he seemed 
to need. We were both young and new at marriage. I just wanted 
to communicate.

So the husband’s idea of a successful relationship—total, uncriti-
cal acceptance—was not the wife’s. And the wife’s idea of a successful 
 relationship—confronting problems—was not the husband’s. One per-
son’s growth was the other person’s nightmare.
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C EO D i se a se

Speaking of reigning from atop a pedestal and wanting to be seen as per-
fect, you won’t be surprised that this is often called “CEO disease.” Lee 
Iacocca had a bad case of it. After his initial success as head of Chrys-
ler Motors, Iacocca looked remarkably like our four-year-olds with the 
fixed mindset. He kept bringing out the same car models over and over 
with only superficial changes. Unfortunately, they were models no one 
wanted anymore.

Meanwhile, Japanese companies were completely rethinking what 
cars should look like and how they should run. We know how this turned 
out. The Japanese cars rapidly swept the market.

CEOs face this choice all the time. Should they confront their short-
comings or should they create a world where they have none? Lee Ia-
cocca chose the latter. He surrounded himself with worshipers, exiled 
the critics—and quickly lost touch with where his field was going. Lee 
Iacocca had become a nonlearner.

But not everyone catches CEO disease. Many great leaders confront 
their shortcomings on a regular basis. Darwin Smith, looking back on 
his extraordinary performance at Kimberly-Clark, declared, “I never 
stopped trying to be qualified for the job.” These men, like the Hong 
Kong students with the growth mindset, never stopped taking the re-
medial course.

CEOs face another dilemma. They can choose short-term strategies 
that boost the company’s stock and make themselves look like heroes. 
Or they can work for long-term improvement—risking Wall Street’s 
disapproval as they lay the foundation for the health and growth of the 
company over the longer haul.

Albert Dunlap, a self-professed fixed mindsetter, was brought in to 
turn around Sunbeam. He chose the short-term strategy of looking like 
a hero to Wall Street. The stock soared but the company fell apart.

Lou Gerstner, an avowed growth mindsetter, was called in to turn 
around IBM. As he set about the enormous task of overhauling IBM 
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culture and policies, stock prices were stagnant and Wall Street sneered. 
They called him a failure. A few years later, however, IBM was leading 
its field again.

S t re tc h ing

People in a growth mindset don’t just seek challenge, they thrive on it. 
The bigger the challenge, the more they stretch. And nowhere can it be 
seen more clearly than in the world of sports. You can just watch people 
stretch and grow.

Mia Hamm, the greatest female soccer star of her time, says it 
straight out. “All my life I’ve been playing up, meaning I’ve challenged 
myself with players older, bigger, more skillful, more experienced—in 
short, better than me.” First she played with her older brother. Then at 
ten, she joined the eleven-year-old boys’ team. Then she threw herself 
into the number one college team in the United States. “Each day I at-
tempted to play up to their level . . . and I was improving faster than I 
ever dreamed possible.”

Patricia Miranda was a chubby, unathletic high school kid who 
wanted to wrestle. After a bad beating on the mat, she was told, “You’re 
a joke.” First she cried, then she felt: “That really set my resolve . . . I had 
to keep going and had to know if effort and focus and belief and train-
ing could somehow legitimize me as a wrestler.” Where did she get this 
resolve?

Miranda was raised in a life devoid of challenge. But when her 
mother died of an aneurysm at age forty, ten-year-old Miranda came up 
with a principle. “When you’re lying on your deathbed, one of the cool 
things to say is, ‘I really explored myself.’ This sense of urgency was in-
stilled when my mom died. If you only go through life doing stuff that’s 
easy, shame on you.” So when wrestling presented a challenge, she was 
ready to take it on.

Her effort paid off. At twenty-four, Miranda was having the last 
laugh. She won the spot for her weight group on the U.S. Olympic team 
and came home from Athens with a bronze medal. And what was next? 
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Yale Law School. People urged her to stay where she was already on top, 
but Miranda felt it was more exciting to start at the bottom again and 
see what she could grow into this time.

S t re tc h ing  B e y o n d th e  P os s i b l e

Sometimes people with the growth mindset stretch themselves so far 
that they do the impossible. In 1995, Christopher Reeve, the actor, was 
thrown from a horse. His neck was broken, his spinal cord was severed 
from his brain, and he was completely paralyzed below the neck. Medi-
cal science said, So sorry. Come to terms with it.

Reeve, however, started a demanding exercise program that involved 
moving all parts of his paralyzed body with the help of electrical stimu-
lation. Why couldn’t he learn to move again? Why couldn’t his brain once 
again give commands that his body would obey? Doctors warned that he 
was in denial and was setting himself up for disappointment. They had 
seen this before and it was a bad sign for his adjustment. But, really, what 
else was Reeve doing with his time? Was there a better project?

Five years later, Reeve started to regain movement. First it happened 
in his hands, then his arms, then legs, and then torso. He was far from 
cured, but brain scans showed that his brain was once more sending 
signals to his body that the body was responding to. Not only did Reeve 
stretch his abilities, he changed the entire way science thinks about the 
nervous system and its potential for recovery. In doing so, he opened a 
whole new vista for research and a whole new avenue of hope for people 
with spinal cord injuries.

T h r iv ing  o n  th e  S u re  T h ing

Clearly, people with the growth mindset thrive when they’re stretch-
ing themselves. When do people with the fixed mindset thrive? When 
things are safely within their grasp. If things get too challenging—when 
they’re not feeling smart or talented—they lose interest.

I watched it happen as we followed pre-med students through their 
first semester of chemistry. For many students, this is what their lives have 
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led up to: becoming a doctor. And this is the course that decides who gets 
to be one. It’s one heck of a hard course, too. The average grade on each 
exam is C+, for students who’ve rarely seen anything less than an A.

Most students started out pretty interested in chemistry. Yet over the 
semester, something happened. Students with the fixed mindset stayed 
interested only when they did well right away. Those who found it dif-
ficult showed a big drop in their interest and enjoyment. If it wasn’t a 
testimony to their intelligence, they couldn’t enjoy it.

“The harder it gets,” reported one student, “the more I have to force 
myself to read the book and study for the tests. I was excited about 
chemistry before, but now every time I think about it, I get a bad feeling 
in my stomach.”

In contrast, students with the growth mindset continued to show the 
same high level of interest even when they found the work very chal-
lenging. “It’s a lot more difficult for me than I thought it would be, but 
it’s what I want to do, so that only makes me more determined. When 
they tell me I can’t, it really gets me going.” Challenge and interest went 
hand in hand.

We saw the same thing in younger students. We gave fifth graders 
intriguing puzzles, which they all loved. But when we made them harder, 
children with the fixed mindset showed a big plunge in enjoyment. They 
also changed their minds about taking some home to practice. “It’s okay, 
you can keep them. I already have them,” fibbed one child. In fact, they 
couldn’t run from them fast enough.

This was just as true for children who were the best puzzle solvers. 
Having “puzzle talent” did not prevent the decline.

Children with the growth mindset, on the other hand, couldn’t tear 
themselves away from the hard problems. These were their favorites and 
these were the ones they wanted to take home. “Could you write down 
the name of these puzzles,” one child asked, “so my mom can buy me 
some more when these ones run out?”

Not long ago I was interested to read about Marina Semyonova, a 
great Russian dancer and teacher, who devised a novel way of selecting 
her students. It was a clever test for mindset. As a former student tells it, 
“Her students first have to survive a trial period while she watches to see 
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how you react to praise and to correction. Those more responsive to the 
correction are deemed worthy.”

In other words, she separates the ones who get their thrill from 
what’s easy—what they’ve already mastered—from those who get their 
thrill from what’s hard.

I’ll never forget the first time I heard myself say, “This is hard. This is 
fun.” That’s the moment I knew I was changing mindsets.

W h e n D o Yo u Fe e l  S m a r t :  
W h e n Yo u’ re  F l aw l e s s  o r  W h e n Yo u’ re  L e a r ning ?

The plot is about to thicken, for in the fixed mindset it’s not enough just 
to succeed. It’s not enough just to look smart and talented. You have to 
be pretty much flawless. And you have to be flawless right away.

We asked people, ranging from grade schoolers to young adults, 
“When do you feel smart?” The differences were striking. People with 
the fixed mindset said:

“It’s when I don’t make any mistakes.”
“When I finish something fast and it’s perfect.”
“When something is easy for me, but other people can’t do it.”
It’s about being perfect right now. But people with the growth mind-

set said:
“When it’s really hard, and I try really hard, and I can do something 

I couldn’t do before.”
Or “[When] I work on something a long time and I start to figure 

it out.”
For them it’s not about immediate perfection. It’s about learning 

something over time: confronting a challenge and making progress.

If  Yo u  Hav e  A b i l i t y,  
W h y S h o u l d  Yo u  Ne e d  L e a r ning ?

Actually, people with the fixed mindset expect ability to show up on its 
own, before any learning takes place. After all, if you have it you have it, 
and if you don’t you don’t. I see this all the time.
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Out of all the applicants from all over the world, my department at 
Columbia admitted six new graduate students a year. They all had amaz-
ing test scores, nearly perfect grades, and rave recommendations from 
eminent scholars. Moreover, they’d been courted by the top grad schools.

It took one day for some of them to feel like complete imposters. Yes-
terday they were hotshots; today they’re failures. Here’s what happens. 
They look at the faculty with our long list of publications. “Oh my God, 
I can’t do that.” They look at the advanced students who are submitting 
articles for publication and writing grant proposals. “Oh my God, I can’t 
do that.” They know how to take tests and get A’s but they don’t know 
how to do this—yet. They forget the yet.

Isn’t that what school is for, to teach? They’re there to learn how to 
do these things, not because they already know everything.

I wonder if this is what happened to Janet Cooke and Stephen Glass. 
They were both young reporters who skyrocketed to the top—on fabri-
cated articles. Janet Cooke won a Pulitzer Prize for her Washington Post 
articles about an eight-year-old boy who was a drug addict. The boy did 
not exist, and she was later stripped of her prize. Stephen Glass was the 
whiz kid of The New Republic, who seemed to have stories and sources 
reporters only dream of. The sources did not exist and the stories were 
not true.

Did Janet Cooke and Stephen Glass need to be perfect right away? 
Did they feel that admitting ignorance would discredit them with their 
colleagues? Did they feel they should already be like the big-time report-
ers before they did the hard work of learning how? “We were stars— 
precocious stars,” wrote Stephen Glass, “and that was what mattered.” 
The public understands them as cheats, and cheat they did. But I un-
derstand them as talented young people—desperate young people—who 
succumbed to the pressures of the fixed mindset.

There was a saying in the 1960s that went: “Becoming is better than 
being.” The fixed mindset does not allow people the luxury of becoming. 
They have to already be.
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A Te st  S co re  I s  Fo re v e r

Let’s take a closer look at why, in the fixed mindset, it’s so crucial to be 
perfect right now. It’s because one test—or one evaluation—can measure 
you forever.

Twenty years ago, at the age of five, Loretta and her family came 
to the United States. A few days later, her mother took her to her new 
school, where they promptly gave her a test. The next thing she knew, 
she was in her kindergarten class—but it was not the Eagles, the elite 
kindergarten class.

As time passed, however, Loretta was transferred to the Eagles and 
she remained with that group of students until the end of high school, 
garnering a bundle of academic prizes along the way. Yet she never felt 
she belonged.

That first test, she was convinced, diagnosed her fixed ability and 
said that she was not a true Eagle. Never mind that she had been five 
years old and had just made a radical change to a new country. Or that 
maybe there hadn’t been room in the Eagles for a while. Or that maybe 
the school decided she would have an easier transition in a more low-key 
class. There are so many ways to understand what happened and what 
it meant. Unfortunately, she chose the wrong one. For in the world of 
the fixed mindset, there is no way to become an Eagle. If you were a true 
Eagle, you would have aced the test and been hailed as an Eagle at once.

Is Loretta a rare case, or is this kind of thinking more common than 
we realize?

To find out, we showed fifth graders a closed cardboard box and 
told them it had a test inside. This test, we said, measured an important 
school ability. We told them nothing more. Then we asked them ques-
tions about the test. First, we wanted to make sure that they’d accepted 
our description, so we asked them: How much do you think this test 
measures an important school ability? All of them had taken our word 
for it.

Next we asked: Do you think this test measures how smart you are? 
And: Do you think this test measures how smart you’ll be when you grow up?

Dwec_9780345472328_2p_all_r1.indd   26 10/18/16   7:21 AM



i nsi de t h e m i n d se t s |  27

Students with the growth mindset had taken our word that the test 
measured an important ability, but they didn’t think it measured how 
smart they were. And they certainly didn’t think it would tell them how 
smart they’d be when they grew up. In fact, one of them told us, “No 
way! Ain’t no test can do that.”

But the students with the fixed mindset didn’t simply believe the 
test could measure an important ability. They also believed—just as 
strongly—that it could measure how smart they were. And how smart 
they’d be when they grew up.

They granted one test the power to measure their most basic intel-
ligence now and forever. They gave this test the power to define them. 
That’s why every success is so important.

Anoth e r  L o ok  a t  P ote nt i a l

This leads us back to the idea of “potential” and to the question of 
whether tests or experts can tell us what our potential is, what we’re 
capable of, what our future will be. The fixed mindset says yes. You can 
simply measure the fixed ability right now and project it into the future. 
Just give the test or ask the expert. No crystal ball needed.

So common is the belief that potential can be known right now that 
Joseph P. Kennedy felt confident in telling Morton Downey Jr. that he 
would be a failure. What had Downey—later a famous television per-
sonality and author—done? Why, he had worn red socks and brown 
shoes to the Stork Club, a fancy New York nightclub.

“Morton,” Kennedy told him, “I don’t know anybody I’ve ever met in 
my life wearing red socks and brown shoes who ever succeeded. Young 
man, let me tell you now, you do stand out, but you don’t stand out in a 
way that people will ever admire you.”

Many of the most accomplished people of our era were considered by 
experts to have no future. Jackson Pollock, Marcel Proust, Elvis Presley, 
Ray Charles, Lucille Ball, and Charles Darwin were all thought to have 
little potential for their chosen fields. And in some of these cases, it may 
well have been true that they did not stand out from the crowd early on.

But isn’t potential someone’s capacity to develop their skills with ef-
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fort and coaching over time? And that’s just the point. How can we 
know where effort, coaching, and time will take someone? Who knows—
maybe the experts were right about Jackson, Marcel, Elvis, Ray, Lucille, 
and Charles—in terms of their skills at the time. Maybe they were not 
yet the people they were to become.

I once went to an exhibit in London of Paul Cézanne’s early paint-
ings. On my way there, I wondered who Cézanne was and what his 
paintings were like before he was the painter we know today. I was in-
tensely curious because Cézanne is one of my favorite artists and the 
man who set the stage for much of modern art. Here’s what I found: 
Some of the paintings were pretty bad. They were overwrought scenes, 
some violent, with amateurishly painted people. Although there were 
some paintings that foreshadowed the later Cézanne, many did not. Was 
the early Cézanne not talented? Or did it just take time for Cézanne to 
become Cézanne?

People with the growth mindset know that it takes time for potential 
to flower. Recently, I got an angry letter from a teacher who had taken 
one of our surveys. The survey portrays a hypothetical student, Jennifer, 
who had gotten 65 percent on a math exam. It then asks teachers to tell 
us how they would treat her.

Teachers with the fixed mindset were more than happy to answer our 
questions. They felt that by knowing Jennifer’s score, they had a good 
sense of who she was and what she was capable of. Their recommenda-
tions abounded. Mr. Riordan, by contrast, was fuming. Here’s what he 
wrote.

To Whom It May Concern:

Having completed the educator’s portion of your recent sur-
vey, I must request that my results be excluded from the study. I 
feel that the study itself is scientifically unsound. . . .

Unfortunately, the test uses a faulty premise, asking teachers 
to make assumptions about a given student based on nothing 
more than a number on a page. . . . Performance cannot be based 
on one assessment. You cannot determine the slope of a line 
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given only one point, as there is no line to begin with. A single 
point in time does not show trends, improvement, lack of effort, 
or mathematical ability. . . .

Sincerely,
Michael D. Riordan

I was delighted with Mr. Riordan’s critique and couldn’t have agreed 
with it more. An assessment at one point in time has little value for 
understanding someone’s ability, let alone their potential to succeed in 
the future.

It was disturbing how many teachers thought otherwise, and that 
was the point of our study.

The idea that one evaluation can measure you forever is what creates 
the urgency for those with the fixed mindset. That’s why they must suc-
ceed perfectly and immediately. Who can afford the luxury of trying to 
grow when everything is on the line right now?

Is there another way to judge potential? NASA thought so. When 
they were soliciting applications for astronauts, they rejected people with 
pure histories of success and instead selected people who had had signif-
icant failures and bounced back from them. Jack Welch, the celebrated 
CEO of General Electric, chose executives on the basis of “runway,” 
their capacity for growth. And remember Marina Semyonova, the famed 
ballet teacher, who chose the students who were energized by criticism. 
They were all rejecting the idea of fixed ability and selecting instead for 
mindset.

P r o v ing  Yo u’ re  S pe c i a l

When people with the fixed mindset opt for success over growth, what 
are they really trying to prove? That they’re special. Even superior.

When we asked them, “When do you feel smart?” so many of them 
talked about times they felt like a special person, someone who was dif-
ferent from and better than other people.

Until I discovered the mindsets and how they work, I, too, thought 
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of myself as more talented than others, maybe even more worthy than 
others because of my endowments. The scariest thought, which I rarely 
entertained, was the possibility of being ordinary. This kind of think-
ing led me to need constant validation. Every comment, every look was 
meaningful—it registered on my intelligence scorecard, my attractive-
ness scorecard, my likability scorecard. If a day went well, I could bask 
in my high numbers.

One bitter cold winter night, I went to the opera. That night, the 
opera was everything you hope for, and everyone stayed until the very 
end—not just the end of the opera, but through all the curtain calls. 
Then we all poured into the street, and we all wanted taxis. I remember 
it clearly. It was after midnight, it was seven degrees, there was a strong 
wind, and, as time went on, I became more and more miserable. There 
I was, part of an undifferentiated crowd. What chance did I have? Sud-
denly, a taxi pulled up right next to me. The handle of the back door 
lined up perfectly with my hand, and as I entered, the driver announced, 
“You were different.” I lived for these moments. Not only was I special. 
It could be detected from a distance.

The self-esteem movement encourages this kind of thinking and 
has even invented devices to help you confirm your superiority. I re-
cently came across an ad for such a product. Two of my friends send 
me an illustrated list each year of the top ten things they didn’t get me 
for Christmas. From January through November, they clip candidate 
items from catalogs or download them from the Internet. In December, 
they select the winners. One of my all-time favorites is the pocket toi-
let, which you fold up and return to your pocket after using. This year 
my favorite was the i love me mirror, a mirror with i love me in huge 
capital letters written across the bottom half. By looking into it, you can 
administer the message to yourself and not wait for the outside world to 
announce your specialness.

Of course, the mirror is harmless enough. The problem is when spe-
cial begins to mean better than others. A more valuable human being. A 
superior person. An entitled person.
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S pe c i a l ,  S u pe r i o r,  E nt i t l e d

John McEnroe had a fixed mindset: He believed that talent was all. He 
did not love to learn. He did not thrive on challenges; when the going 
got rough, he often folded. As a result, by his own admission, he did not 
fulfill his potential.

But his talent was so great that he was the number one tennis player 
in the world for four years. Here he tells us what it was like to be number 
one.

McEnroe used sawdust to absorb the sweat on his hands during a 
match. This time the sawdust was not to his liking, so he went over to 
the can of sawdust and knocked it over with his racket. His agent, Gary, 
came dashing over to find out what was wrong.

“You call that sawdust?” I said. I was actually screaming at him: 
The sawdust was ground too fine! “This looks like rat poison. 
Can’t you get anything right?” So Gary ran out and, twenty min-
utes later, came back with a fresh can of coarser sawdust . . . and 
twenty dollars less in his pocket: He’d had to pay a union em-
ployee to grind up a two-by-four. This is what it was like to be 
number one.

He goes on to tell us about how he once threw up all over a dignified 
Japanese lady who was hosting him. The next day she bowed, apologized 
to him, and presented him with a gift. “This,” McEnroe proclaims, “is 
also what it was like to be number one.”

“Everything was about you . . . ‘Did you get everything you need? Is 
everything okay? We’ll pay you this, we’ll do that, we’ll kiss your behind.’ 
You only have to do what you want; your reaction to anything else is, 
‘Get the hell out of here.’ For a long time I didn’t mind it a bit. Would 
you?”

So let’s see. If you’re successful, you’re better than other people. You 
get to abuse them and have them grovel. In the fixed mindset, this is 
what can pass for self-esteem.
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As a contrast, let’s look at Michael Jordan—growth-minded athlete 
par excellence—whose greatness is regularly proclaimed by the world: 
“Superman,” “God in person,” “Jesus in tennis shoes.” If anyone has rea-
son to think of himself as special, it’s he. But here’s what he said when 
his return to basketball caused a huge commotion: “I was shocked with 
the level of intensity my coming back to the game created. . . . People 
were praising me like I was a religious cult or something. That was very 
embarrassing. I’m a human being like everyone else.”

Jordan knew how hard he had worked to develop his abilities. He 
was a person who had struggled and grown, not a person who was inher-
ently better than others.

Tom Wolfe, in The Right Stuff, describes the elite military pilots who 
eagerly embrace the fixed mindset. Having passed one rigorous test after 
another, they think of themselves as special, as people who were born 
smarter and braver than other people. But Chuck Yeager, the hero of The 
Right Stuff, begged to differ. “There is no such thing as a natural-born 
pilot. Whatever my aptitude or talents, becoming a proficient pilot was 
hard work, really a lifetime’s learning experience. . . . The best pilots fly 
more than the others; that’s why they’re the best.” Like Michael Jordan, 
he was a human being. He just stretched himself farther than most.

In short, people who believe in fixed traits feel an urgency to succeed, 
and when they do, they may feel more than pride. They may feel a sense 
of superiority, since success means that their fixed traits are better than 
other people’s.

However, lurking behind that self-esteem of the fixed mindset is a 
simple question: If you’re somebody when you’re successful, what are you 
when you’re unsuccessful?

MINDSETS CHANGE THE MEANING OF FAILURE

The Martins worshiped their three-year-old Robert and always bragged 
about his feats. There had never been a child as bright and creative as 
theirs. Then Robert did something unforgivable—he didn’t get into 
the number one preschool in New York. After that, the Martins cooled 
toward him. They didn’t talk about him the same way, and they didn’t 
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treat him with the same pride and affection. He was no longer their 
brilliant little Robert. He was someone who had discredited himself and 
shamed them. At the tender age of three, he was a failure.

As a New York Times article points out, failure has been transformed 
from an action (I failed) to an identity (I am a failure). This is especially 
true in the fixed mindset.

When I was a child, I, too, worried about meeting Robert’s fate. In 
sixth grade, I was the best speller in my school. The principal wanted me 
to go to a citywide competition, but I refused. In ninth grade, I excelled 
in French, and my teacher wanted me to enter a citywide competition. 
Again, I refused. Why would I risk turning from a success into a failure? 
From a winner into a loser?

Ernie Els, the great golfer, worried about this too. Els finally won a 
major tournament after a five-year dry spell, in which match after match 
slipped away from him. What if he had lost this tournament, too? “I 
would have been a different person,” he tells us. He would have been a 
loser.

Each April when the skinny envelopes—the rejection letters—arrive 
from colleges, countless failures are created coast to coast. Thousands of 
brilliant young scholars become “The Girl Who Didn’t Get into Prince-
ton” or the “The Boy Who Didn’t Get into Stanford.”

D e f ining  Mom e nt s

Even in the growth mindset, failure can be a painful experience. But it 
doesn’t define you. It’s a problem to be faced, dealt with, and learned 
from.

Jim Marshall, former defensive player for the Minnesota Vikings, 
relates what could easily have made him into a failure. In a game against 
the San Francisco 49ers, Marshall spotted the football on the ground. 
He scooped it up and ran for a touchdown as the crowd cheered. But 
he ran the wrong way. He scored for the wrong team and on national 
television.

It was the most devastating moment of his life. The shame was over-
powering. But during halftime, he thought, “If you make a mistake, you 
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got to make it right. I realized I had a choice. I could sit in my misery 
or I could do something about it.” Pulling himself together for the sec-
ond half, he played some of his best football ever and contributed to his 
team’s victory.

Nor did he stop there. He spoke to groups. He answered letters that 
poured in from people who finally had the courage to admit their own 
shameful experiences. He heightened his concentration during games. 
Instead of letting the experience define him, he took control of it. He 
used it to become a better player and, he believes, a better person.

In the fixed mindset, however, the loss of one’s self to failure can 
be a permanent, haunting trauma. Bernard Loiseau was one of the top 
chefs in the world. Only a handful of restaurants in all of France receive 
the supreme rating of three stars from the Guide Michelin, the most re-
spected restaurant guide in Europe. His was one of them. Around the 
publication of the 2003 Guide Michelin, however, Mr. Loiseau commit-
ted suicide. He had lost two points in another guide, going from a nine-
teen (out of twenty) to a seventeen in the GaultMillau. And there were 
rampant rumors that he would lose one of his three stars in the new 
Guide. Although he did not, the idea of failure had possessed him.

Loiseau had been a pioneer. He was one of the first to advance the 
“nouvelle cuisine,” trading the traditional butter and cream sauces of 
French cooking for the brighter flavors of the foods themselves. A man 
of tremendous energy, he was also an entrepreneur. Besides his three-star 
restaurant in Burgundy, he had created three eateries in Paris, numerous 
cookbooks, and a line of frozen foods. “I’m like Yves Saint Laurent,” he 
told people. “I do both haute couture and ready-to-wear.”

A man of such talent and originality could easily have planned for a 
satisfying future, with or without the two points or the third star. In fact, 
the director of the GaultMillau said it was unimaginable that their rating 
could have taken his life. But in the fixed mindset, it is imaginable. Their 
lower rating gave him a new definition of himself: Failure. Has-been.

It’s striking what counts as failure in the fixed mindset. So, on a 
lighter note . . .
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My S u cc e s s  I s  Yo u r  Fa i l u re

Last summer my husband and I went to a dude ranch, something very 
novel since neither of us had ever made contact with a horse. One day, 
we signed up for a lesson in fly fishing. It was taught by a wonderful 
eighty-year-old cowboy-type fisherman who showed us how to cast the 
fishing line, and then turned us loose.

We soon realized that he had not taught us how to recognize when 
the trout bit the lure (they don’t tug on the line; you have to watch for 
a bubble in the water), what to do when the trout bit the lure (tug up-
ward), or how to reel the trout in if by some miracle we got that far (pull 
the fish along the water; do not hoist it into the air). Well, time passed, 
the mosquitoes bit, but not so the trout. None of the dozen or so of us 
made the slightest progress. Suddenly, I hit the jackpot. Some careless 
trout bit hard on my lure and the fisherman, who happened to be right 
there, talked me through the rest. I had me a rainbow trout.

Reaction #1: My husband, David, came running over beaming with 
pride and saying, “Life with you is so exciting!”

Reaction #2: That evening when we came into the dining room for 
dinner, two men came up to my husband and said, “David, how’re you 
coping?” David looked at them blankly; he had no idea what they were 
talking about. Of course he didn’t. He was the one who thought my 
catching the fish was exciting. But I knew exactly what they meant. They 
had expected him to feel diminished, and they went on to make it clear 
that that’s exactly what my success had done to them.

S h i rk ,  C h e a t ,  B l a m e :  Not  a  R e c ipe  f o r  S u cc e s s

Beyond how traumatic a setback can be in the fixed mindset, this mind-
set gives you no good recipe for overcoming it. If failure means you lack 
competence or potential—that you are a failure—where do you go from 
there?

In one study, seventh graders told us how they would respond to an 
academic failure—a poor test grade in a new course. Those with the 
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growth mindset, no big surprise, said they would study harder for the 
next test. But those with the fixed mindset said they would study less for 
the next test. If you don’t have the ability, why waste your time? And, 
they said, they would seriously consider cheating! If you don’t have the 
ability, they thought, you just have to look for another way.

What’s more, instead of trying to learn from and repair their failures, 
people with the fixed mindset may simply try to repair their self-esteem. 
For example, they may go looking for people who are even worse off 
than they are.

College students, after doing poorly on a test, were given a chance 
to look at tests of other students. Those in the growth mindset looked 
at the tests of people who had done far better than they had. As usual, 
they wanted to correct their deficiency. But students in the fixed mindset 
chose to look at the tests of people who had done really poorly. That was 
their way of feeling better about themselves.

Jim Collins tells in Good to Great of a similar thing in the corporate 
world. As Procter & Gamble surged into the paper goods business, Scott 
Paper—which was then the leader—just gave up. Instead of mobilizing 
themselves and putting up a fight, they said, “Oh, well . . . at least there 
are people in the business worse off than we are.”

Another way people with the fixed mindset try to repair their self-
esteem after a failure is by assigning blame or making excuses. Let’s 
return to John McEnroe.

It was never his fault. One time he lost a match because he had a 
fever. One time he had a backache. One time he fell victim to expecta-
tions, another time to the tabloids. One time he lost to a friend because 
the friend was in love and he wasn’t. One time he ate too close to the 
match. One time he was too chunky, another time too thin. One time 
it was too cold, another time too hot. One time he was undertrained, 
another time overtrained.

His most agonizing loss, and the one that still keeps him up nights, 
was his loss in the 1984 French Open. Why did he lose after leading Ivan 
Lendl two sets to none? According to McEnroe, it wasn’t his fault. An 
NBC cameraman had taken off his headset and a noise started coming 
from the side of the court.
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Not his fault. So he didn’t train to improve his ability to concentrate 
or his emotional control.

John Wooden, the legendary basketball coach, says you aren’t a fail-
ure until you start to blame. What he means is that you can still be in the 
process of learning from your mistakes until you deny them.

When Enron, the energy giant, failed—toppled by a culture of 
 arrogance—whose fault was it? Not mine, insisted Jeffrey Skilling, the 
CEO and resident genius. It was the world’s fault. The world did not 
appreciate what Enron was trying to do. What about the Justice Depart-
ment’s investigation into massive corporate deception? A “witch hunt.”

Jack Welch, the growth-minded CEO, had a completely different 
reaction to one of General Electric’s fiascos. In 1986, General Electric 
bought Kidder, Peabody, a Wall Street investment banking firm. Soon 
after the deal closed, Kidder, Peabody was hit with a big insider trading 
scandal. A few years later, calamity struck again in the form of Joseph 
Jett, a trader who made a bunch of fictitious trades, to the tune of hun-
dreds of millions, to pump up his bonus. Welch phoned fourteen of his 
top GE colleagues to tell them the bad news and to apologize personally. 
“I blamed myself for the disaster,” Welch said.

Min d se t  a n d  D e p re s s i o n

Maybe Bernard Loiseau, the French chef, was just depressed. Were you 
thinking that?

As a psychologist and an educator, I am vitally interested in depres-
sion. It runs wild on college campuses, especially in February and March. 
The winter is not over, the summer is not in sight, work has piled up, and 
relationships are often frayed. Yet it’s been clear to me for a long time 
that different students handle depression in dramatically different ways. 
Some let everything slide. Others, though feeling wretched, hang on. 
They drag themselves to class, keep up with their work, and take care of 
themselves—so that when they feel better, their lives are intact.

Not long ago, we decided to see whether mindsets play a role in this 
difference. To find out, we measured students’ mindsets and then had 
them keep an online “diary” for three weeks in February and March. 
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Every day they answered questions about their mood, their activities, 
and how they were coping with problems. Here’s what we discovered.

First, the students with the fixed mindset had higher levels of depres-
sion. Our analyses showed that this was because they ruminated over 
their problems and setbacks, essentially tormenting themselves with the 
idea that the setbacks meant they were incompetent or unworthy: “It 
just kept circulating in my head: You’re a dope.” “I just couldn’t let go 
of the thought that this made me less of a man.” Again, failures labeled 
them and left them no route to success.

And the more depressed they felt, the more they let things go; the 
less they took action to solve their problems. For example, they didn’t 
study what they needed to, they didn’t hand in their assignments on 
time, and they didn’t keep up with their chores.

Although students with the fixed mindset showed more depres-
sion, there were still plenty of people with the growth mindset who felt 
pretty miserable, this being peak season for depression. And here we saw 
something really amazing. The more depressed people with the growth 
mindset felt (short of severe depression), the more they took action to 
confront their problems, the more they made sure to keep up with their 
schoolwork, and the more they kept up with their lives. The worse they 
felt, the more determined they became!

In fact, from the way they acted, it might have been hard to know 
how despondent they were. Here is a story a young man told me.

I was a freshman and it was the first time I had been away from 
home. Everyone was a stranger, the courses were hard, and as 
the year wore on I felt more and more depressed. Eventually, it 
reached a point where I could hardly get out of bed in the morn-
ing. But every day I forced myself to get up, shower, shave, and do 
whatever it was I needed to do. One day I really hit a low point 
and I decided to ask for help, so I went to the teaching assistant 
in my psychology course and asked for her advice.

“Are you going to your classes?” she asked.
“Yes,” I replied.
“Are you keeping up with your reading?”
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“Yes.”
“Are you doing okay on your exams?”
“Yes.”
“Well,” she informed me, “then you’re not depressed.”

Yes, he was depressed, but he was coping the way people in the 
growth mindset tend to cope—with determination.

Doesn’t temperament have a lot to do with it? Aren’t some people 
sensitive by nature, while others just let things roll off their backs? Tem-
perament certainly plays a role, but mindset is an important part of the 
story. When we taught people the growth mindset, it changed the way 
they reacted to their depressed mood. The worse they felt, the more 
motivated they became and the more they confronted the problems that 
faced them.

In short, when people believe in fixed traits, they are always in danger 
of being measured by a failure. It can define them in a permanent way. 
Smart or talented as they may be, this mindset seems to rob them of 
their coping resources.

When people believe their basic qualities can be developed, failures 
may still hurt, but failures don’t define them. And if abilities can be 
 expanded—if change and growth are possible—then there are still many 
paths to success.

MINDSETS CHANGE THE MEANING OF EFFORT

As children, we were given a choice between the talented but erratic hare 
and the plodding but steady tortoise. The lesson was supposed to be that 
slow and steady wins the race. But, really, did any of us ever want to be 
the tortoise?

No, we just wanted to be a less foolish hare. We wanted to be swift as 
the wind and a bit more strategic—say, not taking quite so many snoozes 
before the finish line. After all, everyone knows you have to show up in 
order to win.

The story of the tortoise and the hare, in trying to put forward the 
power of effort, gave effort a bad name. It reinforced the image that 

Dwec_9780345472328_2p_all_r1.indd   39 10/18/16   7:21 AM



40 | m i n d se t

effort is for the plodders and suggested that in rare instances, when tal-
ented people dropped the ball, the plodder could sneak through.

The little engine that could, the saggy, baggy elephant, and the scruffy 
tugboat—they were cute, they were often overmatched, and we were 
happy for them when they succeeded. In fact, to this day I remember 
how fond I was of those little creatures (or machines), but no way did I 
identify with them. The message was: If you’re unfortunate enough to be 
the runt of the litter—if you lack endowment—you don’t have to be an 
utter failure. You can be a sweet, adorable little slogger, and maybe (if you 
really work at it and withstand all the scornful onlookers) even a success.

Thank you very much, I’ll take the endowment.
The problem was that these stories made it into an either–or. Either 

you have ability or you expend effort. And this is part of the fixed mind-
set. Effort is for those who don’t have the ability. People with the fixed 
mindset tell us, “If you have to work at something, you must not be good 
at it.” They add, “Things come easily to people who are true geniuses.”

Calvin and Hobbes © 1995 Watterson.  

Reprinted with permission of Universal Press Syndicate

I was a young professor in the psychology department at the Uni-
versity of Illinois. Late one night, I was passing the psychology building 
and noticed that the lights were on in some faculty offices. Some of my 
colleagues were working late. They must not be as smart as I am, I thought 
to myself.

It never occurred to me that they might be just as smart and more 
hardworking! For me it was either–or. And it was clear I valued the ei-
ther over the or.
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Malcolm Gladwell, the author and New Yorker writer, has sug-
gested that as a society we value natural, effortless accomplishment over 
achievement through effort. We endow our heroes with superhuman 
abilities that led them inevitably toward their greatness. It’s as if Midori 
popped out of the womb fiddling, Michael Jordan dribbling, and Picasso 
doodling. This captures the fixed mindset perfectly. And it’s everywhere.

A report from researchers at Duke University sounds an alarm about 
the anxiety and depression among female undergraduates who aspire to 
“effortless perfection.” They believe they should display perfect beauty, 
perfect womanhood, and perfect scholarship all without trying (or at 
least without appearing to try).

Americans aren’t the only people who disdain effort. French execu-
tive Pierre Chevalier says, “We are not a nation of effort. After all, if 
you have savoir-faire [a mixture of know-how and cool], you do things 
effortlessly.”

People with the growth mindset, however, believe something very 
different. For them, even geniuses have to work hard for their achieve-
ments. And what’s so heroic, they would say, about having a gift? They 
may appreciate endowment, but they admire effort, for no matter what 
your ability is, effort is what ignites that ability and turns it into accom-
plishment.

S e a b i sc u i t

Here was a horse who was so broken, he was supposed to be put to sleep. 
In fact, here was a whole team of people—the jockey, the owner, the 
trainer—who were damaged in one way or another. Yet through their 
dogged determination and against all odds, they transformed themselves 
into winners. A down-and-out nation saw this horse and rider as a sym-
bol of what could be accomplished through grit and spirit.

Equally moving is the parallel story about Seabiscuit’s author, Laura 
Hillenbrand. Felled in her college years by severe, recurrent chronic fa-
tigue that never went away, she was often unable to function. Yet some-
thing in the story of the “horse who could” gripped and inspired her, 
so that she was able to write a heartfelt, magnificent story about the 
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triumph of will. The book was a testament to Seabiscuit’s triumph and 
her own, equally.

Seen through the lens of the growth mindset, these are stories about 
the transformative power of effort—the power of effort to change your 
ability and to change you as a person. But filtered through the fixed 
mindset, it’s a great story about three men and a horse, all with deficien-
cies, who had to try very hard.

H igh Ef f o r t :  T h e  B ig  R i sk

From the point of view of the fixed mindset, effort is only for people 
with deficiencies. And when people already know they’re deficient, 
maybe they have nothing to lose by trying. But if your claim to fame is 
not having any deficiencies—if you’re considered a genius, a talent, or a 
natural—then you have a lot to lose. Effort can reduce you.

Nadja Salerno-Sonnenberg made her violin debut at the age of ten 
with the Philadelphia Orchestra. Yet when she arrived at Juilliard to 
study with Dorothy DeLay, the great violin teacher, she had a repertoire 
of awful habits. Her fingerings and bowings were awkward and she held 
her violin in the wrong position, but she refused to change. After several 
years, she saw the other students catching up and even surpassing her, 
and by her late teens she had a crisis of confidence. “I was used to suc-
cess, to the prodigy label in newspapers, and now I felt like a failure.”

This prodigy was afraid of trying. “Everything I was going through 
boiled down to fear. Fear of trying and failing. . . . If you go to an au-
dition and don’t really try, if you’re not really prepared, if you didn’t 
work as hard as you could have and you don’t win, you have an ex-
cuse. . . . Nothing is harder than saying, ‘I gave it my all and it wasn’t 
good enough.’ ”

The idea of trying and still failing—of leaving yourself without 
 excuses—is the worst fear within the fixed mindset, and it haunted and 
paralyzed her. She had even stopped bringing her violin to her lesson!

Then, one day, after years of patience and understanding, DeLay 
told her, “Listen, if you don’t bring your violin next week, I’m throwing 
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you out of my class.” Salerno-Sonnenberg thought she was joking, but 
 DeLay rose from the couch and calmly informed her, “I’m not kidding. 
If you are going to waste your talent, I don’t want to be a part of it. This 
has gone on long enough.”

Why is effort so terrifying?
There are two reasons. One is that in the fixed mindset, great ge-

niuses are not supposed to need it. So just needing it casts a shadow on 
your ability. The second is that, as Nadja suggests, it robs you of all your 
excuses. Without effort, you can always say, “I could have been    [fill 
in the blank].” But once you try, you can’t say that anymore. Someone 
once said to me, “I could have been Yo-Yo Ma.” If she had really tried for 
it, she wouldn’t have been able to say that.

Salerno-Sonnenberg was terrified of losing DeLay. She finally de-
cided that trying and failing—an honest failure—was better than the 
course she had been on, and so she began training with DeLay for an 
upcoming competition. For the first time she went all out, and, by the 
way, won. Now she says, “This is something I know for a fact: You have 
to work hardest for the things you love most. And when it’s music you 
love, you’re in for the fight of your life.”

Fear of effort can happen in relationships, too, as it did with Amanda, 
a dynamic and attractive young woman.

I had a lot of crazy boyfriends. A lot. They ranged from unreliable 
to inconsiderate. “How about a nice guy for once?” my best friend 
Carla always said. It was like, “You deserve better.”

So then Carla fixed me up with Rob, a guy from her office. 
He was great, and not just on day one. I loved it. It was like, 
“Oh, my God, a guy who actually shows up on time.” Then it be-
came serious and I freaked. I mean, this guy really liked me, but I 
couldn’t stop thinking about how, if he really knew me, he might 
get turned off. I mean, what if I really, really tried and it didn’t 
work? I guess I couldn’t take that risk.
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L o w Ef f o r t :  T h e  B ig  R i sk

In the growth mindset, it’s almost inconceivable to want something 
badly, to think you have a chance to achieve it, and then do nothing 
about it. When it happens, the I could have been is heartbreaking, not 
comforting.

There were few American women in the 1930s through 1950s who 
were more successful than Clare Boothe Luce. She was a famous author 
and playwright, she was elected to Congress twice, and she was ambas-
sador to Italy. “I don’t really understand the word ‘success,’ ” she has said. 
“I know people use it about me, but I don’t understand it.” Her pub-
lic life and private tragedies kept her from getting back to her greatest 
love: writing for the theater. She’d had great success with plays like The 
Women, but it just wouldn’t do for a political figure to keep penning tart, 
sexy comedies.

For her, politics did not provide the personal creative effort she val-
ued most, and looking back she couldn’t forgive herself for not pursuing 
her passion for theater. “I often thought,” she said, “that if I were to write 
an autobiography, my title would be The Autobiography of a Failure.”

Billie Jean King says it’s all about what you want to look back and 
say. I agree with her. You can look back and say, “I could have been . . . ,” 
polishing your unused endowments like trophies. Or you can look back 
and say, “I gave my all for the things I valued.” Think about what you 
want to look back and say. Then choose your mindset.

Tu r ning  K no w l e dge  into  Ac t i o n

Sure, people with the fixed mindset have read the books that say: Success 
is about being your best self, not about being better than others; failure 
is an opportunity, not a condemnation; effort is the key to success. But 
they can’t put this into practice because their basic mindset—their belief 
in fixed traits—is telling them something entirely different: that success 
is about being more gifted than others, that failure does measure you, and 
that effort is for those who can’t make it on talent.
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QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS

At this point, you probably have questions. Let me see if I can answer 
some of them.

Question: If people believe their qualities are fixed, and they have 
shown themselves to be smart or talented, why do they have to keep 
proving it? After all, when the prince proved his bravery, he and the 
princess lived happily ever after. He didn’t have to go out and slay 
a dragon every day. Why don’t people with the fixed mindset prove 
themselves and then live happily ever after?

Because every day new and larger dragons come along and, as things 
get harder, maybe the ability they proved yesterday is not up to today’s 
task. Maybe they were smart enough for algebra but not calculus. Maybe 
they were a good enough pitcher for the minor leagues but not the ma-
jors. Maybe they were a good enough writer for their school newspaper 
but not The New York Times.

So they’re racing to prove themselves over and over, but where are 
they going? To me they’re often running in place, amassing countless 
affirmations, but not necessarily ending up where they want to be.

You know those movies where the main character wakes up one day 
and sees that his life has not been worthwhile—he has always been best-
ing people, not growing, learning, or caring. My favorite is Groundhog 
Day, which I didn’t see for a long time because I couldn’t get past the 
name. At any rate, in Groundhog Day, Bill Murray doesn’t just wake up 
one day and get the message; he has to repeat the same day over and over 
until he gets the message.

Phil Connors (Murray) is a weatherman for a local station in Pitts-
burgh who is dispatched to Punxsutawney, Pennsylvania, to cover the 
Groundhog Day ceremony. On February 2, a groundhog is taken out 
of his little house; if he is judged to have seen his shadow, there will be 
another six weeks of winter. If not, there will be an early spring.

Phil, considering himself to be a superior being, has complete con-
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tempt for the ceremony, the town, and the people (“hicks” and “morons”), 
and after making that perfectly clear, he plans to get out of Punxsutaw-
ney as quickly as possible. But this is not to be. A blizzard hits the town, 
he is forced to remain, and when he wakes up the next morning, it’s 
Groundhog Day again. The same Sonny and Cher song, “I Got You 
Babe,” wakes him up on the clock radio and the same groundhog festival 
is gearing up once again. And again. And again.

At first, he uses the knowledge to further his typical agenda, making 
fools out of other people. Since he is the only one reliving the day, he 
can talk to a woman on one day, and then use the information to deceive, 
impress, and seduce her the next. He is in fixed-mindset heaven. He can 
prove his superiority over and over.

But after countless such days, he realizes it’s all going nowhere and he 
tries to kill himself. He crashes a car, he electrocutes himself, he jumps 
from a steeple, he walks in front of a truck. With no way out, it finally 
dawns on him. He could be using this time to learn. He goes for piano 
lessons. He reads voraciously. He learns ice sculpting. He finds out about 
people who need help that day (a boy who falls from a tree, a man who 
chokes on his steak) and starts to help them, and care about them. Pretty 
soon the day is not long enough! Only when this change of mindset is 
complete is he released from the spell.

Question: Are mindsets a permanent part of your makeup or can you 
change them?

Mindsets are an important part of your personality, but you can 
change them. Just by knowing about the two mindsets, you can start 
thinking and reacting in new ways. People tell me they start to catch 
themselves when they are in the throes of the fixed mindset—passing up 
a chance for learning, feeling labeled by a failure, or getting discouraged 
when something requires a lot of effort. And then they switch them-
selves into the growth mindset—making sure they take the challenge, 
learn from the failure, or continue their effort. When my graduate stu-
dents and I first discovered the mindsets, they would catch me in the 
fixed mindset, smile kindly, and let me know it.
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It’s also important to realize that even if people have a fixed mind-
set, they’re not always in that mindset. In fact, in many of our studies, 
we put people into a growth mindset. We tell them that an ability can 
be learned and that the task will give them a chance to do that. Or we 
have them read a scientific article that teaches them the growth mindset. 
The article describes people who did not have natural ability, but who 
developed exceptional skills. These experiences make our research par-
ticipants into growth-minded thinkers, at least for the moment—and 
they act like growth-minded thinkers, too.

Later, there’s a chapter all about change. There I describe people who 
have changed and programs we’ve developed to bring about change.

Question: Can I be half-and-half? I recognize both mindsets in myself.

All of us have elements of both—we’re all a mixture of fixed and 
growth mindsets. I’m talking about it as a simple either–or right now for 
the sake of simplicity.

People can also have different mindsets in different areas. I might 
think that my artistic skills are fixed but that my intelligence can be 
developed. Or that my personality is fixed, but my creativity can be de-
veloped. We’ve found that whatever mindset people have in a particular 
area will guide them in that area.

Question: With all your belief in effort, are you saying that when peo-
ple fail, it’s always their fault—they didn’t try hard enough?

No! It’s true that effort is crucial—no one can succeed for long 
without it—but it’s certainly not the only thing. People have different 
resources and opportunities. For example, people with money (or rich 
parents) have a safety net. They can take more risks and keep going 
longer until they succeed. People with easy access to a good education, 
people with a network of influential friends, people who know how to be 
in the right place at the right time—all stand a better chance of having 
their effort pay off. Rich, educated, connected effort works better.

People with fewer resources, in spite of their best efforts, can be de-
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railed so much more easily. The hometown plant you’ve worked in all 
of your life suddenly shuts down. What now? Your child falls ill and 
plunges you into debt. There goes the house. Your spouse runs off with 
the nest egg and leaves you with the children and bills. Forget the night 
school classes.

Before we judge, let’s remember that effort isn’t quite everything and 
that all effort is not created equal.

Question: You keep talking about how the growth mindset makes peo-
ple number one, the best, the most successful. Isn’t the growth mindset 
about personal development, not besting others?

I use examples of people who made it to the top to show how far the 
growth mindset can take you: Believing talents can be developed allows 
people to fulfill their potential.

In addition, examples of laid-back people having a good time would 
not be as convincing to people with a fixed mindset. It doesn’t provide 
a compelling alternative for them because it makes it look like a choice 
between fun and excellence.

However, this point is crucial: The growth mindset does allow people 
to love what they’re doing—and to continue to love it in the face of dif-
ficulties. The growth-minded athletes, CEOs, musicians, or scientists all 
loved what they did, whereas many of the fixed-minded ones did not.

Many growth-minded people didn’t even plan to go to the top. 
They got there as a result of doing what they love. It’s ironic: The top 
is where the fixed-mindset people hunger to be, but it’s where many 
growth-minded people arrive as a by-product of their enthusiasm for 
what they do.

This point is also crucial. In the fixed mindset, everything is about 
the outcome. If you fail—or if you’re not the best—it’s all been wasted. 
The growth mindset allows people to value what they’re doing regardless 
of the outcome. They’re tackling problems, charting new courses, working 
on important issues. Maybe they haven’t found the cure for cancer, but 
the search was deeply meaningful.

A lawyer spent seven years fighting the biggest bank in his state on 
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behalf of people who felt they’d been cheated. After he lost, he said, 
“Who am I to say that just because I spent seven years on something I 
am entitled to success? Did I do it for the success, or did I do it because 
I thought the effort itself was valid?

“I do not regret it. I had to do it. I would not do it differently.”

Question: I know a lot of workaholics on the fast track who seem to 
have a fixed mindset. They’re always trying to prove how smart they 
are, but they do work hard and they do take on challenges. How does 
this fit with your idea that people with a fixed mindset go in for low 
effort and easy tasks?

On the whole, people with a fixed mindset prefer effortless success, 
since that’s the best way to prove their talent. But you’re right, there are 
also plenty of high-powered people who think their traits are fixed and 
are looking for constant validation. These may be people whose life goal 
is to win a Nobel Prize or become the richest person on the planet—and 
they’re willing to do what it takes. We’ll meet people like this in the 
chapter on business and leadership.

These people may be free of the belief that high effort equals low 
ability, but they have the other parts of the fixed mindset. They may con-
stantly put their talent on display. They may feel that their talent makes 
them superior to other people. And they may be intolerant of mistakes, 
criticism, or setbacks.

Incidentally, people with a growth mindset might also like a Nobel 
Prize or a lot of money. But they are not seeking it as a validation of their 
worth or as something that will make them better than others.

Question: What if I like my fixed mindset? If I know what my abili-
ties and talents are, I know where I stand, and I know what to expect. 
Why should I give that up?

If you like it, by all means keep it. This book shows people they have 
a choice by spelling out the two mindsets and the worlds they create. 
The point is that people can choose which world they want to inhabit.
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The fixed mindset creates the feeling that you can really know the 
permanent truth about yourself. And this can be comforting: You don’t 
have to try for such-and-such because you don’t have the talent. You will 
surely succeed at thus-and-such because you do have the talent.

It’s just important to be aware of the drawbacks of this mindset. You 
may be robbing yourself of an opportunity by underestimating your tal-
ent in the first area. Or you may be undermining your chances of success 
in the second area by assuming that your talent alone will take you there.

By the way, having a growth mindset doesn’t force you to pursue 
something. It just tells you that you can develop your skills. It’s still up 
to you whether you want to.

Question: Can everything about people be changed, and should people 
try to change everything they can?

The growth mindset is the belief that abilities can be cultivated. But 
it doesn’t tell you how much change is possible or how long change will 
take. And it doesn’t mean that everything, like preferences or values, can 
be changed.

I was once in a taxi, and the driver had an opera on the radio. Think-
ing to start a conversation, I said, “Do you like opera?” “No,” he replied, 
“I hate it. I’ve always hated it.” “I don’t mean to pry,” I said, “but why are 
you listening to it?” He then told me how his father had been an opera 
buff, listening to his vintage records at every opportunity. My cabdriver, 
now well into middle age, had tried for many years to cultivate a raptur-
ous response to opera. He played the disks, he read the scores—all to no 
avail. “Give yourself a break,” I advised him. “There are plenty of cul-
tured and intelligent people who can’t stand opera. Why don’t you just 
consider yourself one of them?”

The growth mindset also doesn’t mean everything that can be 
changed should be changed. We all need to accept some of our imperfec-
tions, especially the ones that don’t really harm our lives or the lives of 
others.

The fixed mindset stands in the way of development and change. 
The growth mindset is a starting point for change, but people need to 
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decide for themselves where their efforts toward change would be most 
valuable.

Question: Are people with the fixed mindset simply lacking in confi-
dence?

No. People with the fixed mindset can have just as much confidence 
as people with the growth mindset—before anything happens, that is. 
But as you can imagine, their confidence is more fragile since setbacks 
and even effort can undermine it.

Joseph Martocchio conducted a study of employees who were taking 
a short computer training course. Half of the employees were put into 
a fixed mindset. He told them it was all a matter of how much ability 
they possessed. The other half were put in a growth mindset. He told 
them that computer skills could be developed through practice. Every-
one, steeped in these mindsets, then proceeded with the course.

Although the two groups started off with exactly equal confidence 
in their computer skills, by the end of the course they looked quite dif-
ferent. Those in the growth mindset gained considerable confidence in 
their computer skills as they learned, despite the many mistakes they 
inevitably made. But, because of those mistakes, those with the fixed 
mindset actually lost confidence in their computer skills as they learned!

The same thing happened with Berkeley students. Richard Rob-
ins and Jennifer Pals tracked students at the University of California 
at Berkeley over their years of college. They found that when students 
had the growth mindset, they gained confidence in themselves as they 
repeatedly met and mastered the challenges of the university. However, 
when students had the fixed mindset, their confidence eroded in the face 
of those same challenges.

That’s why people with the fixed mindset have to nurse their confi-
dence and protect it. That’s what John McEnroe’s excuses were for: to 
protect his confidence.

Michelle Wie was a teenage golfer when she decided to go up against 
the big boys. She entered the Sony Open, a PGA tournament that fea-
tures the best male players in the world. Coming from a fixed-mindset 
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perspective, everyone rushed to warn her that she could do serious dam-
age to her confidence if she did poorly—that “taking too many early 
lumps against superior competition could hurt her long-range develop-
ment.” “It’s always negative when you don’t win,” warned Vijay Singh, a 
prominent golfer on the tour.

But Wie disagreed. She wasn’t going there to groom her confidence. 
“Once you win junior tournaments, it’s easy to win multiple times. What 
I’m doing now is to prepare for the future.” It’s the learning experience 
she was after—what it was like to play with the world’s best players in 
the atmosphere of a tournament.

After the event, Wie’s confidence had not suffered one bit. She had 
exactly what she wanted. “I think I learned that I can play here.” It would 
be a long road to the winner’s circle, but she now had a sense of what she 
was shooting for.

Some years ago, I got a letter from a world-class competitive swim-
mer.

Dear Professor Dweck:

I’ve always had a problem with confidence. My coaches 
always told me to believe in myself 100%. They told me not to 
let any doubts enter my mind and to think about how I’m better 
than everyone else. I couldn’t do it because I’m always so aware 
of my defects and the mistakes I make in every meet. Trying to 
think I was perfect made it even worse. Then I read your work 
and how it’s so important to focus on learning and improving. 
It turned me around. My defects are things I can work on! Now 
a mistake doesn’t seem so important. I wanted to write you this 
letter for teaching me how to have confidence. Thank you.

Sincerely,
Mary Williams

A remarkable thing I’ve learned from my research is that in the 
growth mindset, you don’t always need confidence.

Dwec_9780345472328_2p_all_r1.indd   52 10/18/16   7:21 AM



i nsi de t h e m i n d se t s |  53

What I mean is that even when you think you’re not good at some-
thing, you can still plunge into it wholeheartedly and stick to it. Actually, 
sometimes you plunge into something because you’re not good at it. This 
is a wonderful feature of the growth mindset. You don’t have to think 
you’re already great at something to want to do it and to enjoy doing it.

This book is one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. I read endless 
books and articles. The information was overwhelming. I’d never writ-
ten in a popular way. It was intimidating. Does it seem easy for me? Way 
back when, that’s exactly what I would have wanted you to think. Now I 
want you to know the effort it took—and the joy it brought.

Grow Your Mindset

• People are all born with a love of learning, but the fixed mindset 
can undo it. Think of a time you were enjoying  something—
doing a crossword puzzle, playing a sport, learning a new
dance. Then it became hard and you wanted out. Maybe you
suddenly felt tired, dizzy, bored, or hungry. Next time this hap-
pens, don’t fool yourself. It’s the fixed mindset. Put yourself in
a growth mindset. Picture your brain forming new connections
as you meet the challenge and learn. Keep on going.

• It’s tempting to create a world in which we’re perfect. (Ah,
I remember that feeling from grade school.) We can choose
partners, make friends, hire people who make us feel fault-
less. But think about it—do you want to never grow? Next
time you’re tempted to surround yourself with worshipers, go
to church. In the rest of your life, seek constructive criticism.

• Is there something in your past that you think measured you?
A test score? A dishonest or callous action? Being fired from a
job? Being rejected? Focus on that thing. Feel all the emotions
that go with it. Now put it in a growth-mindset perspective.
Look honestly at your role in it, but understand that it doesn’t
define your intelligence or personality. Instead, ask: What did I
(or can I) learn from that experience? How can I use it as a basis for 
growth? Carry that with you instead.
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• How do you act when you feel depressed? Do you work harder
at things in your life or do you let them go? Next time you feel
low, put yourself in a growth mindset—think about learning,
challenge, confronting obstacles. Think about effort as a posi-
tive, constructive force, not as a big drag. Try it out.

• Is there something you’ve always wanted to do but were afraid
you weren’t good at? Make a plan to do it.
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It took me a long time to become comfortable with where I am. 

I spent a lot of my years longing for the past or waiting for the future to arrive, confused 
about where I was and where I wanted to go.

Admitting to myself that I was confused and unsatisfied was difficult enough; the thought 
of actually doing something about it was a little too much to swallow. Instead, I welcomed 
distraction. I ventured down various paths for the sake of going somewhere, even though 
none of them took me close to where I wanted to go. I explored career paths because 
other people’s successes made me feel like I should want them, too. I grappled. I swayed. 
Nothing changed; it’s impossible to follow a dream that has no shape or outline.

When I realized that I couldn’t continue grasping for an invisible idea, feeling, or future, I 
began doing some of the more difficult work that comes along with introspection. I peeled 
back the layers in order to find out who I really was, what was most important to me, and 
what it was that I wanted to cultivate in my life. 

The hardest questions are the ones that open doors. Every spread in this book features 
a universal life lesson paired with an exercise. These exercises, often taking the form of a 
chart, list, or written prompt, are designed to help you apply the sentiments behind each 
lesson to your life. As you continue throughout the book, you’ll find that some pages are 
harder than others – they’ll ask you to dig a little deeper, face some hidden truths, or let go 
of ideas that you’ve always carried with you.  

There is no right or wrong way to complete this book. If you’re honest with your thoughts, 
these pages will serve as a mirror. You’ll become privy to various pieces of yourself – some 
that you know very well, and others that have previously gone unnoticed. 

The best advice I can give is to keep going. The process of self-discovery is just as 
important as any realizations that are waiting for you at the end of this book.

Take your time. Use what you have. Start where you are.  
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Wr i t e d own te n b i g d r eams t hat hav e n ' t c ome tr u e 

yet .
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What ar e t h r e e t h o u g h t s t hat mad e yo u sm i l e to day ?
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Th i n k of somet h i n g t hat i s c u r r e n t l y t r o u b l i n g yo u an d 

wr i t e a b o u t i t h e r e . D o n ' t t r y to so l v e i t : j u s t fo c u s 

on g ett i n g yo u r t h o u g h t s o ut of yo u r h ea d an d ont o 

pa p e r .
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D E D I CATE TODAY TO L EARN I NG SOMETH I NG NEW ! D e s c r i b e 

what yo u l e a r n e d an d h ow th i s ex p e r i e n c e mad e yo u 

fe e l .
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L i s t fo u r t im e s yo u co nt i n u e d to try ev e n t h o u g h 

t h e o d d s we r e aga i n s t yo u .

9780399174827_StartWhereYo_TX.indd   37 6/4/15   11:56 AM



9780399174827_StartWhereYo_TX.indd   38 6/4/15   11:56 AM



F L I P BACK TO THE PR E V I O US PAGE .

C h o o s e on e of th e d i ff i c u l t ex p e r i e n c e s yo u l i s t e d an d 

me d i t a t e on i t . Wr i t e d own on e l e s s o n yo u ' v e l e a r n e d . 
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Th i n g s I want to b e      Why I want to b e t h em
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Th i n k of somet h i n g yo u r e c e n t l y gav e s omeo n e . 

DRAW IT HER E .

(Not e ; t h i s d o e s not hav e to b e a tan g i b l e o b j e c t . )
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Truth and Dare
AN INTRODUCTION

During an interview in 2013, a reporter told me that after read-

ing The Gifts of Imperfection and Daring Greatly, he wanted to 

start working on his own issues related to vulnerability, cour-

age, and authenticity. He laughed and said, “It sounds like it 

could be a long road. Can you give me the upside of doing this 

work?” I told him that with every ounce of my professional 

and personal being, I believe that vulnerability— the willing-

ness to show up and be seen with no guarantee of outcome— is 

the only path to more love, belonging, and joy. He quickly fol-

lowed up with, “And the downside?” This time I was the one 

laughing. “You’re going to stumble, fall, and get your ass 

kicked.”

There was a long pause before he said, “Is this where you 

tell me that you think daring is still worth it?” I responded 

with a passionate yes, followed by a confession: “Today it’s a 

solid yes because I’m not lying facedown after a hard fall. But 

even in the midst of struggle, I would still say that doing this 

work is not only worth it, it is the work of living a wholehearted 

life. But I promise that if you asked me about this in the midst 
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xviii RISING STRONG

of a fall, I’d be far less enthusiastic and way more pissed o�. I’m 

not great at falling and feeling my way back.”

It’s been two years since that interview— two years of prac-

ticing being brave and putting myself out there— and vulner-

ability is still uncomfortable and falling still hurts. It always 

will. But I’m learning that the process of struggling and navi-

gating hurt has as much to o�er us as the process of being 

brave and showing up.

Over the past couple of years, I’ve had the privilege of 

spending time with some amazing people. They range from 

top entrepreneurs and leaders in Fortune 500 companies to 

couples who have maintained loving relationships for more 

than thirty years and parents working to change the education 

system. As they’ve shared their experiences and stories of being 

brave, falling, and getting back up, I kept asking myself: What 

do these people with strong relationships, parents with deep connec-

tions to their children, teachers nurturing creativity and learning, 

clergy walking with people through faith, and trusted leaders have in 

common? The answer was clear: They recognize the power of 

emotion and they’re not afraid to lean in to discomfort.

While vulnerability is the birthplace of many of the fulfill-

ing experiences we long for— love, belonging, joy, creativity, 

and trust, to name a few— the process of regaining our emo-

tional footing in the midst of struggle is where our courage is 

tested and our values are forged. Rising strong after a fall is how 

we cultivate wholeheartedness in our lives; it’s the process that 

teaches us the most about who we are.

In the past two years, my team and I have also received 

emails every week from people who write, “I dared greatly. I 

was brave. I got my butt kicked and now I’m down for the 
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count. How do I get back up?” I knew when I was writing The 

Gifts and Daring Greatly that I would ultimately write a book 

about falling down. I’ve collected that data all along, and what 

I’ve learned about surviving hurt has saved me again and 

again. It saved me and, in the process, it changed me.

Here’s how I see the progression of my work:

The Gifts of Imperfection— Be you.

Daring Greatly— Be all in.

Rising Strong— Fall. Get up. Try again.

The thread that runs through all three of these books is our 

yearning to live a wholehearted life. I define wholehearted living 

as engaging in our lives from a place of worthiness. It means 

cultivating the courage, compassion, and connection to wake 

up in the morning and think, No matter what gets done and how 

much is left undone, I am enough. It’s going to bed at night think-

ing, Yes, I am imperfect and vulnerable and sometimes afraid, but 

that doesn’t change the truth that I am brave and worthy of love and 

belonging.

Both The Gifts and Daring Greatly are “call to arms” books. 

They are about having the courage to show up and be seen 

even if it means risking failure, hurt, shame, and possibly even 

heartbreak. Why? Because hiding out, pretending, and armor-

ing up against vulnerability are killing us: killing our spirits, 

our hopes, our potential, our creativity, our ability to lead, our 

love, our faith, and our joy. I think these books have resonated 

so strongly with people for two simple reasons: We’re sick of 

being afraid and we’re tired of hustling for our self- worth.

We want to be brave, and deep inside we know that being 

brave requires us to be vulnerable. The great news is that I 

think we’re making serious headway. Everywhere I go, I meet 

Brow_9780812985801_1p_all_r2.indd   19 1/3/17   8:05 AM
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people who tell me how they’re leaning in to vulnerability and 

uncertainty— how it’s changing their relationships and their 

professional lives.

We get thousands of emails from people who talk about 

their experiences of practicing the Ten Guideposts from The 

Gifts— even the hard ones like cultivating creativity, play, and 

self- compassion. I’ve worked alongside CEOs, teachers, and 

parents who are mounting major e�orts to bring about cul-

tural change based on the idea of showing up and daring 

greatly. The experience has been more than I ever imagined 

sixteen years ago when my husband, Steve, asked me, “What’s 

the vision for your career?” and I answered, “I want to start a 

global conversation about vulnerability and shame.”

If we’re going to put ourselves out there and love with our 

whole hearts, we’re going to experience heartbreak. If we’re 

going to try new, innovative things, we’re going to fail. If we’re 

going to risk caring and engaging, we’re going to experience 

disappointment. It doesn’t matter if our hurt is caused by a 

painful breakup or we’re struggling with something smaller, 

like an o�hand comment by a colleague or an argument with 

an in- law. If we can learn how to feel our way through these 

experiences and own our stories of struggle, we can write our 

own brave endings. When we own our stories, we avoid being 

trapped as characters in stories someone else is telling.

The epigraph for Daring Greatly is Theodore Roosevelt’s 

powerful quote from his 1910 “Man in the Arena” speech:

It is not the critic who counts; not the man who points 

out how the strong man stumbles, or where the doer of 

deeds could have done them better. The credit belongs 
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to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is 

marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives val-

iantly; . . . who at the best knows in the end the triumph 

of high achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails, at 

least fails while daring greatly.

It’s an inspiring quote that has truly become a touchstone 

for me. However, as someone who spends a lot of time in the 

arena, I’d like to focus on one particular piece of Roosevelt’s 

speech: “The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the 

arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood”— 

STOP. (Imagine the sound of a needle scratching across a rec-

ord.) Stop here. Before I hear anything else about triumph or 

achievement, this is where I want to slow down time so I can 

figure out exactly what happens next.

We’re facedown in the arena. Maybe the crowd has gone 

silent, the way it does at football games or my daughter’s field 

hockey matches when the players on the field take a knee be-

cause someone is hurt. Or maybe people have started booing 

and jeering. Or maybe you have tunnel vision and all you can 

hear is your parent screaming, “Get up! Shake it o�!”

Our “facedown” moments can be big ones like getting fired 

or finding out about an a�air, or they can be small ones like 

learning a child has lied about her report card or experiencing 

a disappointment at work. Arenas always conjure up grandeur, 

but an arena is any moment when or place where we have 

risked showing up and being seen. Risking being awkward and 

goofy at a new exercise class is an arena. Leading a team at 

work is an arena. A tough parenting moment puts us in the 

arena. Being in love is definitely an arena.
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xxii RISING STRONG

When I started thinking about this research, I went to the 

data and asked myself, What happens when we’re facedown? 

What’s going on in this moment? What do the women and men 

who have successfully staggered to their feet and found the courage 

to try again have in common? What is the process of rising strong?

I wasn’t positive that slowing down time to capture the 

process was possible, but I was inspired by Sherlock Holmes to 

give it a shot. In early 2014, I was drowning in data and my 

confidence was waning. I was also coming o� a tough holiday, 

when I had spent most of my scheduled vacation time fighting 

o� a respiratory virus that hit Houston like a hurricane. One 

night in February, I snuggled up on the couch with my daugh-

ter, Ellen, to watch the newest season of Masterpiece’s Sherlock 

with Benedict Cumberbatch and Martin Freeman. (I’m a huge 

fan.)

In Season 3, there’s an episode where Sherlock is shot. Don’t 

worry, I won’t say by whom or why, but, wow, I did not see it coming. 

The moment he’s shot, time stops. Rather than immediately 

falling, Sherlock goes into his “mind palace”— that crazy cog-

nitive space where he retrieves memories from cerebral filing 

cabinets, plots car routes, and makes impossible connections 

between random facts. Over the next ten minutes or so, many 

of the cast of recurring characters appear in his mind, each one 

working in his or her area of expertise and talking him through 

the best way to stay alive.

First, the London coroner who has a terrific crush on Sher-

lock shows up. She shakes her head at Sherlock, who seems 

completely taken aback by his inability to make sense of what’s 

happening, and comments, “It’s not like it is in the movies, is 

it, Sherlock?” Aided by a member of the forensics team at New 
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Scotland Yard and Sherlock’s menacing brother, she explains 

the physics of how he should fall, how shock works, and what 

he can do to keep himself conscious. The three warn him when 

pain is coming and what he can expect. What probably takes 

three seconds in real time plays out for more than ten minutes 

on the screen. I thought the writing was genius, and it re- 

energized my e�orts to keep at my own slow- motion project.

My goal for this book is to slow down the falling and rising 

processes: to bring into our awareness all the choices that un-

furl in front of us during those moments of discomfort and 

hurt, and to explore the consequences of those choices. Much 

as in my other books, I’m using research and storytelling to 

unpack what I’ve learned. The only di�erence here is that I’m 

sharing many more of my personal stories. These narratives 

grant me not only a front- row seat to watch what’s playing out 

onstage, but also a backstage pass to access the thoughts, feel-

ings, and behaviors that are taking place behind the scenes. In 

my stories, I have the details. It’s like watching the director’s 

cut of a movie or choosing the bonus feature on a DVD that 

allows you to listen to the director talk through decisions and 

thought processes. This is not to say that I can’t capture details 

from other people’s experiences— I do it all the time. I just 

can’t weave together history, context, emotion, behavior, and 

thinking with the same density.

During the final stages of developing the rising strong the-

ory, I met with small groups of people familiar with my work 

to share my findings and gather feedback from their perspec-

tives on the fit and relevance of the theory. Was I on the right 

track? Later, two of the participants in those meetings reached 

out to share their experiences of applying the rising strong 
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process in their lives. I was moved by what they shared and 

asked if I could include it in this book. They both agreed, and 

I’m grateful. Their stories are powerful examples of rising.

On a cultural level, I think the absence of honest conversa-

tion about the hard work that takes us from lying facedown in 

the arena to rising strong has led to two dangerous outcomes: 

the propensity to gold- plate grit and a badassery deficit.

GOLD- PLATING GRIT

We’ve all fallen, and we have the skinned knees and bruised 

hearts to prove it. But scars are easier to talk about than they 

are to show, with all the remembered feelings laid bare. And 

rarely do we see wounds that are in the process of healing. I’m 

not sure if it’s because we feel too much shame to let anyone 

see a process as intimate as overcoming hurt, or if it’s because 

even when we muster the courage to share our still- incomplete 

healing, people reflexively look away.

We much prefer stories about falling and rising to be inspi-

rational and sanitized. Our culture is rife with these tales. In a 

thirty- minute speech, there’s normally thirty seconds dedi-

cated to “And I fought my way back,” or “And then I met some-

one new,” or, as in the case of my TEDx talk, simply “It was a 

street fight.”

We like recovery stories to move quickly through the dark 

so we can get to the sweeping redemptive ending. I worry that 

this lack of honest accounts of overcoming adversity has cre-

ated a Gilded Age of Failure. The past couple of years have 

given rise to failure conferences, failure festivals, and even fail-
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ure awards. Don’t get me wrong. I love and continue to cham-

pion the idea of understanding and accepting failure as part of 

any worthwhile endeavor. But embracing failure without ac-

knowledging the real hurt and fear that it can cause, or the 

complex journey that underlies rising strong, is gold- plating 

grit. To strip failure of its real emotional consequences is to 

scrub the concepts of grit and resilience of the very qualities 

that make them both so important— toughness, doggedness, 

and perseverance.

Yes, there can be no innovation, learning, or creativity 

without failure. But failing is painful. It fuels the “shouldas and 

couldas,” which means judgment and shame are often lying in wait.

Yes, I agree with Tennyson, who wrote, “’Tis better to have 

loved and lost than never to have loved at all.” But heartbreak 

knocks the wind out of you, and the feelings of loss and longing can 

make getting out of bed a monumental task. Learning to trust and 

lean in to love again can feel impossible.

Yes, if we care enough and dare enough, we will experience 

disappointment. But in those moments when disappointment is 

washing over us and we’re desperately trying to get our heads and 

hearts around what is or is not going to be, the death of our expecta-

tions can be painful beyond measure.

The work being done by Ashley Good is a great example of 

how we must embrace the di�cult emotion of falling. Good is 

the founder and CEO of Fail Forward— a social enterprise with 

the mission to help organizations develop cultures that en-

courage the risk taking, creativity, and continuous adaptation 

required for innovation. She got started as a development 

worker in Ghana with Engineers Without Borders Canada 

(EWB) and was integral to the development of EWB’s failure 
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reports and AdmittingFailure.com, a kind of online failure re-

port where anyone can submit stories of failure and learning.

These first reports were bold attempts to break the silence 

that surrounds failure in the nonprofit sector— a sector depen-

dent on external funding. Frustrated by the learning opportu-

nities missed because of that silence, EWB collected its failures 

and published them in a glossy annual report. The organiza-

tion’s commitment to solving some of the world’s most di�-

cult problems, like poverty, requires innovation and learning, 

so it put achieving its mission before looking good, and sparked 

a revolution.

In her keynote address at FailCon Oslo— an annual failure 

conference in Norway— Good asked the audience for words 

they associated with the term failure. The audience members 

shouted out the following: sadness, fear, making a fool of myself, 

desperation, panic, shame, and heartbreak. Then she held up 

EWB’s failure report and explained that the thirty glossy pages 

included fourteen stories of failure, proving that EWB had 

failed at least fourteen times in the last year. She then asked 

the same audience what words they would use to describe the 

report and the people who submitted their stories. This time 

the words shouted out included: helping, generous, open, knowl-

edgeable, brave, and courageous.

Good made the powerful point that there’s a vast di�er-

ence between how we think about the term failure and how we 

think about the people and organizations brave enough to 

share their failures for the purpose of learning and growing. To 

pretend that we can get to helping, generous, and brave without 

navigating through tough emotions like desperation, shame, 

and panic is a profoundly dangerous and misguided assump-
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tion. Rather than gold- plating grit and trying to make failure 

look fashionable, we’d be better o� learning how to recognize 

the beauty in truth and tenacity.

THE BADASSERY DEFICIT

I know, badassery is a strange term, but I couldn’t come up with 

another one that captures what I mean. When I see people 

stand fully in their truth, or when I see someone fall down, get 

back up, and say, “Damn. That really hurt, but this is impor-

tant to me and I’m going in again”— my gut reaction is, “What 

a badass.”

There are too many people today who instead of feeling hurt 

are acting out their hurt; instead of acknowledging pain, they’re 

inflicting pain on others. Rather than risking feeling disap-

pointed, they’re choosing to live disappointed. Emotional sto-

icism is not badassery. Blustery posturing is not badassery. 

Swagger is not badassery. Perfection is about the furthest thing 

in the world from badassery. 

To me the real badass is the person who says, “Our family is 

really hurting. We could use your support.” And the man who 

tells his son, “It’s okay to be sad. We all get sad. We just need to 

talk about it.” And the woman who says, “Our team dropped 

the ball. We need to stop blaming each other and have some 

tough conversations about what happened so we can fix it and 

move forward.” People who wade into discomfort and vulnera-

bility and tell the truth about their stories are the real badasses.

Daring is essential to solve the problems in the world that 

feel intractable: poverty, violence, inequality, trampled civil 
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rights, and a struggling environment, to name a few. But in ad-

dition to having people who are willing to show up and be 

seen, we also need a critical mass of badasses who are willing to 

dare, fall, feel their way through tough emotion, and rise 

again. And we need these folks leading, modeling, and shap-

ing culture in every capacity, including as parents, teachers, 

administrators, leaders, politicians, clergy, creatives, and com-

munity organizers.

So much of what we hear today about courage is inflated 

and empty rhetoric that camouflages personal fears about 

one’s likability, ratings, and ability to maintain a level of  

comfort and status. We need more people who are willing to 

demonstrate what it looks like to risk and endure failure, dis-

appointment, and regret— people willing to feel their own 

hurt instead of working it out on other people, people willing 

to own their stories, live their values, and keep showing up. I 

feel so lucky to have spent the past couple of years working 

with some true badasses, from teachers and parents to CEOs, 

filmmakers, veterans, human- resource professionals, school 

counselors, and therapists. We’ll explore what they have in 

common as we move through the book, but here’s a teaser: 

They’re curious about the emotional world and they face dis-

comfort straight- on.

My hope is that the process outlined in this book gives us 

language and a rough map that will guide us in getting back on 

our feet. I’m sharing everything I know, feel, believe, and have 

experienced about rising strong. I’ll tell you once more that 

what I learned from the research participants continues to save 

me, and I’m deeply grateful for that. The truth is that falling 

hurts. The dare is to keep being brave and feel your way back up.
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One

THE PHYSICS  
OF VULNERABILITY

When it comes to  human behavior, emotions, and think-

ing, the adage “The more I learn, the less I know” is right 

on. I’ve learned to give up my pursuit of netting certainty and 

pinning it to the wall. Some days I miss pretending that certi-

tude is within reach. My husband, Steve, always knows I’m 

mourning the loss of my young- researcher quest when I am 

holed up in my study listening to David Gray’s song “My Oh 

My” on repeat. My favorite lyrics are

What on earth is going on in my head?

You know I used to be so sure.

You know I used to be so definite.

And it’s not just the lyrics; it’s the way that he sings the 

word def.in.ite. Sometimes, it sounds to me as if he’s mocking 

the arrogance of believing that we can ever know everything, 
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and other times it sounds like he’s pissed o� that we can’t. Ei-

ther way, singing along makes me feel better. Music always 

makes me feel less alone in the mess.

While there are really no hard- and- fast absolutes in my 

field, there are truths about shared experiences that deeply 

resonate with what we believe and know. For example, the 

Roosevelt quote that anchors my research on vulnerability 

and daring gave birth to three truths for me:

I want to be in the arena. I want to be brave with my life. 

And when we make the choice to dare greatly, we sign up to get 

our asses kicked. We can choose courage or we can choose 

comfort, but we can’t have both. Not at the same time.

Vulnerability is not winning or losing; it’s having the 

courage to show up and be seen when we have no control 

over the outcome. Vulnerability is not weakness; it’s our 

greatest measure of courage.

A lot of cheap seats in the arena are filled with peo-

ple who never venture onto the floor. They just hurl mean-  

spirited criticisms and put- downs from a safe distance. The 

problem is, when we stop caring what people think and stop 

feeling hurt by cruelty, we lose our ability to connect. But 

when we’re defined by what people think, we lose the cour-

age to be vulnerable. Therefore, we need to be selective about 

the feedback we let into our lives. For me, if you’re not in the 

arena getting your ass kicked, I’m not interested in your 

feedback.

I don’t think of these as “rules,” but they have certainly be-

come guiding principles for me. I believe there are also some 

basic tenets about being brave, risking vulnerability, and over-

coming adversity that are useful to understand before we get 
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started. I think of these as the basic laws of emotional physics: 

simple but powerful truths that help us understand why cour-

age is both transformational and rare. These are the rules of 

engagement for rising strong.

1. If we are brave enough often enough, we will fall; this 

is the physics of vulnerability. When we commit to showing 

up and risking falling, we are actually committing to falling. 

Daring is not saying, “I’m willing to risk failure.” Daring is say-

ing, “I know I will eventually fail and I’m still all in.” Fortune 

may favor the bold, but so does failure.

2. Once we fall in the service of being brave, we can 

never go back. We can rise up from our failures, screwups, 

and falls, but we can never go back to where we stood before 

we were brave or before we fell. Courage transforms the emo-

tional structure of our being. This change often brings a deep 

sense of loss. During the process of rising, we sometimes find 

ourselves homesick for a place that no longer exists. We want 

to go back to that moment before we walked into the arena, 

but there’s nowhere to go back to. What makes this more dif-

ficult is that now we have a new level of awareness about what 

it means to be brave. We can’t fake it anymore. We now know 

when we’re showing up and when we’re hiding out, when we 

are living our values and when we are not. Our new awareness 

can also be invigorating— it can reignite our sense of purpose 

and remind us of our commitment to wholeheartedness. 

Straddling the tension that lies between wanting to go back to 

the moment before we risked and fell and being pulled for-

ward to even greater courage is an inescapable part of rising 

strong.
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3. This journey belongs to no one but you; however, no 

one successfully goes it alone. Since the beginning of time, 

people have found a way to rise after falling, yet there is no 

well- worn path leading the way. All of us must make our own 

way, exploring some of the most universally shared experi-

ences while also navigating a solitude that makes us feel as if 

we are the first to set foot in uncharted regions. And to add to 

the complexity, in lieu of the sense of safety to be found in a 

well- traveled path or a constant companion, we must learn to 

depend for brief moments on fellow travelers for sanctuary, 

support, and an occasional willingness to walk side by side. For 

those of us who fear being alone, coping with the solitude in-

herent in this process is a daunting challenge. For those of us 

who prefer to cordon ourselves o� from the world and heal 

alone, the requirement for connection— of asking for and re-

ceiving help— becomes the challenge.

4. We’re wired for story. In a culture of scarcity and  

perfectionism, there’s a surprisingly simple reason we want 

to own, integrate, and share our stories of struggle. We do 

this because we feel the most alive when we’re connecting 

with others and being brave with our stories— it’s in our bi-

ology. The idea of storytelling has become ubiquitous. It’s a 

platform for everything from creative movements to market-

ing strategies. But the idea that we’re “wired for story” is 

more than a catchy phrase. Neuroeconomist Paul Zak has 

found that hearing a story— a narrative with a beginning, 

middle, and end— causes our brains to release cortisol and 

oxytocin. These chemicals trigger the uniquely human abili-

ties to connect, empathize, and make meaning. Story is liter-

ally in our DNA.
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5. Creativity embeds knowledge so that it can become 

practice. We move what we’re learning from our heads to 

our hearts through our hands. We are born makers, and cre-

ativity is the ultimate act of integration— it is how we fold our 

experiences into our being. Over the course of my career, the 

question I’ve been asked more than any other is, “How do I 

take what I’m learning about myself and actually change how 

I’m living?” After teaching graduate social work students for 

eighteen years; developing, implementing, and evaluating 

two curricula over the past eight years; leading more than sev-

enty thousand students through online learning courses; and 

interviewing hundreds of creatives, I’ve come to believe that 

creativity is the mechanism that allows learning to seep into 

our being and become practice. The Asaro tribe of Indonesia 

and Papua New Guinea has a beautiful saying: “Knowledge is 

only a rumor until it lives in the muscle.” What we understand 

and learn about rising strong is only rumor until we live it and 

integrate it through some form of creativity so that it becomes 

part of us.

6. Rising strong is the same process whether you’re 

navigating personal or professional struggles. I’ve spent 

equal time researching our personal and our professional lives, 

and while most of us would like to believe that we can have 

home and work versions of rising strong, we can’t. Whether 

you’re a young man dealing with heartbreak, a retired couple 

struggling with disappointment, or a manager trying to re-

cover after a failed project, the practice is the same. We have no 

sterile business remedy for having fallen. We still need to dig 

into the grit of issues like resentment, grief, and forgiveness. 

As neuroscientist Antonio Damasio reminds us, humans are 
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not either thinking machines or feeling machines, but rather 

feeling machines that think. Just because you’re standing in 

your o�ce or your classroom or your studio doesn’t mean that 

you can take the emotion out of this process. You cannot. Re-

member those badasses I referenced in the introduction? One 

more thing they have in common is that they don’t try to 

avoid emotions— they are feeling machines who think and en-

gage with their own emotions and the emotions of the people 

they love, parent, and lead. The most transformative and resil-

ient leaders that I've worked with over the course of my career 

have three things in common: First, they recognize the central 

role that relationships and story play in culture and strategy, 

and they stay curious about their own emotions, thoughts, 

and behaviors. Second, they understand and stay curious 

about how emotions, thoughts, and behaviors are connected 

in the people they lead, and how those factors a�ect relation-

ships and perception. And, third, they have the ability and 

willingness to lean in to discomfort and vulnerability.

7. Comparative suffering is a function of fear and scar-

city. Falling down, screwing up, and facing hurt often lead to 

bouts of second- guessing our judgment, our self- trust, and 

even our worthiness. I am enough can slowly turn into Am I re-

ally enough? If there’s one thing I’ve learned over the past de-

cade, it’s that fear and scarcity immediately trigger comparison, 

and even pain and hurt are not immune to being assessed and 

ranked. My husband died and that grief is worse than your grief 

over an empty nest. I’m not allowed to feel disappointed about being 

passed over for promotion when my friend just found out that his 

wife has cancer. You’re feeling shame for forgetting your son’s school 

play? Please— that’s a first- world problem; there are people dying of 
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starvation every minute. The opposite of scarcity is not abun-

dance; the opposite of scarcity is simply enough. Empathy is 

not finite, and compassion is not a pizza with eight slices. 

When you practice empathy and compassion with someone, 

there is not less of these qualities to go around. There’s more. 

Love is the last thing we need to ration in this world. The refu-

gee in Syria doesn’t benefit more if you conserve your kindness 

only for her and withhold it from your neighbor who’s going 

through a divorce. Yes, perspective is critical. But I'm a firm 

believer that complaining is okay as long as we piss and moan 

with a little perspective. Hurt is hurt, and every time we honor 

our own struggle and the struggles of others by responding 

with empathy and compassion, the healing that results a�ects 

all of us.

8. You can’t engineer an emotional, vulnerable, and 

courageous process into an easy, one- size- fits- all formula. 

In fact, I think attempting to sell people an easy fix for pain is 

the worst kind of snake oil. Rising Strong doesn’t o�er a solu-

tion or a recipe or step- by- step guidance. It presents a theory— 

grounded in data— that explains the basic social process men 

and women experience as they are working to rise after falling. 

It is a map meant to orient you to the most significant patterns 

and themes that emerged from the research. In my interviews 

with others and my own experiences, I’ve seen the process 

take twenty minutes, and I’ve seen it take twenty years. I’ve 

seen people get stuck, set up camp, and stay in one place for a 

decade. While the process does seem to follow a few patterns, 

it presents no formula or strictly linear approach. It’s a back- 

and- forth action— an iterative and intuitive process that takes 

di�erent shapes for di�erent people. There is not always a rela-
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tionship between e�ort and outcome in this process. You can’t 

game it or perfect it so it’s fast and easy. You have to feel your 

way through most of it. The contribution I hope to make is to 

put language around the process, to bring into our awareness 

some of the issues that we may need to grapple with if we want 

to rise strong, and to simply let people know that they’re not 

alone.

9. Courage is contagious. Rising strong changes not just 

you, but also the people around you. To bear witness to the 

human potential for transformation through vulnerability, 

courage, and tenacity can be either a clarion call for more dar-

ing or a painful mirror for those of us stuck in the aftermath of 

the fall, unwilling or unable to own our stories. Your experi-

ence can profoundly a�ect the people around you whether 

you’re aware of it or not. Franciscan friar Richard Rohr writes, 

“You know after any truly initiating experience that you are 

part of a much bigger whole. Life is not about you hencefor-

ward, but you are about life.”

10. Rising strong is a spiritual practice. Getting back on 

our feet does not require religion, theology, or doctrine. How-

ever, without exception, the concept of spirituality emerged 

from the data as a critical component of resilience and over-

coming struggle. I crafted this definition of spirituality based 

on the data I’ve collected over the past decade: Spirituality is 

recognizing and celebrating that we are all inextricably connected to 

one another by a power greater than all of us, and that our connec-

tion to that power and to one another is grounded in love and be-

longing. Practicing spirituality brings a sense of perspective, 

meaning, and purpose to our lives. Some of us call that power 

greater than ourselves God. Some do not. Some people cele-
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brate their spirituality in churches, synagogues, mosques, or 

other houses of worship, while others find divinity in solitude, 

through meditation, or in nature. For example, I come from a 

long line of folks who believe that fishing is church, and one of 

my closest friends believes that scuba diving is the holiest of 

experiences. As it turns out, our expressions of spirituality are 

as diverse as we are. When our intentions and actions are 

guided by spirituality— our belief in our interconnectedness 

and love— our everyday experiences can be spiritual practices. 

We can transform teaching, leading, and parenting into spiri-

tual practices. Asking for and receiving help can also be spiri-

tual practices. Storytelling and creating can be spiritual 

practices, because they cultivate awareness. While these ac-

tivities can be spiritual practices, it appears that rising strong 

after falling must be a spiritual practice. Rising demands the 

foundational beliefs of connection and requires wrestling 

with perspective, meaning, and purpose. I recently came 

across this quote on Liz Gilbert's Instagram feed—and I think 

it sums this up perfectly: “Grace will take you places hustling 

can’t.”
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Two

CIVILIZATION STOPS  
AT THE WATERLINE

I once made a map  of my heart, and smack- dab in the center 

of that map I drew Lake Travis. Nestled in the gorgeous Texas 

Hill Country, right on the western edge of Austin, the lake is a 

sixty- five- mile- long reservoir of the Colorado River. It is a place 

of rocky banks, breathtaking cli�s, and mesquite trees, all sur-

rounding cold turquoise water.

I spent every summer of my childhood at Lake Travis. It’s 

where I learned how to fish for perch and largemouth bass, run 

a catfish trotline, whittle, build tree houses, and set a proper 

table. My great- aunt Lorenia and her husband, Uncle Joe, had 

a house in Volente. Back then the area around the lake was 

rural, home to country folk with trucks and fishing poles who 

didn’t consider themselves residents of Austin— they just lived 

“at the lake.” Today the same area is considered a suburb of 

Austin and studded with mansions and gated neighborhoods.

Aunt Bea lived next door to Aunt Lorenia, and Ma and Pa 
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Baldwin lived in the next house down with their daughter and 

son- in- law, Edna Earl and Walter. Edna Earl and Aunt Lorenia 

were best friends until they died. I spent hours running bare-

foot from house to house, screen doors slamming behind me. 

I’d play cards with Aunt Bea, then run back to Aunt Lorenia’s 

to bake a pie. I would collect rocks and catch fireflies with Ma 

and Pa. Edna Earl loved to listen to my knock- knock jokes.

Aunt Lorenia was the local Avon lady. Helping her pack up 

the goods and “work her route” was the highlight of my sum-

mers. From the time I was in fourth grade, we’d jump in the 

pickup, her on the driver’s side and me in the passenger seat 

with my Red Ryder BB gun, the bags of cosmetics, perfumes, 

and creams piled between us. I was in charge of the lipstick 

samples— a shiny vinyl box filled with what seemed like hun-

dreds of tiny white tubes of lipstick in every imaginable color 

and formulation.

We’d travel down long gravel roads, then park at a custom-

er’s metal gate. Aunt Lorenia would get out first to open the 

gate and check for wild animals and rattlesnakes. Once she’d 

made her assessment, she’d yell back, “Bring the lipstick. Leave 

the gun.” Or “Bring the lipstick. Grab the gun.” I’d slide down 

out of the truck, lipstick and sometimes Red Ryder in hand, 

and we’d walk up to the house.

After long mornings of delivering Avon, we’d make sand-

wiches, pack them up, and grab a handful of worms from the 

worm farm Uncle Joe had made in a converted 1930s Westing-

house Coca- Cola ice chest in their backyard. With our lunch 

and bait, we’d head down to the dock to fish and float in inner 

tubes on the lake. I was never happier anywhere in my life than 

I was floating around on Lake Travis. I can still close my eyes 
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and remember what it felt like to drift along in my tube, feeling 

the warm sun on my skin as I watched dragonflies skip along 

the water and kicked away perch nibbling at my toes.

THE BIG DOOR PRIZE

Lake Travis was magic for me— the kind of magic you want to 

share with your own kids. So, when Steve and I were planning 

our 2012 summer vacation, we decided to rent a house about 

half an hour from Aunt Lorenia and Uncle Joe’s. We were ex-

cited because it was the first time we had blocked out such a 

long stretch for a vacation— we’d be gone for two whole weeks. 

Lawless one- week vacations are fine, but our family functions 

better with a few limits in place. So we decided for this vaca-

tion that we’d monitor technology with the kids, keep reason-

able bedtimes, cook and eat relatively healthy meals, and work 

out as often as possible. Our siblings and parents were coming 

to spend time with us over the course of the vacation, so we 

put everyone on notice about the “healthy vacation” plans. 

Flurries of emails detailing meal planning and grocery lists en-

sued.

The rental house was tucked away along a deepwater cove 

on the lake and had a long stretch of stairs leading down to an 

old dock with a corrugated tin roof. Steve and I committed to 

swimming across the cove every day of our vacation. It was 

about five hundred yards each way. The day before we left, I 

went out and bought a new Speedo and replaced my goggles. It 

had been a long time since Steve and I had swum together. 

Twenty- five years, to be exact. We met when we both were life-
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guarding and coaching swimming. While I still swim every 

week, it’s more of a “toning” endeavor for me. Steve, on the 

other hand, was a competitive swimmer in high school, played 

club water polo in college, and is still a serious swimmer. I 

gauge the di�erences in our current abilities this way: He still 

does flip turns. I touch and go these days.

Early one morning, before any of our tribe was up, Steve 

and I headed down to the dock. My sisters and their families 

were visiting, so we felt comfortable leaving the kids up at the 

house. We dove in and started our trek across the cove. About 

halfway across, we both stopped to perform the basic open- 

water swimming check for boats. As we treaded water and 

looked for lake tra�c, our eyes met. I was overwhelmed by 

gratitude for the surrounding beauty and the gift of finding 

myself swimming in my magic lake with the guy I met in the 

water some twenty- five years ago. Feeling the intense vulnera-

bility that always accompanies deep joy for me, I let my senti-

ments roam free, tenderly telling Steve, “I’m so glad we decided 

to do this together. It’s beautiful out here.” Steve is so much 

better at putting himself out there that I prepared myself for an 

equally gushing response. Instead he flashed a noncommittal 

half smile and replied, “Yeah. Water’s good.” Then he started 

swimming again.

We were only about fifteen feet apart. Didn’t he hear me? I 

thought. Maybe he just heard something other than what I said. 

Maybe my unexpected touchy-feely-ness took him o� guard, and he 

was so overwhelmed with love that he was rendered speechless? 

Whatever the case, it was weird and I didn’t like it. My emo-

tional reaction was embarrassment, with shame rising.

I reached the rocky shore on the other side a few minutes 
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after Steve, who’d paused to catch his breath but was already 

preparing to swim back. We were only a few feet from each 

other. I took a deep breath and weighed the option of going in 

again. One poetic bid for connection was already outside of my 

comfort zone— but reaching out again felt really scary and 

possibly stupid. But I knew Steve would do it. He’d try twenty 

times, but then he’s braver than I am. In his song “Hallelujah,” 

Leonard Cohen writes:

Maybe there’s a God above

But all I’ve ever learned from love

Was how to shoot at someone who outdrew you.

That’s how I was raised: Hurt them before they hurt you or, 

at the very least, as soon as they do. If you go in once and you 

get hurt, consider yourself schooled. If you go in twice and get 

hurt, consider yourself a sucker. Love is by far my scariest 

arena.

I couldn’t reconcile the fear I felt, standing there in the lake 

muck, with the fact that I had just written a book about vul-

nerability and daring. So I told myself, Put your heart where your 

mouth is. I flashed a smile in hopes of softening him up and 

doubled down on my bid for connection: “This is so great. I 

love that we’re doing this. I feel so close to you.”

He seemed to be looking through me rather than at me 

when he replied, “Yep. Good swim.” Then he took o� again. 

This is total horseshit, I thought. What’s going on? I don’t know if 

I’m supposed to feel humiliated or hostile. I wanted to cry and I 

wanted to scream. Instead, fueled by anxiety, I took a deep 

breath and started swimming back across the cove.
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I beat Steve back to the dock by a few strokes. I was physically 

and emotionally exhausted. I was even a little light- headed. 

Once Steve reached the dock, he went straight to the rickety 

metal ladder and started pulling himself out of the water.

“Can you get back in the water?” I said to him. It’s all I 

could manage. He stopped climbing and turned his head to-

ward me with both hands still on the ladder. “Get back in the 

water, please.” He lowered himself into the lake.

“What’s up?” he asked as we faced each other and treaded 

water next to the dock.

What’s up? I thought. He wants to know what’s up? I have no 

idea what’s up. All I knew was that I had already scripted the 

rest of the morning on the swim back, and without an inter-

vention we were headed toward a terrible day. We’d done this 

fight a thousand times.

We’d climb up onto the dock, dry o�, and head to the 

house. We’d throw our towels over the porch rail, walk into the 

kitchen, and Steve would say, “What’s for breakfast, babe?”

I’d look at him and fire o� a sarcastic, “I don’t know, baaabe. 

Let me ask the breakfast fairy.” Then I’d raise my eyes to the 

ceiling and put my hands on my hips. “Oh, breakfast fairy! 

What’s for breakfast?” And after a su�ciently long dramatic 

pause, I’d launch into this oldie but goodie: “Gee, Steve. I for-

got how vacation works. I forgot that I’m in charge of break-

fast. And lunch. And dinner. And laundry. And packing. And 

goggles. And sunscreen. And bug spray. And groceries. And . . .” 

Somewhere in the litany, Steve would scrunch up his face and 

insert a genuinely confused, “Did something happen? Did I 

miss something?” Then, somewhere between four and twenty- 

four hours of cold- war maneuvering would unfold.
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We could do this argument with our eyes closed. But this 

was Lake Travis and this was our special vacation. I wanted 

something di�erent. I looked at him and, rather than launch-

ing into blaming, I tried a new approach. “I’ve been trying to 

connect with you and you keep blowing me o�. I don’t get it.”

He just stared at me. The water was about thirty feet deep at 

the dock, and we were treading water the entire time.

So I had to think quick. This was all new to me. In the 

course of what felt like an hour but was probably thirty sec-

onds, I went back and forth in my head. Be kind. No, get him! 

Be kind. No, self- protect; take him down.

Opting for kind and trusting, I relied completely on a tech-

nique I had learned from my research, a phrase that emerged 

in numerous variations over and over again. I said, “I feel like 

you’re blowing me o�, and the story that I’m making up is either 

that you looked over at me while I was swimming and thought, 

Man, she’s getting old. She can’t even swim freestyle anymore. Or 

you saw me and thought, She sure as hell doesn’t rock a Speedo 

like she did twenty- five years ago.”

Steve seemed agitated. He doesn’t lash out when he’s frus-

trated, he takes deep breaths, purses his lips, and nods his 

head. This probably serves him well in his job as a pediatrician, 

but I know his tells— he was agitated. He turned his back to 

me, then turned back around before saying, “Shit. You’re being 

vulnerable, right?”

This answer took no time. “Yes. I am. But I’m right on the 

edge of rage. So what you say matters. A lot.” The phrase “the 

story that I'm making up” may have emerged from the re-

search as an important tool, but this was my first time using it 

and I felt literally and emotionally out of my depth.
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Steve turned away again and back again. And after what 

seemed like another eternity, he finally said, “I don’t want to 

do this with you. I really don’t.”

My immediate reaction was panic. What’s going on? What 

does that mean— I don’t want to do this with you? Holy crap. 

Does that mean he doesn’t want to swim with me? Or talk to me? 

Then it flashed into my head that maybe the this he meant was 

being married. Time slowed down, and I went into slow- 

motion, frame- by- frame panic, only to be ripped back to  

reality when he said, “No. I really don’t want to have this con-

versation with you right now.”

I was out of tools and patience. “Too bad. We’re having this 

conversation. Right now. See? I’m talking. Then you’re talking. 

We’re having this conversation.”

After a few seconds of weird silence and turning away from 

me in the water, Steve finally faced me and said, “Look, I don’t 

mind hanging out with the kids. I really don’t.”

What? I was so confused. “What do you mean? What are 

you talking about?”

Steve explained that he didn’t mind taking the kids across 

the cove on the blow- up rafts. He actually enjoyed pulling 

them across so they could find “secret treasure,” and he loved 

giving me time to hang out with my sisters.

Completely freaked out at this point, I raised my voice and 

said, “What are you talking about? What are you saying?”

Steve took a deep breath and, in a voice that was equal parts 

agitation and resignation, said, “I don’t know what you were 

saying to me today. I have no idea. I was fighting o� a total 

panic attack during that entire swim. I was just trying to stay 

focused by counting my strokes.”
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There was silence.

He continued, “Last night I had a dream that I had all five 

of the kids on the raft, and we were halfway across the cove 

when a speedboat came hauling toward us. I waved my hands 

in the air, and they didn’t even slow down. I finally grabbed all 

five of the kids and went as deep as I could go. But, hell, Brené. 

Ellen and Lorna can swim, but Gabi, Amaya, and Charlie are 

little, and it’s sixty feet deep. I grabbed them o� the raft and 

pulled them as deep as I could go. I held them down there and 

waited for the boat to pass over us. I knew if we surfaced, we’d 

be killed. So I waited. But at one point I looked over at Charlie 

and I could tell he was out of breath. I knew he would drown if 

we stayed down one more minute. I don’t know what you were 

saying. I was just counting my strokes and trying to get back to 

the dock.”

My heart hurt and my eyes filled with tears. It made sense. 

We’d arrived at the house on a weekday, when the lake is pretty 

quiet. Today was Friday, tra�c on the lake would double dur-

ing the weekend, and drunk boaters would be a given. When 

you grow up around “water people,” you hear a lot of stories 

about boating and skiing accidents caused by drinking, and, 

tragically, you often know people deeply a�ected by these 

events.

“I’m so glad you told me, Steve.”

He rolled his eyes. “Bullshit.”

Oh my God. Make this conversation stop. Now what? I couldn’t 

believe it. “What are you saying? Of course I’m glad you told 

me.”

Steve shook his head and said, “Look. Don’t quote your re-

search to me. Please. Don’t tell me what you think you’re sup-
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posed to say. I know what you want. You want the tough guy. 

You want the guy who can rescue the kids in the path of a 

speeding boat by throwing them to the shore and swimming 

so fast that he’s there to catch them before they land. The guy 

who then looks over at you across the cove and shouts, ‘Don’t 

worry, babe! I got this!’ ”

He was hurting. I was hurting. We were both tired and at 

the absolute edge of our vulnerability. We owed each other the 

truth. I wouldn’t quote my research at him, but I’ve been doing 

that research long enough to know that as much as we’d love 

to blame distant or cruel fathers, bullying buddies, and over-

bearing coaches for the lion’s share of shame that men feel, 

women can be the most fearful about letting men o� the white 

horse and the most likely to be critical of their vulnerability.

I often say, “Show me a woman who can hold space for a 

man in real fear and vulnerability, and I’ll show you a woman 

who’s learned to embrace her own vulnerability and who 

doesn’t derive her power or status from that man. Show me a 

man who can sit with a woman in real fear and vulnerability 

and just hear her struggle without trying to fix it or give advice, 

and I’ll show you a man who’s comfortable with his own vul-

nerability and doesn’t derive his power from being Oz, the all- 

knowing and all- powerful.”

I reached out and grabbed Steve’s hand. “You know what? 

Ten years ago this story would have scared me. I’m not sure I 

could have handled it. I might have said the right thing, but a 

couple of days later, if something triggered it, I might have 

brought it up in a crappy way, like, ‘Are you sure you’re feeling 

up to taking the kids tubing?’ I would have screwed up. I would 

have hurt you and betrayed your trust. I’m sure I have in the 
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past, and I’m truly sorry. Five years ago I would have been bet-

ter. I would have understood and been respectful, but probably 

still fearful. Today? Today I’m so grateful for you and our rela-

tionship, I don’t want anything or anyone but you. I’m learn-

ing how to be afraid. You’re the best man I know. Plus, we’re all 

we have. We’re the big door prize.”

Steve smiled. I was speaking in code, but he knew what I 

meant. “The big door prize” is a line from one of our favorite 

songs— “In Spite of Ourselves” by John Prine and Iris DeMent. 

It’s one of our favorite date songs, and the chorus always re-

minds me of Steve:

In spite of ourselves

We’ll end up a- sittin’ on a rainbow.

Against all odds,

Honey, we’re the big door prize.

We’re gonna spite our noses

Right o� of our faces.

There won’t be nothin’ but big old hearts

Dancin’ in our eyes.

We climbed up on the dock, dried o�, and started up the stairs. 

Steve snapped me on the butt with his wet towel and smiled. 

“Just so you know: You still rock a Speedo.”

That morning was a turning point in our relationship. 

There we were, both of us completely engulfed in our shame 

stories. I was stuck in appearance and body- image fear— the 

most common shame trigger for women. He was afraid I would 

think he was weak— the most common shame trigger for men. 

Both of us were scared to embrace our own vulnerabilities, 
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even knowing full well that vulnerability is the only path out 

of the shame storm and back to each other. Somehow we man-

aged to find the courage to trust ourselves and each other, 

avoiding both the hot sting of words we would never be able to 

take back and the withheld a�ection of a cold war. That morn-

ing revolutionized how we thought about our marriage. It 

wasn’t a subtle evolution: It forever shifted our relationship. 

And that was a good thing.

For me, this became a story of great possibility, of what 

could be if our best selves showed up when we were angry or 

frustrated or hurt. Our fights didn’t normally go so well— this 

was transformative. In fact, it was such a powerful story that I 

asked Steve what he thought about my using it as an example 

of the power of vulnerability when I speak in public. He said, 

“Of course. It really is a pretty amazing story.”

We were able to resurrect some of these skills we learned 

at the lake in later arguments, but for some reason unknown 

to me at the time, those subsequent showdowns were never 

as good or as productive as the one that day. I was convinced 

that it was the magic of Lake Travis or the majesty of nature 

itself that made us more gentle and loving with each other. I 

would eventually learn that there was much more to the 

story.

YOU CAN’T SKIP DAY TWO

Fast- forward two years, and I find myself on a stage sharing the 

Lake Travis story with a standing- room- only crowd at Pixar 

Animation Studios.
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First, like so many things in my life, synchronicity figured 

in to how I ended up at Pixar. I was in some U.S. airport waiting 

on a delayed plane when I went to the airport store to find 

something to read. I was surprised to see Eric Clapton on the 

cover of Fast Company— one of my favorite magazines— so I 

bought it and stuck it in my bag.

When we finally took o�, I pulled out my magazine and 

upon closer examination realized it wasn’t Eric Clapton. It was 

a rock ’n’ roll photo of Ed Catmull, and the article was about 

his new book. Ed is the president of Pixar Animation and Walt 

Disney Animation Studios, and it’s fair to say that his leader-

ship book Creativity, Inc. would go on to influence me as much 

as anything I’ve ever read. His lessons, on how strong leaders 

must identify the things that kill trust and creativity in order 

to nurture cultures and conditions that allow good people to 

do what they do best, changed how I think about my role in 

my organization and even in my family. After I gave copies to 

everyone on my team, his ideas and concepts quickly became 

part of our vernacular at work.

I was so impressed by Ed’s work that I reached out to my 

editor at Random House (also Ed’s publisher) to ask for an in-

troduction. I was hoping to interview him for this book. As it 

turned out, Ed and a core group of folks at Pixar had seen my 

TED talks. They promptly asked if I’d like to come out and 

spend the day with them. My first thought was, Will it be too 

much if I show up dressed as Jessie from Toy Story? Hell, yes, I’m 

coming for a visit.

Okay, many people would file our mutual interest in con-

necting under random coincidence. I file it under “God thing.” 

Or, as novelist Paulo Coelho talks about in his book The Alche-
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mist, when you’re on your path, the universe will conspire to 

help you.

After giving my talk, I had lunch with Ed and some of the 

leaders at Pixar— mostly producers, directors, animators, and 

writers. The conversation focused on the unavoidable uncer-

tainty, vulnerability, and discomfort of the creative process. As 

they were explaining how frustrating it is that absolutely no 

amount of experience or success gives you a free pass from the 

daunting level of doubt that is an unyielding part of the pro-

cess, I thought about my own experiences with The Daring 

Way.

The Daring Way is a certification program for professionals 

in helping fields who want to facilitate my work. In our na-

tional training seminars, we use a three- day intensive model as 

our primary teaching tool. Our faculty members go through 

the curriculum with small groups of ten to twelve people, al-

lowing new candidates both to experience the work as partici-

pants and to learn the research behind the curriculum. No 

matter how many times we’ve done it and how many people 

we’ve certified, day two of this three- day model still sucks. In 

fact, certified facilitators who go on to use the three- day model 

with their clients always tell us, “I thought I could do it better 

and make day two easier, but I can’t. It’s still so hard.”

All of a sudden, when I was at Pixar, clarity struck. I looked 

at Ed and said, “Oh my God. I totally get this. You can’t skip 

day two.” Ed immediately knew I got it. He smiled in a way that 

conveyed, “Right. No skipping the middle.”

Day two, or whatever that middle space is for your own pro-

cess, is when you’re “in the dark”— the door has closed behind 

you. You’re too far in to turn around and not close enough to 
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the end to see the light. In my work with veterans and active 

members of the military, we’ve talked about this dark middle. 

They all know it as “the point of no return”— an aviation term 

coined by pilots for the point in a flight when they have too 

little fuel left to return to the originating airfield. It’s strangely 

universal, going all the way back to Julius Caesar’s famous 

“Iacta alea est”— “The die is cast”— spoken in 49 bc as he and 

his troops made the river crossing that started a war. Whether 

it’s ancient battle strategy or the creative process, at some 

point you’re in, it’s dark, and there’s no turning back.

With the Daring Way groups, day two means we are mov-

ing into the shame and worthiness part of the curriculum, and 

people are feeling raw. The shine of a new undertaking and the 

sparkle of possibility have dulled, leaving behind a dense fog 

of uncertainty. People are tired. With our groups, and groups 

in general, you’re also hitting the rocky part of what Bruce 

Tuckman, a group dynamics researcher, describes as the “form- 

storm- norm- perform” cycle. When a group or team first comes 

together (form), it’s often rocky for a time while members fig-

ure out the dynamics (storm). At some point, the group finds 

its groove (norm) and starts to make headway (perform). Storm 

occupies the middle space. It’s not only a dark and vulnerable 

time, but also one that’s often turbulent. People find all kinds 

of creative ways to resist the dark, including taking issue with 

each other.

What I think sucks the most about day two is exactly what 

Ed and the Pixar team pointed out— it’s a nonnegotiable part 

of the process. Experience and success don’t give you easy pas-

sage through the middle space of struggle. They only grant you 

a little grace, a grace that whispers, “This is part of the process. 
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Stay the course.” Experience doesn’t create even a single spark 

of light in the darkness of the middle space. It only instills in 

you a little bit of faith in your ability to navigate the dark. The 

middle is messy, but it’s also where the magic happens.

As we wrapped up our lunch conversation at Pixar, one of 

the writers in the room shared a keen observation about our 

discussion. “Day two is like the second act in our stories. It’s 

always the toughest for our teams. It’s always where we strug-

gle with our characters and our narrative arc.” Everyone in the 

room responded with an emphatic nod or a passionate “Yes!”

After I got back to Houston, Ed sent me an email saying 

that our conversation about day two had sent a jolt through 

the room. I had no idea at the time how the jolt and my entire 

Pixar visit would eventually a�ect me personally and profes-

sionally.

Hanging on the wall of Pixar’s Story Corner display were 

these three sentences:

Story is the big picture.

Story is process.

Story is research.

An image of a crown was at the top of the wall, symbolizing 

the axiom that “story is king.” When I got home, I used Post-it 

notes to re-create that wall in my study just to remind myself 

of the importance of story in our lives. It also turned out to 

foreshadow something important for me. I knew the trip to 

Pixar meant more than a great day with gifted people— there 

was something else to it. I just didn’t know then how strong 

the reverberating power of that jolt would be.
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Before my Pixar visit, I’d never thought much about the 

science of storytelling. I’d certainly never used any conscious 

storytelling calculus in designing my talks. In fact, when I 

read the occasional analysis of my TED talks, I’m shocked to 

see how people take the smallest gestures, from glances to 

pauses, and use them to apply labels and formulas to my work. 

At minute four, Brené shifts her body to the left and gives a slight 

half grin. This is known as the Soft Smile Pivot and should be used 

with extreme care. I’m exaggerating a bit, but not much. It’s so 

weird.

I appreciate good storytelling and I know it’s not easy. I as-

sume that I learned storytelling from the long line of racon-

teurs from whence I came. I think my upbringing, combined 

with years of studying the science and art of teaching, led me 

to become an accidental storyteller. And while I might be able 

to make my way through a story, I knew I needed to learn more 

about the craft for one reason: Storytelling was emerging as a 

key variable in my most recent study. So I did what I do best— 

research.

I emailed Darla Anderson, a producer I had met at Pixar 

who was behind some of my favorite films, including Toy Story 

3, Monsters, Inc., A Bug’s Life, and Cars. I asked her if she could 

help me understand how people at Pixar think about the tradi-

tional three- act structure of storytelling. Even though I was 

amassing a growing number of books and articles on every-

thing from the neuroscience of storytelling to screenwriting, I 

wanted to hear the process explained by someone who lives 

the work— someone who has it in her bones. That’s where my 

richest data comes from: a person’s lived experiences.

Darla was great. She had already emailed me about how her 
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team was still talking about vulnerability and how “Rock the 

Speedo” had become a touchstone among the Pixar crew. In a 

couple of emails, Darla helped me get my head around the 

three acts:

Act 1: The protagonist is called to adventure and ac-

cepts the adventure. The rules of the world are 

established, and the end of Act 1 is the “inciting 

incident.”

Act 2: The protagonist looks for every comfortable way 

to solve the problem. By the climax, he learns 

what it’s really going to take to solve the prob-

lem. This act includes the “lowest of the low.”

Act 3:  The protagonist needs to prove she’s learned the 

lesson, usually showing a willingness to prove 

this at all costs. This is all about redemption— an 

enlightened character knowing what to do to re-

solve a conflict.

My first thought was, Holy crap, this is Joseph Campbell’s he-

ro’s journey. Joseph Campbell was an American scholar, profes-

sor, and writer best known for his work on comparative 

mythology and religion. Campbell found that countless 

myths from di�erent times and cultures share fundamental 

structures and stages, which he called the hero’s journey, or 

the monomyth. He introduced this idea in his book The Hero 

with a Thousand Faces, which I read in my twenties and again 

in my midthirties. When I was growing up, my mom’s book-

shelves were stacked high with books by Joseph Campbell and 

Carl Jung. This new insight made me realize that in addition to 
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my dad’s campfire storytelling, I had been exposed to more 

about the art of story than I realized.

I shot an email to Darla, asking her if my Campbell com-

parison was on target, and she replied, “Yep! We reference Jo-

seph Campbell and the hero’s journey at the beginning of 

every film!” It started to make sense, and before I knew it, I had 

the opportunity to apply what I was learning to my own story.

One afternoon, after a really hard conversation with Steve 

about our seemingly di�erent approaches to homework check-

ing— an argument that did not end with a towel slap on the 

butt and a compliment but rather with my recommendation 

that we “stop arguing before we say something we’ll regret”— 

 I sat alone in my study, staring at my version of Pixar’s Story 

Wall. Maybe we should only fight when we’re in the lake? Maybe 

I’m holding on to the Lake Travis story because it’s an anomaly? 

None of the arguments we’d had since then had ended that 

well. I started to play the story over in my head and glanced up 

at my story wall, where I had stuck a giant Post- it note outlin-

ing the three acts.

Increasingly frustrated about Steve’s and my inability to 

show up and work things out the way we did in Austin, I de-

cided to map our lake story into the three acts. Maybe I would 

learn something new. I came up with

Act 1:  The call to the adventure of swimming across 

the lake. Inciting incident— Steve blows me o� 

when I’m being vulnerable and trying to con-

nect.

Act 2:  Nothing, really. Just a crappy, anxiety- fueled 

swim back.
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Act 3:  We lean in to the discomfort and the vulnerabil-

ity and we work it out.

Then the jolt coursed through my body, literally from the 

top of my head to the bottoms of my feet. You can’t skip day 

two. You can’t skip day two. You can’t skip day two. Where is the 

messy middle? Where is Act 2?

I had told this story fifty times, but I had never fleshed out 

the second act, much less told it. What about the crappy swim 

back to the dock? What if the key to the lake story happened under 

the water, not on it? It popped into my head that both Carl Jung 

and Joseph Campbell wrote about water as the symbol of the 

unconscious. Symbolism and metaphor are embedded in our 

storytelling genes, but I don’t normally use terms like con-

sciousness and the unconscious. I believe in the concepts, but 

those words don’t feel very accessible or practical— they just 

don’t resonate with or speak to me. I prefer awake or aware. 

Still, it was clear that something had been happening beyond 

my awareness, and what better symbol exists for “beyond our 

awareness” than deep water?

The anxiety that Steve and I both experienced while swim-

ming that day is not uncommon for swimmers and divers. You 

give up a lot when you venture into an environment that you 

can’t control and where your senses don’t serve you in depend-

able ways. Hunter S. Thompson wrote, “Civilization ends at 

the waterline. Beyond that, we all enter the food chain, and 

not always right at the top.” Was I just unaware of what really 

transpired that day? Had I been telling the civilized version of 

the story? Was something important happening beyond my 

understanding until now?
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I got out my research journal and started writing down ev-

erything I could remember from my swim back to the dock.

First, the swim back was terrible— it felt as if I were swimming 

through quicksand. Goggles kept the water out of my eyes, but 

you can’t see two feet in front of you in Lake Travis. Even as a 

child, I wondered how the blue- green water could be so thick.

I remembered at one point, about halfway back to the 

dock, getting really anxious. I started thinking, What’s below 

me? Are there bodies under there? Are there snakes? In a devastat-

ing turn, Pa, Aunt Lorenia’s neighbor that I mentioned earlier, 

drowned in the lake when I was eight years old. He was fishing 

o� the dock by himself, fell in the water, hit his head on the 

way down, and died. As I swam on, my imagination went wild, 

and I started freaking myself out (which, to be honest, doesn’t 

take much for me in lakes or oceans). Just when I would feel 

the urge to flip onto my back and start floating until someone 

could rescue me from my own dammed- up reservoir of anxi-

ety, I’d pull myself together.

In addition to battling the deepwater crazies, I was running 

through a series of random questions about Steve and the situ-

ation at hand. I was playing out scenarios and reality- checking 

myself as I made my way through the opaque water. I couldn’t 

see anything, but I felt everything. It was as if the very emo-

tion that my brain was generating had added fifty- pound 

weights around my ankles. I could barely get my legs to keep 

kicking. Normally I love the weightlessness of the water. On 

this swim I just felt like sinking.

The more I wrote in my journal, the more surprised I was by 

the vividness of the memories from that day. I switched to cap-

turing the moments in a numbered list.
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1. Early in the swim, I started o� by telling myself a version 

of the story that allowed me to be the victim (and the hero) 

and that ended with Steve getting paid back when he least ex-

pected it.

2. I kept thinking to myself with each stroke, I’m so pissed, 

I’m so pissed. But after a few minutes, I fessed up. I had learned 

several years before that when I’m planning payback or re-

hearsing a conversation where I’m being super mean or trying 

to make someone feel bad, I’m normally not mad, I’m hurt, 

feeling uncomfortably vulnerable, or feeling shame. I was all 

three during that swim back. I was hurt that he had pushed me 

away and feeling shame over why.

3. I then started wrestling with the payback story. I hate 

that ending of Steve getting his, but it’s the one I do best when 

I’m hurt. The only way I could possibly change the ending was 

to tell a di�erent story, one where Steve’s intentions were not 

bad. I bombarded myself with questions while I was swim-

ming: Could I be that generous? Do I have a part in this? Can I trust 

him? Do I trust myself? What’s the most generous assumption that 

I can make about his response while still acknowledging my own 

feelings and needs?

4. The question that was the hardest to answer that day in-

volves the most vulnerable decision I have to make when I’m 

afraid or angry: What are the consequences of putting down 

the weapons and taking o� the armor? What if he was hurting 

me on purpose? What if he’s really an insensitive person? If I give 

him the benefit of the doubt and I’m wrong, I’ll be doubly shamed 

for being rejected and naïve. Of course, this was the point in the 

swim when I started worrying about bodies in the water and 

krakens— the giant squids feared by generations of sailors. I ac-
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tually remember thinking that morning about that scene in 

the second Pirates of the Caribbean film when Davy Jones yells, 

“Release the kraken!” It’s no wonder I was light- headed by the 

time I got back.

5. I remember wishing I could talk to my sisters about this 

before I screwed it up.

Before I could write and punctuate number six in the grow-

ing list in my journal, a second big jolt hit me. Oh my God! 

Those weren’t random questions that I had been trying to an-

swer that morning. These questions were concepts emerging 

from my ongoing research on overcoming adversity. For a year, 

I had been telling this story as an example of vulnerability and 

shame resilience; little did I know that what lay beneath the 

story— in that murky water— was also the story of rising strong.

When I was writing Daring Greatly, I decided not to include 

what I was learning about overcoming adversity. Not only was 

it too much to include in a book that was already introducing 

huge concepts like vulnerability and scarcity, I also didn’t fully 

understand it yet. I knew the elements of shame resilience and 

the role that vulnerability plays in being brave, but as far as the 

actual process of rising strong went, I was only clear on the ba-

sics. I had yet to sort out the process and label the pieces.

Looking back on how my research played out under the 

water that summer, I was caught o� guard by the applicability of 

what I was learning about rising strong to smaller everyday 

situations— like the incident at the lake. I thought I was working 

on a process for addressing life’s major struggles. Like everyone, 

I know failure and I know heartbreak— I’ve survived the kind of 

professional failures and personal heartbreaks that rearrange 
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your life. While a hallmark of grounded theory research is that it 

generates basic social processes that have extremely broad ap-

plication, I had worried about whether rising strong could ad-

dress a wide range of issues, or if I even wanted it to. Would its 

power be somehow diminished if we applied it to smaller events, 

like the fight at the lake? The answer is no. Comparative su�er-

ing has taught me not to discount the importance of having a 

process to navigate everyday hurts and disappointments. They 

can shape who we are and how we feel just as much as those 

things that we consider the big events do.

I still think Lake Travis is a magical place, but not because it 

washed away Steve’s and my conflict. It was a revolutionary 

moment in our relationship that could happen only because 

we had each owned our stories. We didn't just figure it out and 

lean in to vulnerability. Like Darla had spelled out in her email, 

our Act 2 was trying every comfortable way to solve the prob-

lem before we finally gave in to our truths. Having spent the 

past two years drilling down into the smaller pieces of the ris-

ing strong process to understand how each part of it works and 

how the pieces fit together, I can look back now and see exactly 

why things happened that summer morning. I was working 

through the process.
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The Rising Strong Process

The goal of the process is to rise from our falls, over-

come our mistakes, and face hurt in a way that brings 

more wisdom and wholeheartedness into our lives.

THE RECKONING: WALKING INTO OUR STORY

Recognize emotion, and get curious about our feelings 

and how they connect with the way we think and be-

have.

THE RUMBLE: OWNING OUR STORY

Get honest about the stories we’re making up about 

our struggle, then challenge these confabulations and 

assumptions to determine what’s truth, what’s self- 

protection, and what needs to change if we want to 

lead more wholehearted lives.

THE REVOLUTION

Write a new ending to our story based on the key learn-

ings from our rumble and use this new, braver story to 

change how we engage with the world and to ulti-

mately transform the way we live, love, parent, and 

lead.
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Three

OWNING OUR STORIES

A map does not just chart, it unlocks and formulates 

meaning; it forms bridges between here and there, 

between disparate ideas that we did not know were 

previously connected.

— Reif Larsen

I love maps not because they dictate the route or tell me 

when or how to travel, but simply because they mark the 

waypoints I will eventually visit. Knowing that these places 

exist and that they are well traveled, even if they are unex-

plored by me, is powerful.

I have charted the map of the rising strong process from 

the stories and experiences of men and women who have 

found wholehearted ways to navigate struggle. This process 

teaches us how to own our stories of falling down, screwing 

up, and facing hurt so we can integrate those stories into our 

lives and write daring new endings.
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“Owning our story and loving ourselves through that pro-

cess is the bravest thing we’ll ever do.” I still believe in this 

quote from two of my previous books— maybe now more than 

ever. But I know that it takes more than courage to own your 

story. We own our stories so we don’t spend our lives being de-

fined by them or denying them. And while the journey is long 

and di�cult at times, it is the path to living a more whole-

hearted life.

THE RISING STRONG PROCESS

The goal of this process is to rise from our falls, overcome our 

mistakes, and face hurt in a way that brings more wisdom and 

wholeheartedness.

The Reckoning— Men and women who rise strong are 

willing and able to reckon with their emotions. First, they rec-

ognize that they’re feeling something— a button has been 

pushed, they’re hooked, something is triggered, their emo-

tions are o�- kilter. Second, they get curious about what’s hap-

pening and how what they’re feeling is connected to their 

thoughts and behaviors. Engaging in this process is how we 

walk into our story.

The Rumble— Men and women who rise strong are willing 

and able to rumble with their stories. By rumble, I mean they 

get honest about the stories they’ve made up about their strug-

gles and they are willing to revisit, challenge, and reality- check 

these narratives as they dig into topics such as boundaries, 

shame, blame, resentment, heartbreak, generosity, and for-

giveness.
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Rumbling with these topics and moving from our first re-

sponses to a deeper understanding of our thoughts, feelings, 

and behaviors gives birth to key learnings about who we are 

and how we engage with others. The rumble is where whole-

heartedness is cultivated and change begins.

The Revolution— Unlike evolutionary change, which is in-

cremental, revolutionary change fundamentally transforms 

our thoughts and beliefs. Rumbling with our story and own-

ing our truth in order to write a new, more courageous ending 

transforms who we are and how we engage with the world. 

Men and women who rise strong integrate the key learnings 

that emerge from the rising strong process into how they live, 

love, lead, parent, and participate as citizens. This has tremen-

dous ramifications not only for their own lives, but also for 

their families, organizations, and communities.

INTEGRATING

The Latin root of the word integrate is integrare, which means 

“to make whole.” Integrating is the engine that moves us 

through the reckoning, the rumble, and the revolution, and 

the goal of each of these processes is to make ourselves whole. 

Participants spoke about the importance of feeling genuine, 

authentic, and whole rather than always compartmentalizing 

their lives or hiding parts of themselves or editing their stories. 

The tools they used to integrate their stories of falling are read-

ily available to all of us because they are deeply human and 

part of our wholeness: storytelling and creativity (primarily 

writing about or taking notes on their experiences).
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Integration Through Creativity

Steve Jobs believed that “creativity is just connecting things.” 

He believed that creating was connecting the dots between 

the experiences we’ve had, to synthesize new things. He ar-

gued that this is only possible if we have more experiences 

or devote more time to thinking about our experiences. I 

agree— this is exactly why creativity is such a powerful inte-

gration tool. Creating is the act of paying attention to our 

experiences and connecting the dots so we can learn more 

about ourselves and the world around us. In addition to 

teaching creativity-based courses and learning from that 

process, I was able to interview more than one hundred cre-

atives in this research. No group taught me more about the 

inherently tough middle space of processes and the power of 

integration.

For our purposes we need to do just a little writing— 

nothing formal, just jotting down some notes on our experi-

ences. Of course, you’re welcome to do something more 

elaborate, but it’s not necessary. It’s devoting time and atten-

tion to our experiences that really matters.

Among the professional storytellers I interviewed for this 

book was Shonda Rhimes, the creator and show runner of 

Grey’s Anatomy and Scandal, and one of my favorite story writ-

ers. When I asked her about the role of struggle in storytelling, 

she said, “I don’t even know who a character is until I’ve seen 

how they handle adversity. Onscreen and o�screen, that’s 

how you know who someone is.”

If integrate means “to make whole,” then its opposite is to 

fracture, disown, disjoin, detach, unravel, or separate. I think 
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many of us move through the world feeling this way. The irony 

is that we attempt to disown our di�cult stories to appear 

more whole or more acceptable, but our wholeness— even our 

wholeheartedness— actually depends on the integration of all 

of our experiences, including the falls.

Brow_9780812985801_1p_all_r2.indd   43 1/3/17   8:06 AM



Brow_9780812985801_1p_all_r3.indd   44 1/23/17   8:06 AM



9780143131663_WreckThisJo_TX_pass05.indd   1 3/27/17   11:14 AM



PENGUIN BOOKS

An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC

375 Hudson Street
New York, New York 10014

penguin.com

First published in the United States of America by Perigee,  
an imprint of Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 2007

Expanded Edition published 2012
Published in Penguin Books 2016

This edition with color illustrations and other neW material published 2017

Copyright © 2007, 2012, 2017 by Keri Smith
Penguin supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse 
voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for 

buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright 
laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form 

without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin to 
continue to publish books for every reader.

Art and Design by Keri Smith

” NOW IN COLOR " EDITION ISBN : 9780143131663
Expanded Edition ISBN (Black)  : 9780399161940

Expanded Edition ISBN (Duct Tape) : 9780399162701
Expanded Edition ISBN (Paper Bag) : 9780399162718

Expanded Edition ISBN (Red) : 9780399162725

THE LIBRARY OF CONGRESS HAS CATALOGED THE ORIGINAL EDITION AS FOLLOWS:
Smith, Keri.

Wreck this journal : to create is to destroy / by Keri Smith.
p.    cm

ISBN-13: 9780399533464
1. Smith, Keri. 1. Title.
NC139.S5665A4    2007

153.3'5    dc22    2006050329

Printed in the United States of America
1   3   5   7   9   10   8   6   4   2

Some of the activities suggested in this book may not be appropriate for 
unsupervised children.

9780143131663_WreckThisJo_TX_pass05.indd   2 3/27/17   11:14 AM



9780143131663_WreckThisJo_TX_pass05.indd   3 3/27/17   11:14 AM



9780143131663_WreckThisJo_TX_pass05.indd   8 3/27/17   11:15 AM



9780143131663_WreckThisJo_TX_pass05.indd   9 3/27/17   11:15 AM



9780143131663_WreckThisJo_TX_pass05.indd   44 3/27/17   11:16 AM



9780143131663_WreckThisJo_TX_pass05.indd   55 3/27/17   11:17 AM



9780143131663_WreckThisJo_TX_pass05.indd   132 3/27/17   11:20 AM



9780143131663_WreckThisJo_TX_pass05.indd   143 3/27/17   11:21 AM



Big 
Magic

Creative Living Beyond Fear

E L I Z A B E T H  G I L B E R T

R I V E R H E A D B O OK S

N E W YOR K

9781594634727_BigMagic_TX_pi-xvi_1-288.indd   ix 5/24/16   12:12 PM



Riverhead Books

An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC

375 Hudson Street

New York, New York 10014

Copyright © 2015 by Elizabeth Gilbert

Penguin supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse 

voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for 

buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright 

laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any 

form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing 

Penguin to continue to publish books for every reader.

Lines from “The Self-slaved” by Patrick Kavanagh are reprinted from:

Collected Poems, edited by Antoinette Quinn (Allen Lane, 2004), by kind 

permission of the Trustees of the Estate of the late Katherine B. Kavanagh, 

through the Jonathan Williams Literary Agency.

Selected Poems (Penguin Classics, 1996, 2000). Copyright 1929, 1930, 1935, 

1937, 1938, 1940, 1941, 1942, 1943, 1944, 1945, 1946, 1947, 1948, 1949, 1950, 

1951, 1952, 1953, 1954, 1955, 1956, by Patrick Kavanagh; copyright © by 

Patrick Kavanagh, 1958, 1959, 1960, 1961, 1962, 1963, 1964, 1965; 

copyright © Katherine B. Kavanagh, 1972, 1978. 

Reproduced by permission of Penguin Books Ltd.

The Library of Congress has catalogued the Riverhead hardcover edition as follows:

Gilbert, Elizabeth, date. 

Big magic : creative living beyond fear / Elizabeth Gilbert.

p.   cm.

ISBN 9781594634710

1. Creative ability. 2. Inspiration. 3.  Magical thinking. 4.  Confidence.

5.  Courage. 6.  Conduct of life. I. Title.

BF408.G464  2015      2015010717

153.3'5—dc23

First Riverhead hardcover edition: September 2015

First Riverhead trade paperback edition: September 2016

Riverhead trade paperback ISBN: 9781594634727

Printed in the United States of America

1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2

book design by amanda dewey

9781594634727_BigMagic_TX_pi-xvi_1-288.indd   x 6/30/16   2:15 PM



Hidden Treasure

O
nce upon a time, there was a man named Jack Gilbert, 

who was not related to me—unfortunately for me.

Jack Gilbert was a great poet, but if you’ve never heard 

of him, don’t worry about it. It’s not your fault. He never 

much cared about being known. But I knew about him, and 

I loved him dearly from a respectful distance, so let me tell 

you about him.

Jack Gilbert was born in Pittsburgh in 1925 and grew 

up in the midst of that city’s smoke, noise, and industry. He 

worked in factories and steel mills as a young man, but was 

called from an early age to write poetry. He answered the 

call without hesitation. He became a poet the way other 

men become monks: as a devotional practice, as an act of 

love, and as a lifelong commitment to the search for grace 

and transcendence. I think this is probably a very good way 
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to become a poet. Or to become anything, really, that calls 

to your heart and brings you to life.

Jack could’ve been famous, but he wasn’t into it. He had 

the talent and the charisma for fame, but he never had the 

interest. His first collection, published in 1962, won the 

prestigious Yale Younger Poets prize and was nominated 

for the Pulitzer. What’s more, he won over audiences as 

well as critics, which is not an easy feat for a poet in the 

modern world. There was something about him that drew 

people in and kept them captivated. He was handsome, 

passionate, sexy, brilliant on stage. He was a magnet for 

women and an idol for men. He was photographed for 

Vogue, looking gorgeous and romantic. People were crazy 

about him. He could’ve been a rock star.

Instead, he disappeared. He didn’t want to be distracted 

by too much commotion. Later in life he reported that he 

had found his fame boring—not because it was immoral or 

corrupting, but simply because it was exactly the same 

thing every day. He was looking for something richer, 

more  textured, more varied. So he dropped out. He went 

to  live in Europe and stayed there for twenty years. He 

lived for a while in Italy, a while in Denmark, but mostly 

he lived in a shepherd’s hut on a mountaintop in Greece. 

There, he contemplated the eternal mysteries, watched the 

light change, and wrote his poems in private. He had his 
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love stories, his obstacles, his victories. He was happy. He 

got by somehow, making a living here and there. He needed 

little. He allowed his name to be forgotten.

After two decades, Jack Gilbert resurfaced and  published 

another collection of poems. Again, the literary world fell 

in love with him. Again, he could have been  famous. Again, 

he disappeared—this time for a decade. This would be his 

pattern always: isolation, followed by the publication of 

something sublime, followed by more isolation. He was like 

a rare orchid, with blooms separated by many years. He 

never promoted himself in the least. (In one of the few in-

terviews he ever gave, Gilbert was asked how he thought 

his detachment from the publishing world had affected his 

career. He laughed and said, “I suppose it’s been fatal.”)

The only reason I ever heard of Jack Gilbert was that, 

quite late in his life, he returned to America and—for 

 motives I will never know—took a temporary teaching po-

sition in the creative writing department at the University 

of Tennessee, Knoxville. The following year, 2005, it hap-

pened that I took exactly the same job. (Around campus, 

they started jokingly calling the position “the Gilbert 

Chair.”) I found Jack Gilbert’s books in my office—the of-

fice that had once been his. It was almost like the room was 

still warm from his presence. I read his poems and was 

overcome by their grandeur, and by how much his writing 
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reminded me of Whitman. (“We must risk delight,” he 

wrote. “We must have the stubbornness to accept our glad-

ness in the ruthless furnace of this world.”)

He and I had the same surname, we’d held the same job, 

we had inhabited the same office, we had taught many of 

the same students, and now I was in love with his words; 

naturally enough, I became deeply curious about him. I 

asked around: Who was Jack Gilbert?

Students told me he was the most extraordinary man 

they’d ever encountered. He had seemed not quite of this 

world, they said. He seemed to live in a state of uninter-

rupted marvel, and he encouraged them to do the same. He 

didn’t so much teach them how to write poetry, they said, 

but why: because of delight. Because of stubborn gladness. 

He told them that they must live their most creative lives 

as a means of fighting back against the ruthless furnace of 

this world.

Most of all, though, he asked his students to be brave. 

Without bravery, he instructed, they would never be able to 

realize the vaulting scope of their own capacities. Without 

bravery, they would never know the world as richly as it 

longs to be known. Without bravery, their lives would re-

main small—far smaller than they probably wanted their 

lives to be.

9781594634727_BigMagic_TX_pi-xvi_1-288.indd   6 5/24/16   12:12 PM



C O U R A G E

7

I never met Jack Gilbert myself, and now he is gone—

he passed away in 2012. I probably could’ve made it a per-

sonal mission to seek him out and meet him while he was 

living, but I never really wanted to. (Experience has taught 

me to be careful of meeting my heroes in person; it can 

be  terribly disappointing.) Anyway, I quite liked the way 

he lived inside my imagination as a massive and powerful 

presence, built out of his poems and the stories I’d heard 

about him. So I decided to know him only that way—

through my imagination. And that’s where he remains for 

me to this day: still alive inside me, completely internal-

ized, almost as though I dreamed him up.

But I will never forget what the real Jack Gilbert told 

somebody else—an actual flesh-and-blood person, a shy 

University of Tennessee student. This young woman re-

counted to me that one afternoon, after his poetry class, 

Jack had taken her aside. He complimented her work, then 

asked what she wanted to do with her life. Hesitantly, she 

admitted that perhaps she wanted to be a writer.

He smiled at the girl with infinite compassion and 

asked, “Do you have the courage? Do you have the courage 

to bring forth this work? The treasures that are hidden in-

side you are hoping you will say yes.”
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Creative Living, Defined

S
o this, I believe, is the central question upon which all 

creative living hinges: Do you have the courage to bring 

forth the treasures that are hidden within you?

Look, I don’t know what’s hidden within you. I have 

no way of knowing such a thing. You yourself may barely 

know, although I suspect you’ve caught glimpses. I don’t 

know your capacities, your aspirations, your longings, your 

secret talents. But surely something wonderful is sheltered 

inside you. I say this with all confidence, because I happen 

to believe we are all walking repositories of buried trea-

sure. I believe this is one of the oldest and most generous 

tricks the universe plays on us human beings, both for its 

own amusement and for ours: The universe buries strange 

jewels deep within us all, and then stands back to see if 

we can find them.

The hunt to uncover those jewels—that’s creative  living.

The courage to go on that hunt in the first place—that’s 

what separates a mundane existence from a more en-

chanted one.

The often surprising results of that hunt—that’s what I 

call Big Magic.
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A n A mplified Existence

W
hen I talk about “creative living” here, please under-

stand that I am not necessarily talking about pursu-

ing a life that is professionally or exclusively devoted to the 

arts. I’m not saying that you must become a poet who lives 

on a mountaintop in Greece, or that you must perform at 

Carnegie Hall, or that you must win the Palme d’Or at the 

Cannes Film Festival. (Though if you want to attempt any 

of these feats, by all means, have at it. I love watching peo-

ple swing for the bleachers.) No, when I refer to “creative 

living,” I am speaking more broadly. I’m talking about 

 living a life that is driven more strongly by curiosity than 

by fear.

One of the coolest examples of creative living that I’ve 

seen in recent years, for instance, came from my friend 

Susan, who took up figure skating when she was forty years 

old. To be more precise, she actually already knew how to 

skate. She had competed in figure skating as a child and 

had always loved it, but she’d quit the sport during adoles-

cence when it became clear she didn’t have quite enough 

talent to be a champion. (Ah, lovely adolescence—when the 

“talented” are officially shunted off from the herd, thus 
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putting the total burden of society’s creative dreams on 

the thin shoulders of a few select souls, while condemning 

 everyone else to live a more commonplace, inspiration-free 

existence! What a system . . . )

For the next quarter of a century, my friend Susan did 

not skate. Why bother, if you can’t be the best? Then she 

turned forty. She was listless. She was restless. She felt drab 

and heavy. She did a little soul-searching, the way one does 

on the big birthdays. She asked herself when was the last 

time she’d felt truly light, joyous, and—yes—creative in 

her own skin. To her shock, she realized that it had been 

decades since she’d felt that way. In fact, the last time she’d 

experienced such feelings had been as a teenager, back 

when she was still figure skating. She was appalled to dis-

cover that she had denied herself this life-affirming  pursuit 

for so long, and she was curious to see if she still loved it.

So she followed her curiosity. She bought a pair of skates, 

found a rink, hired a coach. She ignored the voice within 

her that told her she was being self-indulgent and prepos-

terous to do this crazy thing. She tamped down her feelings 

of extreme self-consciousness at being the only middle-

aged woman on the ice, with all those tiny, feathery nine-

year-old girls.

She just did it.
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Three mornings a week, Susan awoke before dawn and, 

in that groggy hour before her demanding day job began, 

she skated. And she skated and skated and skated. And 

yes,  she loved it, as much as ever. She loved it even more 

than ever, perhaps, because now, as an adult, she finally 

had the perspective to appreciate the value of her own joy. 

Skating made her feel alive and ageless. She stopped feel-

ing like she was nothing more than a consumer, nothing 

more than the sum of her daily obligations and duties. She 

was making something of herself, making something with 

herself.

It was a revolution. A literal revolution, as she spun 

to life again on the ice—revolution upon revolution upon 

 revolution . . .

Please note that my friend did not quit her job, did not 

sell her home, did not sever all her relationships and move 

to Toronto to study seventy hours a week with an exacting 

Olympic-level skating coach. And no, this story does not 

end with her winning any championship medals. It doesn’t 

have to. In fact, this story does not end at all, because Susan 

is still figure skating several mornings a week—simply be-

cause skating is still the best way for her to unfold a certain 

beauty and transcendence within her life that she cannot 

seem to access in any other manner. And she would like to 
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spend as much time as possible in such a state of transcen-

dence while she is still here on earth.

That’s all.

That’s what I call creative living.

And while the paths and outcomes of creative living 

will vary wildly from person to person, I can guarantee 

you this: A creative life is an amplified life. It’s a bigger 

life, a happier life, an expanded life, and a hell of a lot more 

interesting life. Living in this manner—continually and 

stubbornly bringing forth the jewels that are hidden within 

you—is a fine art, in and of itself.

Because creative living is where Big Magic will always 

abide.

Scar y, Scar y, Scar y

L
et’s talk about courage now.

If you already have the courage to bring forth the 

jewels that are hidden within you, terrific. You’re probably 

already doing really interesting things with your life, and 

you don’t need this book. Rock on.

But if you don’t have the courage, let’s try to get you 
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some. Because creative living is a path for the brave. We 

all  know this. And we all know that when courage dies, 

creativity dies with it. We all know that fear is a desolate 

boneyard where our dreams go to desiccate in the hot sun. 

This is common knowledge; sometimes we just don’t know 

what to do about it.

Let me list for you some of the many ways in which you 

might be afraid to live a more creative life:

You’re afraid you have no talent.

You’re afraid you’ll be rejected or criticized or 

ridiculed or misunderstood or—worst of all—

ignored.

You’re afraid there’s no market for your creativity, 

and therefore no point in pursuing it.

You’re afraid somebody else already did it better.

You’re afraid everybody else already did it better.

You’re afraid somebody will steal your ideas, so it’s 

safer to keep them hidden forever in the dark.

You’re afraid you won’t be taken seriously.

You’re afraid your work isn’t politically, emotionally, 

or artistically important enough to change 

anyone’s life.

You’re afraid your dreams are embarrassing.
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You’re afraid that someday you’ll look back on your 

creative endeavors as having been a giant waste 

of time, effort, and money.

You’re afraid you don’t have the right kind of 

discipline.

You’re afraid you don’t have the right kind of work 

space, or financial freedom, or empty hours in 

which to focus on invention or exploration.

You’re afraid you don’t have the right kind of training 

or degree.

You’re afraid you’re too fat. (I don’t know what this 

has to do with creativity, exactly, but experience 

has taught me that most of us are afraid we’re too 

fat, so let’s just put that on the anxiety list, for good 

measure.)

You’re afraid of being exposed as a hack, or a fool, or 

a dilettante, or a narcissist.

You’re afraid of upsetting your family with what you 

may reveal.

You’re afraid of what your peers and coworkers will 

say if you express your personal truth aloud.

You’re afraid of unleashing your innermost demons, 

and you really don’t want to encounter your 

innermost demons.
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You’re afraid your best work is behind you.

You’re afraid you never had any best work to 

begin with.

You’re afraid you neglected your creativity for so long 

that now you can never get it back.

You’re afraid you’re too old to start.

You’re afraid you’re too young to start.

You’re afraid because something went well in your life 

once, so obviously nothing can ever go well again.

You’re afraid because nothing has ever gone well in 

your life, so why bother trying?

You’re afraid of being a one-hit wonder.

You’re afraid of being a no-hit wonder . . .

Listen, I don’t have all day here, so I’m not going to keep 

listing fears. It’s a bottomless list, anyhow, and a depress-

ing one. I’ll just wrap up my summary this way: SCARY, 

SCARY, SCARY.

Everything is so goddamn scary.
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Defending 
Your Weakness

P
lease understand that the only reason I can speak so au-

thoritatively about fear is that I know it so intimately. 

I  know every inch of fear, from head to toe. I’ve been a 

frightened person my entire life. I was born terrified. I’m 

not exaggerating; you can ask anyone in my family, and 

they’ll confirm that, yes, I was an exceptionally freaked-out 

child. My earliest memories are of fear, as are pretty much 

all the memories that come after my earliest memories.

Growing up, I was afraid not only of all the commonly 

recognized and legitimate childhood dangers (the dark, 

strangers, the deep end of the swimming pool), but I was 

also afraid of an extensive list of completely benign things 

(snow, perfectly nice babysitters, cars, playgrounds, stairs, 

Sesame Street, the telephone, board games, the grocery 

store, sharp blades of grass, any new situation whatsoever, 

anything that dared to move, etc., etc., etc.).

I was a sensitive and easily traumatized creature who 

would fall into fits of weeping at any disturbance in her 

force field. My father, exasperated, used to call me Pitiful 
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Pearl. We went to the Delaware shore one summer when I 

was eight years old, and the ocean upset me so much that 

I tried to get my parents to stop all the people on the beach 

from going into the surf. (I just would’ve felt a lot more com-

fortable if everyone had stayed safely on his or her own 

towel, quietly reading; was that too much to ask?) If I’d had 

my way, I would have spent that entire vacation—indeed, 

my entire childhood—indoors, snuggled on my mother’s 

lap, in low light, preferably with a cool washcloth on my 

forehead.

This is a horrible thing to say, but here goes: I probably 

would’ve loved having one of those awful Munchausen- 

syndrome-by-proxy mothers, who could have colluded with 

me in pretending that I was eternally sick, weak, and dying. 

I would have totally cooperated with that kind of mother in 

creating a completely helpless child, given half the chance.

But I didn’t get that kind of mother.

Not even close.

Instead, I got a mother who wasn’t having it. She wasn’t 

having a minute of my drama, which is probably the lucki-

est thing that ever happened to me. My mom grew up on a 

farm in Minnesota, the proud product of tough Scandina-

vian immigrants, and she was not about to raise a little 

candy-ass. Not on her watch. My mother had a plan for turn-

ing around my fear that was almost comic in its straightfor-
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wardness: At every turn, she made me do exactly what I 

dreaded most.

Scared of the ocean? Get in that ocean!

Afraid of the snow? Time to go shovel snow!

Can’t answer the telephone? You are now officially in 

charge of answering the telephone in this house!

Hers was not a sophisticated strategy, but it was consis-

tent. Trust me, I resisted her. I cried and sulked and delib-

erately failed. I refused to thrive. I lagged behind, limping 

and trembling. I would do almost anything to prove that 

I was emotionally and physically totally enfeebled.

To which my mom was, like, “No, you aren’t.”

I spent years pushing back against my mother’s unshak-

able faith in my strength and abilities. Then one day, some-

where in adolescence, I finally realized that this was a 

really weird battle for me to be fighting. Defending my 

weakness? That’s seriously the hill I wanted to die on?

As the saying goes: “Argue for your limitations and you 

get to keep them.”

Why would I want to keep my limitations?

I didn’t, as it turned out.

I don’t want you keeping yours, either.
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Fear Is Boring

O
ver the years, I’ve often wondered what finally made 

me stop playing the role of Pitiful Pearl, almost over-

night. Surely there were many factors involved in that evo-

lution (the tough-mom factor, the growing-up factor), but 

mostly I think it was just this: I finally realized that my 

fear was boring.

Mind you, my fear had always been boring to everybody 

else, but it wasn’t until mid-adolescence that it became, at 

last, boring even to me. My fear became boring to me, I 

believe, for the same reason that fame became boring to 

Jack Gilbert: because it was the same thing every day.

Around the age of fifteen, I somehow figured out that 

my fear had no variety to it, no depth, no substance, no 

texture. I noticed that my fear never changed, never de-

lighted, never offered a surprise twist or an unexpected 

ending. My fear was a song with only one note—only one 

word, actually—and that word was “STOP!” My fear never 

had anything more interesting or subtle to offer than that 

one emphatic word, repeated at full volume on an endless 

loop: “STOP, STOP, STOP, STOP!”
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Which means that my fear always made predictably 

boring decisions, like a choose-your-own-ending book that 

always had the same ending: nothingness.

I also realized that my fear was boring because it was 

identical to everyone else’s fear. I figured out that every-

one’s song of fear has exactly that same tedious lyric: 

“STOP, STOP, STOP, STOP!” True, the volume may vary 

from person to person, but the song itself never changes, 

because all of us humans were equipped with the same 

basic fear package when we were being knitted in our 

mothers’ wombs. And not just humans: If you pass your 

hand over a petri dish containing a tadpole, the tadpole 

will flinch beneath your shadow. That tadpole cannot write 

poetry, and it cannot sing, and it will never know love or 

jealousy or triumph, and it has a brain the size of a punc-

tuation mark, but it damn sure knows how to be afraid of 

the unknown.

Well, so do I.

So do we all. But there’s nothing particularly compel-

ling about that. Do you see what I mean? You don’t get any 

special credit, is what I’m saying, for knowing how to be 

afraid of the unknown. Fear is a deeply ancient instinct, in 

other words, and an evolutionarily vital one . . . but it ain’t 

especially smart.
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For the entirety of my young and skittish life, I had fix-

ated upon my fear as if it were the most interesting thing 

about me, when actually it was the most mundane. In fact, 

my fear was probably the only 100 percent mundane thing 

about me. I had creativity within me that was original; 

I  had a personality within me that was original; I had 

dreams  and perspectives and aspirations within me that 

were  original. But my fear was not original in the least. My 

fear wasn’t some kind of rare artisanal object; it was just 

a mass-produced item, available on the shelves of any ge-

neric box store.

And that’s the thing I wanted to build my entire iden-

tity around?

The most boring instinct I possessed?

The panic reflex of my dumbest inner tadpole?

No.
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The Fear You Need and 
the Fear You Don’t Need

N
ow you probably think I’m going to tell you that you 

must become fearless in order to live a more creative 

life. But I’m not going to tell you that, because I don’t hap-

pen to believe it’s true. Creativity is a path for the brave, 

yes, but it is not a path for the fearless, and it’s important to 

recognize the distinction.

Bravery means doing something scary.

Fearlessness means not even understanding what the 

word scary means.

If your goal in life is to become fearless, then I believe 

you’re already on the wrong path, because the only truly 

fearless people I’ve ever met were straight-up sociopaths 

and a few exceptionally reckless three-year-olds—and those 

aren’t good role models for anyone.

The truth is, you need your fear, for obvious reasons of 

basic survival. Evolution did well to install a fear reflex 

within you, because if you didn’t have any fear, you would 

lead a short, crazy, stupid life. You would walk into traffic. 

You would drift off into the woods and be eaten by bears. 
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You would jump into giant waves off the coast of Hawaii, 

despite being a poor swimmer. You would marry a guy who 

said on the first date, “I don’t necessarily believe people 

were designed by nature to be monogamous.”

So, yes, you absolutely do need your fear, in order to pro-

tect you from actual dangers like the ones I’ve listed above.

But you do not need your fear in the realm of creative ex-

pression.

Seriously, you don’t.

Just because you don’t need your fear when it comes to 

creativity, of course, doesn’t mean your fear won’t show up. 

Trust me, your fear will always show up—especially when 

you’re trying to be inventive or innovative. Your fear will 

always be triggered by your creativity, because creativity 

asks you to enter into realms of uncertain outcome, and 

fear hates uncertain outcome. Your fear—programmed by 

evolution to be hypervigilant and insanely  overprotective—

will always assume that any uncertain outcome is destined 

to end in a bloody, horrible death. Basically, your fear is like 

a mall cop who thinks he’s a Navy SEAL: He hasn’t slept 

in days, he’s all hopped up on Red Bull, and he’s liable to 

shoot at his own shadow in an absurd effort to keep every-

one “safe.”

This is all totally natural and human.

It’s absolutely nothing to be ashamed of.
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It is, however, something that very much needs to be 

dealt with.

The Road Trip

H
ere’s how I’ve learned to deal with my fear: I made a 

decision a long time ago that if I want creativity in my 

life—and I do—then I will have to make space for fear, too.

Plenty of space.

I decided that I would need to build an expansive 

enough interior life that my fear and my creativity could 

peacefully coexist, since it appeared that they would always 

be together. In fact, it seems to me that my fear and my 

creativity are basically conjoined twins—as evidenced by 

the fact that creativity cannot take a single step forward 

without fear marching right alongside it. Fear and cre-

ativity shared a womb, they were born at the same time, 

and they still share some vital organs. This is why we have 

to be careful of how we handle our fear—because I’ve 

 noticed that when people try to kill off their fear, they 

often  end up inadvertently murdering their creativity in 

the process.
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So I don’t try to kill off my fear. I don’t go to war against 

it. Instead, I make all that space for it. Heaps of space. 

Every single day. I’m making space for fear right this mo-

ment. I allow my fear to live and breathe and stretch out its 

legs comfortably. It seems to me that the less I fight my 

fear, the less it fights back. If I can relax, fear relaxes, too. 

In fact, I cordially invite fear to come along with me every-

where I go. I even have a welcoming speech prepared for 

fear, which I deliver right before embarking upon any new 

project or big adventure.

It goes something like this:

“Dearest Fear: Creativity and I are about to go on a road 

trip together. I understand you’ll be joining us, because you 

always do. I acknowledge that you believe you have an im-

portant job to do in my life, and that you take your job seri-

ously. Apparently your job is to induce complete panic 

whenever I’m about to do anything interesting—and, may 

I say, you are superb at your job. So by all means, keep doing 

your job, if you feel you must. But I will also be doing my 

job on this road trip, which is to work hard and stay fo-

cused. And Creativity will be doing its job, which is to re-

main stimulating and inspiring. There’s plenty of room in 

this vehicle for all of us, so make yourself at home, but un-

derstand this: Creativity and I are the only ones who will be 
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making any decisions along the way. I recognize and respect 

that you are part of this family, and so I will never exclude 

you from our activities, but still—your suggestions will 

never be followed. You’re allowed to have a seat, and you’re 

allowed to have a voice, but you are not allowed to have a 

vote. You’re not allowed to touch the road maps; you’re not 

allowed to suggest detours; you’re not allowed to fiddle 

with the temperature. Dude, you’re not even allowed to 

touch the radio. But above all else, my dear old familiar 

friend, you are absolutely forbidden to drive.”

Then we head off together—me and creativity and 

fear—side by side by side forever, advancing once more 

into the terrifying but marvelous terrain of unknown 

 outcome.

W hy It ’s Worth It

I
t isn’t always comfortable or easy—carrying your fear 

around with you on your great and ambitious road trip, 

I mean—but it’s always worth it, because if you can’t learn 

to travel comfortably alongside your fear, then you’ll never 

be able to go anywhere interesting or do anything inter-

esting.
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And that would be a pity, because your life is short and 

rare and amazing and miraculous, and you want to do 

 really interesting things and make really interesting things 

while you’re still here. I know that’s what you want for 

yourself, because that’s what I want for myself, too.

It’s what we all want.

And you have treasures hidden within you— extra or-

dinary treasures—and so do I, and so does everyone around 

us. And bringing those treasures to light takes work and 

faith and focus and courage and hours of devotion, and the 

clock is ticking, and the world is spinning, and we  simply 

do not have time anymore to think so small.
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Books	  for	  Living	  
by	  Will	  Schwalbe	  

Introduction 

From time to time I have a terrifying dream. I call it the Reader’s Nightmare. 

I’m in a busy airport, and they’ve announced my flight. There is an epic walk to the gate, 
and I know I have only a few minutes before they will close the door to the jetway and my 
plane will leave without me. Suddenly, I realize that I don’t have a book to read on the 
flight. Not one single book. I spin around, my eyes searching frantically for a bookstore. I 
see none. I run through the airport, past the duty-free counters selling liquor and perfume, 
past the luggage stores and fashion boutiques, past the place that offers neck massage. 
Still, I can’t find an airport bookstore. Now, over the loudspeakers, comes the final call for 
my flight. “Flight ninety-seven to Perth is ready for departure. All passengers must be on 
board at this time.” They even call me by name. Panic sets in as I realize that I am almost 
certainly going to miss my flight. But the idea of hours on a plane without a book? 
Intolerable. So I run and run, searching for that bookstore—or at least a newsstand with a 
rack of paperbacks. I can’t find a single book anywhere in the airport. I start to scream.  

Then I wake up. 

I don’t have this dream about food or television or movies or music. My unconscious is 
largely untroubled by the idea of spending hours in a metal tube hurtling through the sky 
without something to eat or a program to watch or tunes in my ears. It’s the thought of 
being bookless for hours that jolts me awake in a cold sweat.  

Throughout my life I’ve looked to books for all sorts of reasons: to comfort me, to amuse 
me, to distract me, and to educate me. But just because you know that you can find 
anything you need in a book doesn’t mean you can easily find your way to the right book at 
the right time, the one that tells you what you need to know or feel when you need to know 
or feel it.  

A few years ago, I wrote a book about the books I read with my mother when she was 
dying of pancreatic cancer. During this time we read casually, promiscuously, and 
whimsically, allowing one book to lead us to the next. We read books we were given and 
books that had sat on our shelves for decades, waiting to be noticed; books we had 
stumbled across, and books we had chosen to reread simply because we felt like it. Were 
we looking for anything in particular? Usually not. At times, the books gave us something to 
talk about when we wanted to talk about anything rather than her illness. But they also 
gave us a way to talk about subjects that were too painful to address directly. They helped 
guide and prompt our conversations, so that I could learn as much as I could from my 
mother while she was still here to teach me.  

At other times throughout my life, though, I’ve felt a very specific need and have searched 
for a book to answer it. It hasn’t always been easy to find the right book. Sure, when that 
burning need was to learn how to make a pineapple upside-down cake, I turned to The Cake 
Bible. Or when it was a need to find a place to eat in Chicago, the Zagat guide. Or when I 
wanted to self-diagnose that angry rash, to the Mayo Clinic Family Health Book. More and 



more, when I need this kind of information, my first line of attack isn’t a book at all—it’s the 
Internet, or social media, where I quiz the ubiquitous “hive mind” to find, say, good 
Malaysian food near Union Square.  
 
There are, however, questions that the Internet and the hive mind are spectacularly unable 
to answer to my satisfaction. These are the big ones, the ones that writers have been 
tackling for thousands of years: the problem of pain, meaning, purpose, happiness. 
Questions about how to live your life. Yes, the Internet tries to help—inasmuch as any 
inanimate thing can be said to try to do anything. There are digital video channels devoted 
to streaming inspirational speeches from conferences in which people package insight into 
brief uplifting lectures—many with a compelling hook and some memorable stories. But the 
best of these are often simply digests of— or advertisements for—a book that the presenter 
has written or is currently working on. Authors have always given lectures: there’s nothing 
new in that. And readers, after hearing such speeches, have craved the books that go with 
them, so that they could explore the topics in greater depth and engage with them more 
fully—working through the arguments at their own pace, skipping, savoring, and pondering.  
 
Unlike most of these inspirational speeches, even the best of which tend to be largely self-
referential, most good books are not tackling big questions in isolation. Great authors have 
been engaged in a dialogue with one another that stretches back for millennia. People who 
write books generally read books, and most books carry with them traces of some of the 
hundreds or thousands of books the writer read before attempting the one at hand.  
 
And that’s also why books can echo for centuries into the future. Even a book read by only a 
dozen people can have a massive effect if one of those readers goes on to write a book read 
by millions. British writer Henry Green (real name: Henry Vincent Yorke) never sold more 
than a few thousand copies of any of his novels, and most of his books sold far fewer than 
that. But the writers influenced by Green include Sebastian Faulks (whose Birdsong is one of 
the bestselling and most beloved British novels of all time), Eudora Welty, and Anthony 
Burgess (best known for A Clockwork Orange, which remains as shocking today as it was in 
1962, when it was first published). John Updike wrote that Green’s novels made “more of a 
stylistic impact on me than those of any writer living or dead.”  
 
Henry Green died at age sixty-eight in 1973 and is largely forgotten. The books he 
influenced continue to be read and themselves inspire new works.  
Sometimes books wear their influences loudly, mention- ing other books by name, like Pride 
and Prejudice and Zombies. Sometimes the lineage is subtler, and the careful reader must 
tease out or guess at the influences. (How much of J. K. Row- ling’s Harry Potter series was 
inspired by the classic 1857 boarding-school novel Tom Brown’s School Days, by Thomas 
Hughes?) And sometimes authors hint at influences that aren’t really influences at all but 
instead speak to the kind of book the author would have liked to have written.  
 
Whenever I read, I try to be aware of these echoes and associations and aspirations. How 
did this book come to be? What books does this book resemble, and what books does it 
bring to mind?  
Then, as the reader, I become influenced while I’m read- ing. I’m not the same reader when 
I finish a book as I was when I started. Brains are tangles of pathways, and reading creates 
new ones. Every book changes your life. So I like to ask: How is this book changing mine?  
At the trial in which he would be sentenced to death, Socrates (as quoted by Plato) said that 
the unexamined life isn’t worth living. Reading is the best way I know to learn how to 
examine your life. By comparing what you’ve done to what others have done, and your 
thoughts and theories and feelings to those of others, you learn about yourself and the 
world around you. Perhaps that is why reading is one of the few things you do alone that 



can make you feel less alone; it’s a solitary activity that connects you to others.  
 
At fifty-four, I’m now roughly the same age Dante was when he was putting the finishing 
touches on The Divine Comedy. I’m the same age as von Aschenbach in Thomas 
Mann’s Death in Venice. (I realized only recently that the character in this novella who was 
pining for a youth and his own lost youth was squarely in middle age; not having read the 
open- ing very carefully, I had always assumed that the “old” man who allowed the hotel 
barber to dye his hair jet black and garishly paint his face was in his seventies at the very 
least.) Fifty-plus is a good age for big questions. Unless I’m that rare soul who makes it 
past one hundred, I probably have less time ahead of me than I’ve already lived. Now that 
my brother, sister, and I are all over fifty, my brother, using a golf analogy, refers to our 
lives as being played on the back nine—the first nine holes are behind us. Whatever score 
we’ve accumulated, we carry with us. Suddenly, finishing honorably and staying out of the 
sand traps and water hazards matters more than seeing our names on the leaderboard.  
 
On the other hand, I think any age is a good age for big questions. I asked some of my 
biggest and best when I was in high school and college—fittingly, as that’s what school is 
for. I asked other big questions at painful times in my life— no age is immune from 
misfortune or feels it less keenly. And I hope and expect to be asking big questions right up 
to the end.  
I know I’m not alone in my hunger for books to help me find the right questions to ask, and 
find answers to the ones that I have. Because I work in publishing and wrote a book about 
reading, I meet a lot of readers. Readers of all ages have shared with me their desire for a 
list of books to help guide them. I’ve heard from people who want classic novels to read; 
others just how-to books; others a list of titles from around the world. But most don’t care 
what type of book or when it was written or by whom—they just want books that will help 
them find their way in the world and give them pleasure while they are at it.  
 
On an endless and turbulent plane ride from New York to Las Vegas, I sat next to a 
nineteen-year-old West Point plebe. We started chatting, and he soon was telling me about 
some of his favorite books; The Alchemist by Paulo Coelho was one. I told him I also loved 
that fable of the shepherd who travels to Egypt in search of treasure. Our conversation 
quickly moved from pleasantries to the meaning of life. (Maybe The Alchemist prompted 
that; maybe it was because the turbulence was increasingly extreme.) As the plane bounced 
around the sky, I began to babble about other books that had inspired me. The cadet said 
he would trade me a genuine West Point baseball cap for a list of my favorite titles. I can’t 
remember most of what I wrote down. I love the cap; I hope he liked the books.  
 
And then there’s my ninety-six-year-old friend Else, who is always ravenous for book 
recommendations. Recently, I told her about a book by Ruth Ozeki called A Tale for the 
Time Being. In this novel from 2013, a writer in the Pacific Northwest finds washed up on 
shore various items, including the diary of a sixteen-year-old girl in Tokyo who is being 
horribly bullied and is quite sure she doesn’t want to go on living. The novel moves between 
the story of the writer, passages from the girl’s diary, and a collection of letters that 
accompanied it. The most indelible character in the book is the girl’s hundred-and-four-
year-old grandmother, a quietly charismatic Zen Buddhist nun with a fascinating past, who 
provides physical and emotional sanctuary when life becomes too awful for the girl to bear 
alone.  
 
Else also has enormous charisma, but of a more boisterous variety. (That is, she swears a 
lot.) And she too has lived a remarkable life: a teenage refugee from Nazi Germany, she 
became a music editor for film. Else read A Tale for the Time Being with delight and had 
much to say about it. But more than anything she wanted to discuss the hundred-and-four-



year-old Buddhist nun. Else hung on to her every word, and declared her one of the most 
astonishing characters she had ever encountered in fiction or nonfiction—or in real life, for 
that matter. “Now I know who I want to be when I grow up,” she announced to me 
gleefully, laughing and clapping her hands together.  
As for me, I’m on a search—and have been, I now realize, all my life—to find books to help 
me make sense of the world, to help me become a better person, to help me get my head 
around the big questions that I have and answer some of the small ones while I’m at it.  
 
I know that the West Point cadet, Else, and millions of others are on this search, too, a 
search that began long before I was born and that will continue long after I’m gone.  
I’m not a particularly disciplined or systematic seeker. I don’t give a great deal of thought to 
the books I choose—I’ll read anything that catches my eye. Most of the time when I choose 
what I’m going to read it has absolutely nothing to do with improving myself. Especially 
when I’m at my happiest, I’m unlikely to search for a book to make me happier. But it’s 
often during these periods of nonseeking that I’ve stumbled across a book that has changed 
my life.  
 
I believe that everything you need to know you can find in a book. People have always 
received life-guiding wisdom from certain types of nonfiction, often from “self-help” books 
starting with the progenitor of the category, Samuel Smiles’s 1859 bestseller Self-Help (with 
illustrations of Character and Conduct). But I have found that all sorts of books can carry 
this kind of wisdom; a random sentence in a thriller will give me unexpected insight. (If I 
hadn’t read Killing Floor, the masterful 1997 novel that introduced the world to Jack 
Reacher, a former military cop turned vagrant, I never would have learned this valuable 
piece of wisdom, which still guides me in work and life: “Waiting is a skill like anything 
else.”)  
 
I also believe that there is no book so bad that you can’t find anything in it of interest. That, 
actually, is a paraphrase from the Roman lawyer Pliny the Younger, a sentiment later 
adopted by Miguel de Cervantes in Don Quixote. Admittedly, neither Pliny nor Cervantes 
were subject to some of the weakest “sex and shopping” books from the 1980s, but I still 
think it mostly holds true. You can learn something from the very worst books—even if it is 
just how crass and base, or boring and petty, or cruel and intolerant, the human race can 
be. Or even if it’s just one gleaming insight in a muddy river of words.  
 
There is a proud tradition of extracting lines from poetry and songs and using them in this 
way. And for centuries, people have kept “commonplace books”: journals filled with 
transcriptions of quotes and extracts. But not everyone is a fan of cherry-picking odd 
passages from random books and using them to direct your life. Some people argue that 
lines from novels and plays are dependent on the context that surrounds them—that it’s 
unseemly and self-serving to grab the odd line here and there, especially if it comes in the 
voice of a character and may not have anything to do with what the writer thinks. I don’t 
buy this. It ignores the way that your brain collects, refracts, sorts, and combines 
information. Our search for meaning isn’t limited to thoughts that were created to be 
meaningful and packaged in verse or easily extractable chunks. We can find meaning in 
everything—and everything is fair game. Your brain is, in fact, the ultimate commonplace 
collection, and everything you’ve ever read is in there somewhere, ready to come back into 
your consciousness when you want or need it.  
 
So I spend my life collecting books and sentences from them: books I’ve sought alongside 
ones I’ve stumbled across, and sentences I’ve forced into my brain through rote 
memorization alongside ones that just found their way in by themselves.  
 



At home, I’m a librarian, forever curating my collection.  
 
Outside of my apartment, I’m a bookseller—hand-selling my favorite books to everyone I 
encounter.  
There’s a name for someone who behaves the way I do: Reader.  
This book you are now reading is a manifesto of sorts—my manifesto, a manifesto for 
readers. Because I think we need to read and to be readers now more than ever.  
We overschedule our days and complain constantly about being too busy; we shop endlessly 
for stuff we don’t need and then feel oppressed by the clutter that surrounds us; we rarely 
sleep well or enough; we compare our bodies to the artificial ones we see in magazines and 
our lives to the exaggerated ones we see on television; we watch cooking shows and then 
eat fast food; we worry ourselves sick and join gyms we don’t visit; we keep up with 
hundreds of acquaintances but rarely see our best friends; we bombard ourselves with video 
clips and emails and instant messages; we even interrupt our interruptions.  
 
When it comes time for us to decide what we should buy and how we should spend our free 
time, we expect ever more choice. And in order to try to make our way through all of the 
options we’ve created for ourselves, we’ve turned the whole world into an endless catalog of 
“picks and pans,” in which anything that isn’t deemed to be mind-blowing is regarded as 
useless. We no longer damn things with faint praise—we damn them with any praise that is 
less than ecstatic. Loving or loathing are the defaults—five stars or one.  
 
And at the heart of it, for so many, is fear—fear that we are missing out on something. 
Wherever we are, there’s someone somewhere doing or seeing or eating or listening to 
something better.  
I’m eager to escape from this way of living. And I think if enough of us escape this, the 
world will be better for it. Connectivity is one of the great blessings of the Internet era, and 
it makes extraordinary things possible. I have a world of information keystrokes away; I can 
buy and sell and trade and share online; and when I drive in a foreign place I have a 
knowledgeable voice to guide me and to “recalculate my route” when I’ve gone astray. It 
would be impossible to list all the ways our lives have been transformed.  
 
But connectivity is one thing; constant connectivity is another. I alert others when I am 
going to go “off the grid” for a few days or even, sometimes, for a couple of hours; the 
implication is that unless you are notified otherwise, you can assume I am always on it. 
Constant connectivity can be a curse, encouraging the lesser angels of our nature. None of 
the nine Muses of classical times bore the names Impatience or Distraction.  
 
Books are uniquely suited to helping us change our relationship to the rhythms and habits 
of daily life in this world of endless connectivity. We can’t interrupt them; we can only 
interrupt ourselves while reading them. They are the expression of an individual or a group 
of individuals, not of a hive mind or collective consciousness. They speak to us, 
thoughtfully, one at a time. They demand our attention. And they demand that we briefly 
put aside our own beliefs and prejudices and listen to someone else’s. You can rant against 
a book, scribble in the margin, or even chuck it out the win- dow. Still, you won’t change 
the words on the page.  
 
The technology of a book is genius: the order of the words is fixed, whether on the page or 
on-screen, but the speed at which you read them is entirely up to you. Sure, this allows you 
to skip ahead and jump around. But it also allows you to slow down, savor, and ponder.  
We all ask each other a lot of questions: “Where did you go for vacation?” “How did you 
sleep?” Or, my favorite, as I eye the last bites of chocolate cake on a friend’s dessert plate, 
“Are you going to finish that?” (A question memorably featured in the 1982 movie Diner.) 



But there’s one question I think we should ask of one another a lot more often, and that’s 
“What are you reading?”  
It’s a simple question but a powerful one, and it can change lives, creating a shared 
universe for people who are otherwise separated by culture and age and by time and 
space.  

I remember a woman who told me that she was delighted to be a grandmother but was 
feeling sadly out of touch with her grandson. She lived in Florida. He and his parents lived 
elsewhere. She would call him and ask him about school or about his day. He would respond 
in one-word answers: Fine. Nothing. Nope.  
And then one day she asked him what he was reading. And he had just started The Hunger 
Games, a series of dystopian young adult novels by Suzanne Collins. The grandmother I 
met decided to read the first volume, so she could talk about it with her grandson the next 
time they chatted on the phone. She didn’t know what to expect, but found her- self hooked 
from the first pages when Katniss Everdeen volunteers to take her younger sister’s place in 
the annual battle-to-the-death among a select group of teens.  

The book helped this grandmother cut through the superficialities of phone chat and engage 
her grandson on the most important questions humans face about survival and destruction 
and loyalty and betrayal and good and evil, and about politics as well. And it helped her 
grandson engage with his grandmother on these same issues—not as a child in need of a 
lecture, but as a fellow seeker. It gave him a language for discussing issues that he was 
pondering, without having to explain exactly why these themes spoke to him.  
When they talked about The Hunger Games, they were no longer just grandmother and 
grandson: they were two readers embarked on a journey together. Now her grand- son 
couldn’t wait to talk to her when she called—to tell her where he was, to find out where she 
was, and to speculate about what would happen next.  

The Hunger Games gave them inspiration for deeper discus- sions than they had ever had, 
and it provided them a wealth of prompts for their conversations. The book even led them 
to talk about topics that included economic inequality, war, privacy, and the media. As they 
continued reading and talking about other books, they discovered they had an ever-
expanding common language: their “vocabulary” was made up of all the characters and 
actions and descriptions in all the books they’d read, and they could employ these to convey 
their thoughts and feelings.  
Other than the accident of family, they had never had much in common. Now they did. The 
conduit was reading.  

When we ask one another “What are you reading?” some- times we discover the ways that 
we are similar; sometimes the ways that we are different. Sometimes we discover things we 
never knew we shared; other times we open ourselves up to exploring new worlds and 
ideas. “What are you reading?” isn’t a simple question when asked with genuine curiosity; 
it’s really a way of asking, “Who are you now and who are you becoming?”  

What follows are stories of books I’ve discovered that have helped me and others in ways 
big and small with some of the specific challenges of living in our modern world, with all its 
noise and distractions. Some are undoubtedly among the great works of our time. Others 
almost certainly are not. Many of the books I write about are books I first read when I was 
young. I’m not just a fifty-something-year-old reader; I’m the reader I was at every age 
I’ve ever been, with all the books I’ve ever read and all the experiences I’ve ever had 
constantly shifting and recombining in my brain. Often I remember exactly where I was 
when I first read a book that became important to me and also recall concurrent events, 
significant or not; other times I remember nothing else but how that book made me feel, 



and those same feelings come back whenever I think of that title. 

Just as a Freudian psychiatrist might look to your child- hood to help you interpret your 
desires and motivations, so I feel we need to look to the books we read as children to help 
us understand why we read the way we do. But it’s not just childhood books that loom 
especially large in my life. Some- times the last book I’ve read is the most important book 
I’ve ever read—but only until the next very important book I read. What is fresh initially can 
seem more profound; over time, though, my brain will discount newness in favor of 
resonance.  

Some of these are not works I would list among my favorite books, but they are all books 
that I found (or that found me) when I needed them, or that prompted me to remember 
something, realize something, or see my life and the world differently. Every reader can 
construct a list like this; and that list may change from year to year or even week to week. 
Compiling and constantly revising this kind of book list is an exercise I highly recommend: 
it’s a path to creating your own practical philosophy.  

Some people have one book that they turn to again and again, one book that has all the 
answers. Most commonly, it is a book central to a particular faith: perhaps the Bible, the 
Bhagavad Gita, the Koran, or the like. I’m skeptical about finding any one book that will 
give me the answer to every question I have. Instead, I’m more likely to look to all sorts of 
different books to help me answer a multitude of questions. I doubt I will ever find a single 
book that’s the literary equivalent of a Ginsu knife (that piece of cutlery catapulted to fame 
by an infomercial in my youth: it slices, it dices, it cuts cans and wood, and it never loses its 
edge). Both when cooking and reading, I enjoy a wide array of special tools and 
implements—whether I use them as intended or not. (A melon baller lends itself to all sorts 
of uses in addition to balling melons: making butter curls; apportioning cookie dough; 
separating artichoke flesh from choke.)  

There’s a particular kind of hope I sometimes have when I start a book. It’s that maybe, 
just maybe—even though it goes against all my experience to date—I might be starting the 
one book that gives me all the answers I’ll ever need. It could happen. My Ginsu knife. My 
Holy Grail.  
Perhaps it might even be the book I frantically grab, unsure if I’ll be interested or not, in the 
few seconds I have at an airport bookstore as I’m racing to the gate to board a flight.  

I do believe that my Holy Grail of books could be out there—and I intend to keep reading 
until I find it. Of course, I’ll keep reading after I do, too, because—well, because I love to 
read. I also believe that the Holy Grail of books won’t be the greatest book ever written—I 
am certain there isn’t such a thing. I think it will simply be a book that speaks perfectly to 
me at the moment I most need it and continues to speak to me for the rest of my life.  

No book has ever done that for me, but one has come close: The Importance of Living by a 
scholar named Lin Yutang, a book about Chinese culture and the “noble art of leaving things 
undone.”  

There is no book I turn to more often, which is why I begin this book with it and return to it 
again and again.

Excerpted from Books for Living by Will Schwalbe Copyright © 2016 by Will Schwalbe. Excerpted by permission of Knopf. 
All rights reserved. No part of this excerpt may be reproduced or reprinted without permission in writing from the 
publisher. 
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P R E FA C E

YOU AND THE UNIVERSE 

ARE ONE

T
here’s one relationship in your life— in everyone’s life— 
that has b�n kept a secret. You don’t know when it began, 
and yet you depend upon it for everything. If this relation-

ship ever ended, the world would disappear in a pu� of smoke. 
�is is your relationship to reali�.

A huge number of things must come together perfectly to 
construct reali�, and yet they do so completely out of sight. 
�ink of sunlight. Obviously, the sun can’t shine unless stars 
exist, since our sun is a medium- size star oating beyond the 
center of the Mil� Way, our home galaxy. �ere are few secrets 
le� to discover about how stars form, what they are made of, 
and how light is produced in the incredibly hot cauldron at the 
core of a star. �e secret lies elsewhere. As sunlight travels 93 
million miles to Earth, it penetrates the atmosphere and lands 
somewhere on the planet. In this case, the only somewhere we’re 
interested in is your eye. Photons, the packets of energy that 
carry light, stimulate the retina at the back of your eye, starting 
a chain of events that leads to your brain and the visual cortex.

�e miracle of vision lies in the mechanics of how the brain 
processes sunlight, that much is clear. Yet the step that mat-
ters the most, converting sunlight into vision, is totally mysteri-
ous. No ma�er what you s� in the world— an apple, cloud, 
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2 Preface

mountain, or tr�— sunlight bouncing o� the object makes it 
visible. But how? No one really knows, but the secret formula 
contains sight, because s�ing is one of the basic ways of know-
ing that an object is real.

What makes s�ing totally mysterious can be summed up in 
a few undeniable facts:

Photons are invisible. �ey aren’t bright, even though you 
s� sunlight as bright.

�e brain has zero light inside it, being a dark mass of 
oatmeal- textured cells enveloped in a uid not terribly 
di�erent �om seawater.

Because there is no light in the brain, there are no pic-
tures or images, either. When you imagine the face of a 
loved one, nowhere in the brain does that face exist like 
a photograph.

At present no one can explain how invisible photons being 
converted to chemical reactions and faint electrical impulses in 
the brain creates the thr�- dimensional reali� we all take for 
granted. Brain scans pick up the electrical activi�, which is why 
an fMRI contains patches of brightness and color. Something is 
going on in the brain. But the actual nature of sight is mysteri-
ous. One thing is known, however. �e creation of sight is done 
by you. Without you, the entire world— and the vast universe 
extending in all directions— can’t exist.

Sir John Eccles, a neurologist and Nobel laureate, declared, “I 
want you to realize that there exists no color in the natural world, 
and no sound— nothing of this kind; no textures, no pa�erns, 
no beau�, no scent.” What Eccles means is that all the quali-
ties of nature, �om the luxurious scent of a rose to the sting of a 
wasp and the taste of honey, is produced by human beings. It’s a 
remarkable statement, and nothing can be le� out. �e most dis-
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tant star, billions of light-years away, has no reali� without you, 
because everything that makes a star real— its heat, light, and 
mass, its position in space and the veloci� that carries it away 
at enormous sp�d— requires a human observer with a human 
nervous system. If no one existed to experience heat, light, mass, 
and so on, nothing could be real as we know it.

�at’s why the secret relationship is the most important one 
you have or will ever have. You are the creator of reali�, and 
yet you have no idea how you do it— the process is e�ortless. 
When you s�, light gains its brightness. When you listen, air vi-
brations turn into audible sound. �e activi� of the world around 
you in all its richness depends upon how you relate to it.

�is profound knowledge isn’t new. In ancient India, the 
Vedic sages declared Aham Brahm�mi, which can be translated 
as “I am the universe” or “I am everything.” �ey arrived at this 
knowledge by diving d�p into their own awareness, where as-
tonishing discoveries were made. Lost to memory are Einsteins 
of consciousness whose genius was comparable to the Einstein 
who revolutionized physics in the �entieth century.

Today we explore reali� through science, and there cannot 
be �o realities. If “I am the universe” is true, modern science 
must o�er evidence to support it— and it does. Even though 
mainstream science is about external measurements, data, and 
experiments, which build a model of the physical world rather 
than the inner world, there are a host of mysteries that measure-
ments, data, and experiments cannot fathom. At the far �ontier 
of time and space, science must adopt new methods in order to 
answer some very basic questions, such as “What came before 
the big bang?” and “What is the universe made of?”

We present nine of these questions, the biggest and most 
ba�ing riddles that face science today. Our aim is not to put 
just another popular science book in readers’ hands. We have 
an agenda, which is to show that this is a participatory universe 
that depends for its very existence on human beings. �ere is a 
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growing body of cosmologists— the scientists who explain the 
origin and nature of the cosmos— developing theories of a com-
pletely new universe, one that is living, conscious, and evolving. 
Such a universe ¡ts no existing standard model. It’s not the cos-
mos of quantum physics or the Creation described as the work of 
an almigh� God in the book of Genesis.

A conscious universe responds to how we think and f�l. It 
gains its shape, color, sound, and texture �om us. �erefore, we 
f�l the best name for it is the human universe, and it is the real 
universe, the only one we have.

Even if you are new to science or have li�le interest in it, 
you can’t help but be interested in how reali� works. How you 
view your own life ma�ers to you, of course, and everyone’s life 
is embedded in the matrix of reali�. What does it mean to be 
human? If we are insigni¡cant specks in the vast black void of 
outer space, that reali� must be accepted. If, instead, we are cre-
ators of reali� living in a conscious universe that responds to our 
minds, that reali� must be accepted. �ere is no middle ground 
and no second reali� that can be chosen because we happen to 
like it be�er.

So let the journey begin. Every step of the way we will let you 
be the judge. For every question like “What came before the big 
bang?” you’ll read about the best answers modern science can 
o�er, followed by why these answers haven’t b�n satisfactory. 
�is opens the way for entirely new explorations into a universe 
where answers come �om everyone’s experience. �is is prob-
ably the greatest surprise of all, that the control room for creat-
ing reali� exists in the experiences everyone is having every day. 
Once we unfold how the creative process works, you will arrive 
at a completely di�erent view of yourself than before. Science 
and spirituali�, the �o great worldviews in human history, both 
contribute to the ultimate goal, which is to discover what is “re-
ally” real.

A disturbing truth is dawning all around us. �e present- 
day universe has not worked out the way it was supposed to. Too 
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many unsolved riddles have piled up. Some are so ba�ing that 
even imagining how to answer them is in doubt. �ere’s an open-
ing for a totally new approach, what some call a paradigm shi�.

A paradigm is the same as a worldview. If your paradigm or 
worldview is based on religious faith, a Creation n�ds a Creator, 
a divine agent who arranged the astonishing intricacies of the 
cosmos. If your paradigm is based on the values of the eight�nth- 
century Enlightenment, the Creator may still exist, but he has no 
business with the everyday workings of the cosmic machinery— 
he’s more like a watchmaker who set the machine going and 
walked away. Paradigms k�p shi�ing, driven by human curios-
i� and, for the past four hundred years, viewed through the lens 
held up by science. At the moment, the paradigm that dominates 
science posits an uncertain, random universe devoid of purpose 
and meaning. For anyone working within this worldview, prog-
ress is constantly being made. But we must remember that to 
a devout Christian scholar in the eleventh century, progress to-
ward God’s truth was constantly being made, too.

Paradigms are self- ful¡lling, so the only way to cause radical 
change is to jump out of them. �at’s what we intend to do in this 
book, to jump �om an old paradigm into a new one. But there’s a 
hitch. New paradigms aren’t simply pulled down �om the shelf. 
�ey must be put to the test, and this is done by asking a simple 
question: Is the new worldview be�er at explaining the mystery 
of the universe than the old one? We believe that the human uni-
verse must prevail. It’s not an add- on to any existing theory.

If the human universe exists, it must exist for you as an in-
dividual. �e present- day universe is “out there,” spanning im-
mense distances and having li�le or no connection to how you 
live your daily life. But if everything you s� around you n�ds 
your participation, then you are touched by the cosmos every 
minute of the day. To us, the biggest mystery is how human be-
ings create their own reali�— and then forget what they did. We 
o�er our book as a guide to remembering who you really are.

�e shi� into a new paradigm is happening. �e answers 
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o�ered in this book are not our invention or eccentric �ights of 
fancy. All of us live in a participatory universe. Once you decide 
that you want to participate fully, with mind, body, and soul, the 
paradigm shi� becomes personal. �e reali� you inhabit will be 
yours to either embrace or change.

No ma�er how many billions are spent on scienti�c research, 
no ma�er how fervently religionists k�p faith with God, what 
�nally ma�ers is reali�. �e case for the human universe is very 
strong; it’s part of the paradigm shi� unfolding all around us. �e 
reason we say “You are the universe” is that nothing less than 
that is the truth.
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O V E R V I E W

THE DAWN OF A  

HUMAN UNIVERSE

T
here is a photograph of Albert Einstein standing beside 
the most famous man in the world, who happened to be 
the great comedian Charlie Chaplin. In 1931, Einstein was 

touring Los Angeles, and a chance encounter at Universal Stu-
dios led to an invitation to a�end the premiere of Chaplin’s new 
movie Ci� Lights. Both men are dressed in tuxedos and smiling 
broadly. It’s astonishing to think that Einstein was the second- 
most- famous man in the world.

He didn’t owe his worldwide fame to the fact that everyday 
people understood his theories of relativi�.* Einstein’s theories 
dwelt in a realm far above everyday life, and that in itself created 
awe. British philosopher and mathematician Bertrand Russell 
wasn’t trained in physics; when Einstein’s ideas were explained 
to him, he was astounded and burst out, “To think I have spent 
my life on absolute muck.” (Russell went on to write a brilliant 
explanation for laymen, 	e ABC of Relativi�.)

In some way relativi� had toppled both time and space; the 
average person could grasp that much. E = mc2 was the most 
famous equation in history, but what it meant didn’t touch 

* Although commonly referred to as the �eory of Relativi�, Einstein issued 
his revolutionary idea in �o stages, ¡rst as the Special �eory of Relativi� in 
1905, then as the grander General �eory of Relativi� in 1915.
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everyday life, either. People went about their daily existence as if 
none of Einstein’s d�p thinking ma�ered, not in practical terms.

But that assumption has turned out to be wrong.
When Einstein’s theories toppled time and space, something 

real happened— the fabric of the universe was torn apart and 
then rewoven into a new reali�. What few understood was that 
Einstein imagined this new reali�; he didn’t work with math-
ematics on a chalkboard. From childhood he possessed a re-
markable abili� to picture di°cult problems in his head. As a 
student he’d try to visualize what it would be like to travel at the 
sp�d of light. �e sp�d of light had b�n calculated at 186,000 
miles per second, but Einstein felt that light contained something 
quite mysterious that hadn’t b�n discovered. What he wanted 
to know was not the properties of light or what light was like as 
a physicist studied it, but what the experience of riding a beam of 
light would be like.

For example, the foundation of relativi� is that all observers 
measure the same sp�d of light, even if they are moving at di�er-
ent sp�ds, away �om each other or toward each other. �is im-
plies that nothing in the physical universe can travel faster than 
the sp�d of light, so imagine that you are traveling at essentially 
the sp�d of light and you throw a baseball in the direction you’re 
traveling. Would it leave your hand? A�er all, your sp�d is al-
ready at the absolute limit; no extra sp�d can be added. If the 
baseball did leave your hand, how would it behave?

Once he got a mental picture of a problem, Einstein looked 
for an equally intuitive solution. What makes his solutions so 
fascinating— especially for our purposes— is how much imagi-
nation was being applied. For example, Einstein imagined a body 
in �� fall. For someone having such an experience, there would 
appear to be no gravi�. If he took an apple out of his pocket and 
let go of it, the apple would oat in the air beside him, again 
making it s�m that there was no gravi�.

Once Einstein saw this in his mind’s eye, he had a revolution-
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ary thought: maybe there � no gravi� in such a situation. Gravi� 
had always b�n considered a force acting be��n �o objects, 
but he saw it as nothing more than curved space- time, implying 
that space and time would be a�ected in the presence of mass. 
And that curved space- time, in the vicini� of collapsed objects 
such as black holes, would result in time stretching to a stop as 
s�n by distant observers. Yet someone located at the falling ob-
ject wouldn’t s� anything out of the ordinary. Demoting gravi� 
as a force was one of relativi�’s most shocking features.

We can s� Einstein’s visualization in action when astronauts 
are trained in weightless conditions inside an airplane. �e cam-
era shows them oating in midair, completely �� of gravi� and, 
exactly as Einstein predicted, any una�ached object inside the 
aircra� is also weightless. What the camera doesn’t show is that 
to achieve zero gravi�, the plane is accelerating rapidly in �� 
fall, enough to counteract Earth’s gravitational ¡eld. As relativi� 
predicted, sp�d turns gravi� into a changeable condition.

If gravi� as a force is mutable, what about other things we 
take for granted as ¡xed and reliable? Einstein made another 
crucial breakthrough regarding time. In place of absolute time, 
which was taken as a given prior to relativi�, he discovered that 
time is a�ected by an observer’s �ame of reference and also by 
being close to a strong gravitational ¡eld. �is is known as time 
dilation. �e clocks on the International Space Station appear to 
an astronaut to be running perfectly normally, while in relation-
ship to clocks on Earth, they are slightly fast. A traveler nearing 
the sp�d of light wouldn’t notice that the clocks on his space-
cra� are acting any di�erently, but to an observer on Earth, they 
would appear to be slowing down. Clocks positioned close to a 
strong gravitational ¡eld run slower as viewed �om far away.

Relativi� shows us that there is no universal time. Clocks 
all over the universe cannot be synchronized. As an extreme ex-
ample, a spaceship nearing a black hole would be a�ected by the 
black hole’s immense gravitational pull, so much so that to an 
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observer on Earth, the clocks on the spaceship would drastically 
slow down, actually taking an in¡nite time to cross the horizon 
of the black hole and be sucked inside. Meanwhile, for the crew 
falling into the black hole, time would run normally until in short 
order they would be crushed by its immense gravitational pull.

Although these e�ects have b�n known for a century, some-
thing new has occurred in our time— relativi� actually ma�ers 
in daily life. On Earth, clocks tick slower than in emp� space far 
away �om gravi�. So, as clocks pull away �om Earth’s gravi�, 
they sp�d up or, more correctly, they appear to, which means 
that the satellites used for GPS coordinates have faster clocks 
than the ones down here. When you ask the GPS device in your 
car to locate where you are, the answer would be o�, if only by 
a li�le, unless the clocks on the GPS satellite were adjusted to 
match Earth time. (“A li�le” would be enough to mistake your 
location by several blocks, a disastrous error for a mapping and 
guidance system.)

Einstein’s visual images began his journey to the Special 
�eory of Relativi�, and for our purposes, that’s critically im-
portant. He himself was amazed when his purely mental work 
turned out to match how nature really works. But everything the 
theory predicted, including black holes and the slowing of time 
in the presence of large gravitational forces, has come true. Ein-
stein realized that time, space, ma�er, and energy were inter-
changeable. �is single idea deposed the normal world of the ¡ve 
senses with its claim that nothing we s�, hear, taste, touch, and 
smell is reliable.

You can do your own visualization to prove this fact to your-
self. S� yourself si�ing on a train moving down the tracks. You 
look out the window and notice that a second train is traveling 
beside you on a second, parallel track. �is second train isn’t 
moving forward, however, so according to your eyes, it must be 
standing still. But your eyes are lying, since in reali� your train 
and the second train are moving at the same sp�d relative to 
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the platform. Mentally, we all adjust to the lies our senses tell us. 
We adjust to the lie that the sun rises in the east and sets in the 
west. As a ¡re truck whizzes past, its siren rises in pitch as it ap-
proaches and decreases in pitch as it races o� into the distance. 
But mentally we know that the siren’s sound hasn’t changed. �e 
rising and falling was a lie told by our ears.

Each sense is equally unreliable. If you tell someone that you 
are about to stick their hand into a bucket of scalding water, but 
instead you plunge the hand into ice water, most people will cry 
out as if the water was hot. A mental expectation causes the sense 
of touch to deliver a false picture of reali�. So the relationship 
be��n what you think and what you s� works �o ways. Your 
mind can misinterpret what you s� or your eyes can tell your 
mind a false story. (We’re reminded of an incident that happened 
to an acquaintance. When he came home �om work, his wife 
told him that there was a huge spider in the bathtub and begged 
him to get rid of it. He marched upstairs and pulled the shower 
curtain back. From downstairs his wife heard him shriek when he 
saw what he thought was the world’s hugest spider. But in fact, it 
being April Fool’s Day, she had put a live lobster in the bathtub!)

If the mind can fool the senses and the senses can fool the 
mind, reali� becomes suddenly less substantial. How can we 
rely on an external “reali�” if it’s a�ected by how we are mov-
ing or what gravitational ¡eld we are immersed in? Einstein did 
more, perhaps, than anyone else before the advent of quantum 
mechanics to contribute to the queasy f�ling that nothing is as 
it s�ms. Take this quotation �om him about time: “I have real-
ized that the past and future are real illusions, that they exist in 
the present, which is what there is and all there is.” It’s hard to 
imagine a more radical statement, and Einstein himself was un-
comfortable with how unreliable our acceptance of the everyday 
world actually is— a�er all, to accept that the past and the future 
are illusions would disrupt a world that runs on the assumption 
that the passage of time is totally real.
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IS EVERYTHING RELATIVE?

�e year 2015 marked the hundredth anniversary of Einstein’s 
¡nal version of relativi�, known as the General �eory of Rela-
tivi�, and yet the most radical implications of it haven’t sunk in, 
not as it concerns what is real and what is illusion. We are all used 
to accepting relativi� in our everyday life, though we don’t use 
that label. When your toddler draws on the wall with crayons, 
throws food on the oor, or wets the bed, you are much more 
likely to be indulgent about his behavior than if your neighbor’s 
toddler comes to your house and does the same things. We are 
also used to the mind’s fooling us about what our senses are de-
tecting. Let’s say you are going to a par� and are told in advance 
that Mr. X, who will be there, is on trial for multiple burglaries in 
your area. At the par� Mr. X comes up to you and casually asks, 
“Where do you live?” �e sounds arriving in your brain through 
the mechanics of hearing will produce a very di�erent response 
than if someone else had asked the same question.

Einstein could s� in his mind’s eye that objects would not 
appear to travel at the same sp�d to someone riding a beam of 
light and to someone standing on another moving object. Since 
the sp�d of anything is measured by the time it takes to travel 
a certain distance, suddenly time and space had to be relative 
as well. Very soon Einstein’s chain of reasoning became compli-
cated— it took ten years, �om 1905 to 1915, for him to consult 
mathematicians in order to ¡nd the correct formulation of his 
theory. In the end, the General �eory of Relativi� was hailed as 
the greatest piece of science ever accomplished by a single mind. 
But it mustn’t be lost that Einstein cracked the code of space, 
time, ma�er, energy, and gravi� by using the experience of visual 
images.

Does this prove that you are creating your own personal real-
i� according to your own experiences? Of course. Every moment 
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of the day you relate to reali� through all kinds of ¡lters that are 
uniquely your own. A person you love is disliked by someone else. 
A color you ¡nd beautiful is ugly to another person. A job inter-
view that sends you into an immediate stress response poses no 
threat to a job applicant who happens to be more self- con¡dent. 
�e real question isn’t whether you are creating reali�— all of 
us are— but how d�ply your interventions go. Is there anything 
that is real “out there” independent of us?

Our answer is no. Everything known to be real, �om a 
subatomic particle to billions of galaxies, �om the big bang to 
the possible end of the universe, is keyed to observation and as 
such to human beings. If something is real beyond our experi-
ence, we’ll never know it. Let’s make clear that we aren’t taking 
a position that is nonscienti¡c or anti- science. While Einstein 
was s�ing images in his mind’s eye that would overturn time 
and space, other pion�rs in quantum physics were dismantling 
everyday reali� even more radically. Whereas the theories of 
relativi� were mostly the product of one person (with some help 
�om colleagues), quantum physics was developed collectively by 
many physicists in Europe. Solid objects were now s�n as energy 
clouds. �e atom was observed to be mostly emp� space (if a 
proton were the size of a grain of sand si�ing in the center of a 
domed football stadium, an electron would be orbiting it at the 
height of the ceiling).

One by one, the quantum revolution that exploded in Ein-
stein’s lifetime took away every reliable bit of the world “out 
there.” Intellectually, the consequences were devastating. �ere’s 
a famous aphorism, u�ered by astronomer and physicist Sir 
Arthur Eddington as he contemplated the peculiarities of the 
quantum domain: “Something unknown is doing we don’t know 
what.” �ese words are generally taken as a quip �om a bygone 
era. Eddington, who o�ered some of the ¡rst proof that the the-
ory of relativi� actually matched reali�, lived at a time before 
physics aimed its sights at a total explanation of the cosmos— a 
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�eory of Everything— which some believe is just around the 
corner.

But the quip (something Eddington had a knack for) should 
be taken seriously. Even a con¡dent mind like Stephen Haw-
king’s has more or less given up on a �eory of Everything, set-
tling for a patchwork of smaller theories that will serve to explain 
how local aspects of reali� work, not the whole. But can it really 
be true that reali� is so mysterious that all of us have b�n mis-
taken about it since we were born?

THE QUANTUM AND THE APPLECART

Relativi� was such a mind- bending theory that in the popular 
imagination, it s�med to go as far as physics could go. But this 
was far �om the case. �e story of what is real and what isn’t 
took an uncomfortable turn known as the quantum revolution. 
�is didn’t happen totally independently of Einstein’s work. A 
huge amount of knowledge is contained in E = mc2, which applies 
to phenomena as diverse as black holes and spli�ing atoms. Yet, 
in a sense, the most startling aspect of E = mc2 is the equal sign.

“Equal” means “the same as,” and in this case, energy is the 
same as ma�er, or mass is equivalent to energy. As far as the ¡ve 
senses are concerned, a sand dune, a eucalyptus tr�, and a loaf 
of bread (ma�er) are totally unlike a bolt of lightning, a rainbow, 
and the magnetism that moves a compass n�dle (energy). But 
Einstein’s formulation has b�n proved correct many times over. 
�e same cannot be said of the trouble that ensued �om it. By 
portraying nature as endlessly transformable, with ma�er pos-
sibly turning into energy, E = mc2, as in nuclear reactions, raised 
the question of how this behavior works.

It was realized, to the discomfort of anyone who trusts in 
the everyday world of sand dunes, tr�s, and rainbows, that the 
building blocks of nature, bits of energy or quanta, sometimes 
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behave like energy and sometimes like particles. �e most com-
mon example is light. When it acts like energy, light behaves 
like waves; these waves can be divided into wavelengths, which 
is why rainbows and prisms prove that the sun’s white light is 
actually an amalgam of many separate colors, each with its 
own signature wavelength. But light, when behaving like mat-
ter, travels in particles (photons) that are discrete packets of 
energy. In Latin, the word for “how much” is quantum, and this 
was the name chosen by physicist Max Planck, who originated 
the quantum revolution in December 1900 and won the Nobel 
Prize in 1918. �e term denotes the smallest amount or packet 
of energy.

If E = mc2 implies that nature could in principle be reduced 
to a simple equation— something Einstein believed until the end 
of his life— his breakthrough with relativi� was headed for a 
collision with quantum theory, whose equations are not com-
patible with General Relativi�. �is collision plagues physicists 
even today, and it caused a rupture in the story of what is real 
and what isn’t. �e di°cul� doesn’t sound earthshaking on the 
surface. It’s simply about big things versus small things. All the 
big things in the world, �om Newton’s apple to far- ung galax-
ies, behave as Einstein’s General �eory of Relativi� say they 
should. But the smallest things, the quanta, or subatomic par-
ticles, obey a separate set of rules, which turn out to be quite 
bizarre, or spoo�, to use Einstein’s term.

We’ll get into the details of this spoo� behavior soon, but for 
the moment, the big picture is what ma�ers. By the late 1920s, 
everyone agr�d that relativi� and quantum theory were incred-
ibly successful in their own right, and everyone also agr�d that 
the �o didn’t mesh. �e hot- bu�on issue was gravi� and its in-
credible nonlinear (curved) e�ects. Einstein had revolutionized 
gravi� by the use of visual images to pose new answers. Besides 
the image of a body in �� fall, mentioned above, here’s another. 
Einstein imagined a passenger standing in an elevator as it accel-
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erated upward in a building. �e passenger f�ls himself growing 
heavier, but since his perspective is con¡ned to the inside of the 
elevator, he has no way of knowing why he is ge�ing heavier. 
From his perspective, the cause could be a change in gravi� or 
the result of accelerated motion. Both explanations work; there-
fore, Einstein reasoned, gravi� doesn’t have a privileged place as 
a force.

Instead, it must be included in the constant transformation 
of nature, only in this case what’s changing isn’t ma�er into 
energy and back again. Gravi� changes �om a constant force 
to the curvature of space and time, which varies �om place to 
place. Imagine that you are walking across a at expanse of 
snow on a winter day. Suddenly you slip and fall into a drain-
age ditch concealed under the snow. Quick as a wink, you slide 
down the curved side of the ditch. You would travel faster than 
on the at snow, and your weight increases, as you’d discover 
when you came to a crashing bump at the bo�om of the ditch. In 
the same way, space is curved around big objects like stars and 
planets. When light, traveling in a straight line, comes near such 
an object, Einstein theorized that gravi�, through the curvature 
of space, would cause the light’s path to bend. (�e proof of his 
prediction in 1919 was tremendously exciting— we’ll discuss it in 
a later chapter.)

In one stroke Einstein turned gravi� �om a force into a 
fact of space- time geometry. But on the quantum side of the 
enterprise, physicists still continue to refer to gravi� as one of 
the four fundamental forces in nature. �e other thr� forces— 
electromagnetism and the strong and weak nuclear forces— have 
b�n observed to behave like light, sometimes being wave- like, 
sometimes particle- like. But for decades no one could ¡nd gravi-
tational waves or the gravi� particle (already named the gravi-
ton). �erefore, the con¡rmation of gravitational waves in late 
2015 was tremendously exciting news.

Einstein’s General �eory of Relativi� had predicted such 
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waves, amazingly enough, although no one at the time had any 
inkling of how they could be detected. Even with highly sophisti-
cated modern technology, detecting gravitational waves s�med 
impossible because of their weakness. In simplest form, we can 
envision the big bang sending ripples through the fabric of space 
13.7 billion years ago, and yet a�empts to detect these waves al-
ways ran into problems. Background radiation causes interfer-
ence, for one thing, which meant that pinpointing a gravitational 
wave would be roughly like dropping a pebble into a stormy sea 
and trying to single out the disturbance only it made.

�en a project named Laser Interferometer Gravitational- 
Wave Observatory (LIGO) was funded with the ambitious goal 
of building gigantic 2 kilometer measuring devices calibrated to 
within 1/1000 of the radius of the nucleus of an atom in order to 
capture the signals of gravitational waves �om cosmic sources, 
which didn’t have to be the big bang. Gravitational ripples could 
be caused, theoretically, by immense cataclysms in outer space.

A few days a�er LIGO went into operation, in September 
2015, by coincidence the gravitational waves given o� by the col-
lision of �o black holes 1.3 billion years ago passed through the 
Earth and were picked up. Such an event sends ripples through 
space- time traveling at the sp�d of light. �e success of LIGO 
marks the beginning of a new way to measure the universe, be-
cause gravitational waves can pass through stars, revealing their 
core, which is hidden �om sight. �ey may lead cosmologists 
back to the very early universe, providing new insights, such as 
the formation of black holes.

But in other ways gravitational waves are irrelevant to the 
larger situation that modern science ¡nds itself in. �ey serve 
as a distraction �om the unsolved mysteries that could actu-
ally shi� the paradigm regarding how we s� reali�. For one 
thing, the con¡rmation of gravitational waves wasn’t a surprise 
or breakthrough in terms of understanding the universe. �ey 
ful¡lled a prediction that was almost a century old, and most 
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physicists fully expected them to exist. �e cosmos didn’t gain a 
new phenomenon.

Most physicists will acknowledge that there is still a ri� in 
the story of reali�. As it happens, this ri� leads to a remark-
able possibili�. Our minds, including the stream of everyday 
thoughts that run through our heads, might be inuencing real-
i� “out there.” �is could be why small things don’t behave the 
way big things do. For example, visualize a lemon in your mind’s 
eye. S� its nubbly yellow surface and oily rind. Now s� a knife 
cu�ing the lemon in half. Tiny droplets of lemon juice spritz out 
as the knife cuts through the lemon’s pale esh.

As you did this visualization, did you ¡nd yourself salivat-
ing? �at’s the predictable reaction, because simply s�ing the 
mental image of a lemon creates the same physical response as 
an actual lemon. �is is an example of an event “in here” caus-
ing an event “out there.” �e molecules that send a message 
�om the brain to the salivary glands are no di�erent �om the 
molecules “out there” in lemons and rocks and tr�s. �e body, 
a�er all, holds the same status as a physical object. We pull sim-
ilar feats of mind over ma�er constantly. Every thought requires 
a physical change in the brain, all the way down to the activi� 
of our genes. Microvolts of electrici� ¡re along billions of neu-
rons while chemical reactions take place across the synapses (or 
gaps) that separate brain cells. And the pa�ern of these events 
isn’t automatic; it shi�s according to how you experience the 
world.

Mind over ma�er upsets the applecart of physics through 
this discovery, that the act of observation— mere looking— isn’t 
passive. If you look around the room you’re si�ing in at this mo-
ment, the things you observe— walls, furniture, light ¡xtures, 
books— don’t get altered. Your gaze s�ms completely passive. 
But as far as what’s going on “in here,” no gaze is passive. You are 
altering the activi� in your brain’s visual cortex as your eye falls 
upon di�erent objects. If you happen to s� a mouse in the cor-
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ner, a riot of activi� may be set o� in your brain. What we take 
for granted, however, is that s�ing things is passive “out there.” 
�is is where the theory of quantum mechanics caused an upset.

If you move �om big things to small things, observing pho-
tons, electrons, and other subatomic particles creates a myste-
rious phenomenon known as the observer e�ect. We already 
mentioned that photons and other elementary particles have a 
wave- like aspect and a particle- like aspect, but they can’t have 
both at the same time. According to quantum theory, as long as 
a photon or electron isn’t being observed, it acts like a wave. One 
feature of waves is that they spread out in all directions; there is 
no pinpoint location for a photon when it is in its wave- like state. 
Yet, as soon as the photon or electron is observed, it behaves like 
a particle, displaying a speci¡c location along with other features 
like charge and momentum.

We will leave until later the speci¡cs of complementari� and 
the uncertain� principle, �o formulations that are critical for 
quantum behavior. �e thing to concentrate on for now is the 
possibili� that very tiny things “out there” can be altered simply 
through looking, which is a mental act. Common sense ¡nds this 
hard to accept, because we’re so used to assuming that gazing 
is a passive act. Go back to the mouse in the corner. When you 
happen to s� a mouse, it o�en ��zes and then quickly scurries 
away in an a�empt to survive potential a�ack. Your gaze caused 
this reaction for the simple reason that the mouse sensed you 
looking at it. Can a photon or electron sense a scientist looking 
at it?

�e very question sounds preposterous to scientists who 
maintain, as the vast majori� do, that mind isn’t present in na-
ture, at least not until a series of happy accidents caused human 
life to evolve on earth. Nature is both random and mindless, ac-
cording to a scienti¡c credo assumed for centuries to be true. 
So how could a prominent contemporary physicist like Fr�man 
Dyson say the following?
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Atoms in the laboratory are weird stu�, behaving like active 
agents rather than inert substances. 	ey make unpredict-
able choices be��n alternative possibilities according to the 
laws of quantum mechanics. It appears that mind, � mani-
fested by the capaci� to make choices, � to some extent in-
herent in every atom.

Dyson’s statement is daring on �o counts. He is claiming 
that atoms make choices, which is a sign of mind. He is also saying 
that the universe itself exhibits mind. In one stroke this bridges 
how big things and small things behave. Instead of atoms behav-
ing totally di�erently �om clouds, tr�s, elephants, and planets, 
they only appear di�erent. If you look at dust motes dancing in 
a beam of sunlight, their motion appears totally random, which 
is how the physics of bodies in motion would describe them. But 
another visualization helps to make the situation clearer.

S� yourself perched on the observation deck of the Empire 
State Building with a physicist next to you. You are both gazing 
down at the str�t below. At each corner some cars turn le� and 
others right. Is this a random pa�ern? Yes, the physicist replies. 
A statistical array can be charted to show that over a period of 
time, just as many cars turn right as le�. In addition, no one can 
reliably predict if the next car coming to a corner will turn right 
or le�— the odds are 50/50. But you know that this is a case 
where appearances are deceiving. Every driver inside those cars 
has a reason for turning right or le�; therefore, not a single turn 
is random at all. You just have to know the di�erence be��n 
choice and chance.

In science, the notion of chance is so dominant that mention-
ing the possibili� of choice, as it pertains to physical objects, 
verges on the absurd. Consider our own planet: all the elements 
that are as heavy as iron or heavier— including many common 
metals and radioactive elements like uranium and plutonium— 
originated in the explosion of giant stars known as supernovas.
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Without such explosions, even the incredible heat inside 
a regular star like our sun isn’t enough to bond atoms into the 
heavier elements. Once a supernova explodes, these heavy ele-
ments become interstellar dust. �e dust gathers into clouds, and 
in the case of our solar system, these clouds eventually coalesced 
into planets. �e molten core of Earth is made of iron, but there 
are currents inside it that carry some of the iron close to the 
planet’s surface. A bit of iron even leaches into the oceans and 
the upper layers of soil. From it, you got the iron that makes your 
blood red and allows you to breathe by picking up oxygen �om 
the air.

Even though the oating dust motes in a beam of sunlight are 
exactly like the star dust that randomly oats among the galax-
ies, the fate of some star dust was unique. Some dust turned into 
a vital aspect of life on Earth. You, a human creature, act with 
purpose, meaning, direction, and intention— the very opposite 
of randomness. How did something random become something 
nonrandom? How did meaningless dust produce the human 
body, which is your vehicle for pursuing everything meaningful 
in our lives? �e answer, if Fr�man Dyson is right, is mind. If 
mind links li�le things and big things, then dividing the universe 
into random events and nonrandom events misses the point. �e 
point is that mind may be everywhere, and our lives happen to 
reect this fact.

A POET FINDS AN ESCAPE ROUTE

Because Einstein is almost the symbol of a staggeringly great 
mind, most people don’t realize that a�er the great triumph of 
General Relativi�, which took place when he was just in his 
mid- thirties, Einstein bet on the wrong side of modern phys-
ics, because he couldn’t accept its conclusions. When he fa-
mously said that he didn’t believe that God played dice with the 
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universe,  Einstein was stating his opposition to the uncertain� 
and randomness of quantum behavior. He placed his lifelong 
faith on a uni¡ed creation that operated without ri�s, tears, and 
separations.

�e notion that there is one reali� and not �o was some-
thing Einstein strove to prove until his death in 1955, but this 
quest was so far �om the mainstream of physics that he was con-
sidered an incidental thinker a�er the 1930s— in their �anker 
moments, even his greatest admirers shook their heads over such 
a great mind spending decades chasing a will- o’- the- wisp. But on 
one occasion he was given a clue about how to escape the trap 
posed by relativi� and quantum mechanics. �e escape route 
wasn’t scienti¡c, however, but came �om a poet.

On July 14, 1930, reporters �om around the world gathered 
outside Einstein’s house in Caputh, a village outlying Berlin fa-
vored by the well- to- do as an escape �om the hustle and bustle 
of the ci�. �e occasion was a visit by Rabindranath Tagore, 
a great Indian poet then at the height of his fame. Born to a 
prominent Bengali family in 1861, almost �en� years before 
Einstein, Tagore had leapt into the Western imagination by 
winning the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1913. He was also 
a philosopher and musician, someone the West viewed as an 
embodiment of Indian spiritual traditions. �e purpose of 
Tagore’s visit with “the world’s greatest scientist,” as Einstein 
was popularly— and probably rightly— known, was to discuss 
the nature of reali�.

As science raised serious doubts about the religious world-
view, readers felt that Tagore enjoyed an uncanny and very 
personal connection with a higher world. Reading even a few 
snippets of his writings creates the same impression today.

I f�l th� pang inside – 
Is it my soul trying to break out,
Or the world’s soul trying to break in?
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My mind trembles with the shimmering leaves.
My heart sings with the touch of sunlight.
My life � glad to be �oating with all things
Into the blue of space and the dark of time.

On that July day, as their conversation was recorded for pos-
teri�, Einstein was more than politely curious about Tagore’s 
worldview— he recognized the appeal of an alternative reali�.

Einstein asked the ¡rst question. “Do you believe in the Di-
vine as isolated �om the world?”

Tagore’s reply, delivered in owery Indian English, was a 
surprise. “Not isolated. �e in¡nite personali� of man compre-
hends the universe. �ere cannot be anything that cannot be 
subsumed by the human personali� . . . the truth of the Universe 
is human truth.”

Tagore then set out a theme that blended science and mysti-
cism in a metaphor. “Ma�er is composed of protons and elec-
trons, with gaps be��n them, but ma�er may s�m to be solid 
without the links in spaces which uniº the individual electrons 
and protons . . . �e entire universe is linked up with us, as indi-
viduals, in a similar manner— it is a human universe.”

In a simple phrase— the human universe— Tagore had posed 
the ultimate challenge to materialism. He had also undermined 
the cherished belief in a divine universe. Materialism would place 
human beings as an accidental creation that occurred on a speck 
of a planet awash in billions of galaxies. Religion, in its most lit-
eral interpretation, would place God’s mind in¡nitely beyond the 
human mind. Tagore believed neither of these things, and Ein-
stein immediately became engaged, as the transcript shows.

EINSTEIN: �ere are �o di�erent conceptions about the 
nature of the universe— the world as a uni� dependent 
on humani�, and the world as a reali� independent of the 
human factor.
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Tagore renounced this either/or proposition.

TAGORE: When our universe is in harmony with man the 
eternal, we know it as truth, we feel it as beauty.
EINSTEIN: �is is the purely human conception of the 
universe.
TAGORE: �ere can be no other conception.

He wasn’t spouting poetic fancy, or even mystical 
dogma. Tagore— owing robes and sage’s long white beard 
no�ithstanding— for seven� years had b�n coming to terms 
with the scienti¡c view of reali�, and he felt that he could coun-
ter it with something d�per and closer to the truth.

TAGORE: �is world is a human world . . . the world apart 
�om us does not exist. It is a relative world, depending for 
its reali� upon our consciousness.

No doubt Einstein understood the implications of Tagore’s 
“human universe,” and he didn’t ridicule it or a�empt to under-
mine it. But he couldn’t accept it, either. �e most pointed ex-
change immediately followed.

EINSTEIN: Truth, then, or beauty is not independent of 
man?
TAGORE: No.
EINSTEIN: If there would be no human beings anymore, the 
Apollo Belvedere [a famous classical statute in the Vatican] 
would no longer be beautiful.
TAGORE: No!
EINSTEIN: I agr� with regard to this conception of beau�, 
but not with regard to truth.
TAGORE: Why not? Truth is realized through man.
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EINSTEIN: I cannot prove that my conception is right, but 
that is my religion.

It was astonishingly modest for Einstein to say that he 
couldn’t prove that truth is independent of human beings, which 
is of course the cornerstone of objective science. Human beings 
don’t have to exist for water to be H2O or for gravi� to a�ract in-
terstellar dust and form stars. By using the tactful word religion,
Einstein said, in e�ect, “I have faith that the objective world is 
real, even though I can’t prove it.”

�is once- famous m�ting be��n �o great minds is now 
largely forgo�en. But in a startling way it was prophetic, because 
the possibili� of a human universe, one that depends upon us for 
its very existence, now looms large. �e most fantastic of possi-
bilities, that we are the creators of reali�, is no longer fantastic. 
A�er all, belief and disbelief are human creations, too.
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Designing	  Your	  Life	  
How	  to	  Build	  a	  Well-‐‑Lived,	  Joyful	  Life	  
By	  Bill	  Burnett	  and	  Dave	  Evans	  

Designers imagine things that don’t yet exist, and then they build them, and then the world 
changes. You can do this in your own life. You can imagine a career and a life that don’t 
exist; you can build that future you, and as a result your life will change. If your life is 
pretty perfect as is, life design can still help you make it an even better version of the life 
you currently love living. 

When you think like a designer, when you are willing to ask the questions, when you realize 
that life is always about designing something that has never existed before, then your life 
can sparkle in a way that you could never have imagined. That is, if you like sparkles. It’s 
your design, after all.

What Do We Know? 

In Stanford’s Design Program, we have taught more than a thousand students design 
thinking and how to design their lives. And we’ll let you in on a secret—no one has ever 
failed our class. In fact, it’s impossible to flunk. We have more than sixty years of combined 
teaching experience, and we have taught this approach to high school students, college 
students, graduate students, Ph.D. students, twenty-somethings, mid-career executives, 
and retirees wanting an “encore” career.

As teachers, we have always guaranteed our students “office hours for life.” This means that 
if you take a class from us we are there for you, forever. Period. We’ve had students come 
back to us over the years since they’ve graduated, and they’ve told us how the tools, ideas, 
and mind-sets that we teach have made a difference for them. We’re quite hopeful—and, 
frankly, pretty confident— that these ideas can make a difference for you, too.

But don’t take our word for it. Stanford is a very rigorous place. Though anecdotes are nice, 
they don’t count for much in academia. To speak authoritatively, you need data. Our class is 
one of the few design thinking classes that have been scientifically studied and have proved 
to make a difference for students on a number of important measures. Two doctoral 
students did their dissertations on the course, and what they found was pretty exciting.2 
They found that those who took our class were better able to conceive of and pursue a 
career they really wanted; they had fewer dysfunctional beliefs (those pesky ideas that hold 
you back and that just aren’t true) and an increased ability to generate new ideas for their 
life design (increasing their ideation capability). All of these measures were “statistically 
significant,” which, in nongeek-speak, means that the ideas and exercises we lay out in our 
course and are going to walk you through in this book have been proven effective; they can 
help you to figure out what you want and show you how to get it. 

But let’s be perfectly clear right from the start. Science or no science, this is all highly 
personal stuff. We can give you some tools, some ideas, some exercises, but we can’t figure 
it all out for you. We can’t give you your insights, change your perspective, and provide you 
with nonstop “aha” moments, all in ten easy steps. What we can tell you is that if you 
actually use the tools and do the life design exercises, you will generate the insights you 



need to have. Because here’s the big truth: there are many versions of you, and they are all 
“right.” And life design will help you live into whatever version of you is now playing at the 
Cineplex. Remember, there are no wrong answers, and we’re not grading you. We will 
suggest you do some exercises in this book, but there are no answers in the back to tell you 
how you did. We’ve added a recap of the exercises at the end of each chapter that has 
them—a Try Stuff box—because we suggest that you, well, try stuff. That’s what designers 
do. We’re not measuring you against anyone, and you shouldn’t measure yourself against 
anyone, either. We’re here to co-create with you. Think of us as part of your own personal 
design team. 
 
In fact, we suggest you go out and get a design team right off the bat—a group of people 
who will read the book with you and do the exercises alongside you, a collaborative team in 
which you support one another in your pursuit of a well-designed life. We’ll talk about this 
more later in the book, and by all means you should feel free to read it on your own first. 
Many people think that designers are lone geniuses, working in solitude and waiting for a 
flash of inspiration to show them the solution to their design problem. Nothing could be 
further from the truth. There may be some problems, such as the design of a stool or a new 
set of children’s blocks, that are simple enough to be tackled by an individual, but in today’s 
highly technical world, almost every problem requires a design team. Design thinking takes 
this idea even further and suggests that the best results come from radical collaboration. 
Radical collaboration works on the principle that people with very different backgrounds will 
bring their idiosyncratic technical and human experiences to the team. This increases the 
chance that the team will have empathy for those who will use what they are designing, and 
that the collision of different backgrounds will generate truly unique solutions. 
 
This is proved over and over again in d. school classes at Stanford, where graduate students 
create teams of business, law, engineering, education, and medical students that come up 
with breakthrough innovations all the time. The glue that holds these teams together is 
design thinking, the human-centered approach to design that takes advantage of their 
different backgrounds to spur collaboration and creativity. Typically, none of the students 
have any design background when they enroll in our classes, and all of the teams struggle 
at first to be productive. They have to learn the mind-sets of a designer—especially radical 
collaboration and being mindful of process. But once that happens, they discover that their 
abilities as a team far exceed what any individual can do, and their creative confidence 
explodes. Hundreds of successful student projects and innovative companies, such as D-Rev 
and Embrace,3 have come from this process, and are proof that collaboration is the way 
design gets done today. 
 
So be a genius at your life design; just don’t think you have to be one of those lone 
geniuses. 
 

 

Think Like a Designer 
 
Before you can do life design, you need to learn to think like a designer. We’ll explain a few 
simple ways to do this, but first you need to understand one really big point: Designers 
don’t think their way forward. Designers build their way forward. What does that mean? It 
means you are not just going to be dreaming up a lot of fun fantasies that have no 
relationship to the real world—or the real you. You are going to build things (we call them 
prototypes), try stuff, and have a lot of fun in the process. 
 

Want a career change? This book will help you make that change, but not by sitting around 
trying to decide what that change is going to be. We’re going to help you think like a 



designer and build your future, prototype by prototype. We’re going to help you approach 
your own life design challenges with the same kind of curiosity and the same kind of 
creativity that resulted in the invention of the printing press, the lightbulb, and the 
Internet.  
 
Our focus is mainly on jobs and careers, because, let’s face it, we spend most of the hours 
of our days, and the days of our lives, at work. Work can be a daily source of enormous joy 
and meaning, or it can be an endless grind and waste of hours spent trying to white-knuckle 
our way through the misery of it all until the weekend comes. A well-designed life is not a 
life of drudgery. You weren’t put on this earth to work eight hours a day at a job you hate 
until the time comes to die. 
 
That may sound a bit melodramatic, but many people tell us that this is a good description 
of their lives. And even those who are lucky enough to find a career they love often find that 
they are frustrated and have a hard time designing a life that is balanced. It’s time to start 
thinking differently—about everything. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Excerpted from Designing Your Life by Bill Burnett and Dave Evans Copyright © 2016 by Bill Burnett. Excerpted by 
permission of Knopf. All rights reserved. No part of this excerpt may be reproduced or reprinted without permission in 
writing from the publisher. 
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January

TI M E

Cram My Day with What I Love

One lives in the naïve notion that later there will be more room than in the 

entire past.

— Elias Canetti, The Human Province

In September, the start of the school year had 

inspired me to start a happiness project, and 

now in January, the new calendar year gave me 

a fresh burst of  resolution- keeping zeal. But 

along with keeping my monthly resolutions, 

I wanted to experiment with an additional 

strategy: to choose a single word or phrase 

as an overarching theme for the entire year. I 

lifted the idea from my sister,  Elizabeth— one year her theme was “Free 

Time,” another year was “Hot Wheels,” which was the year she bought 

a car and started driving. A friend does the same thing. One year, he 

chose “Dark,” one year, “Fame.”

I knew exactly which word to choose as my theme for the year: 

Bigger. As I fought the urge to simplify, to keep things small and 

˜  Control the cubicle in 

my pocket

˜  Guard my children’s 

free time

˜  Suffer for fifteen 

minutes

˜  Go on monthly 

adventures with Jamie
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manageable, “Bigger” would challenge me to think big, to tolerate 

complications and failure, to expect more from myself. I wanted to 

choose the bigger life.

When I posted on my blog about my  one- word theme, readers added 

their own  thought- provoking choices. Renewal. Habit. Play. Healthy. 

Action. Possibility. Believe. Move. Enough. Details. Serve. Generous. 

Upgrade. Boundaries. Love. Finish. Answers. Adventure. Forbearance. 

Create. Dive. Reach. Open. Slower. Flair. As I scrolled through the 

responses, I noticed that Elizabeth had posted on my  blog— I always 

got a big kick out of seeing her name in the  comments— and she chose 

“Smaller”! The opposite of a profound truth is also true.

Bigger was my theme for the new year.

And back within the familiar, monthly frame of my happiness proj-

ect for January, as I faced the fresh unbroken snow of the new year, I 

wanted to think about time. A feeling of control is a very important 

aspect of happiness. People who feel in control of their lives, which is 

powerfully bolstered by feeling in control of time, are more likely to 

feel happy.

I’d loved the unhurriedness of Kansas City. Our days were full of 

activities, but without any sense of urgency. I  didn’t have to race around 

doing ten things at once; I  didn’t have to press the girls (or myself ) to 

finish their breakfasts or to put on their coats in a rush; I set my own 

pace; I actually completed whatever I set out to do on a particular day.

In January, I wanted to cultivate this atmosphere of unhurriedness 

at home. I wanted plenty of time to get to where I needed to go, to do 

the things that I wanted to do, with little time wasted on unsatisfying 

activities. “I love a broad margin to my life,” wrote Thoreau, and  that’s 

what I wanted to build. Below the energetic bustle on the surface of our 

lives, I wanted to cultivate an abiding sense of repose.

This  wasn’t easy for me; I was always trying to blast through 
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my  to- do items. For instance, on mornings when he went to work 

on the later side, Jamie would sometimes come into eleanor’s room 

as i was prodding her to get dressed and announce, “Okay, eno, i’m 

leaving for work now. Come give me a kiss.” This was hilarious to 

 eleanor— because he would be wearing nothing but his boxer shorts! 

Or he would be dressed in his suit, but with bare feet. i got annoyed 

with this familiar exchange, because it interrupted our march through 

the morning checklist, until i finally realized that we have plenty of 

time to get to school, and it’s nice to start the day with some goofiness. 

i stopped trying to hustle them along.

many aspects of my life contributed to my feeling of hurry. Time 

might seem to be a very separate issue from possessions, for example, 

but i’d noticed that after i tackled clutter, not only did our apartment 

seem more spacious and organized, i also felt less hurried, because i 

could find and stow things easily. Having more order in my cabinets 

and closets made me feel as though i had more time in my day. instead 

of scrabbling away at high shelves in search of a flashlight, or jamming 

the heating pad into some odd corner, i had a place for everything, 

with nothing superfluous in my way, which gave me a feeling of un-

hurriedness and mastery of the space around me.

i often felt as if i were  jumping— or being  dragged— from one task 

to another. Various devices rang, buzzed, or chimed in my direction, 

and while technology often interrupted me, those rackety devices 

weren’t the only things clamoring for my attention. Of everything, the 

disruption i found most harassing? When my daughters both talked to 

me at the same time.

When i felt hurried and distracted, i behaved worse. i nagged Jamie 

and my daughters more, because i wanted to cross things off my list. i 

became too preoccupied to notice the ordinary pleasures of my day: the 

colors of the fruit outside Likitsakos market around the corner from my 

• 131 •

January: Time



apartment; the nice smell outside the florist’s shop; Eliza’s funny stories 

about what happened in the lunchroom. I spoke more harshly because 

I was impatient. I was more likely to be rude to people on the street 

or in  stores— which, it turns out, is true of most people. Psychologist 

Robert Levine calculated the “pace of life” in many American cities by 

considering factors such as walking speed, bank teller speed, and speed 

of speech, and he found that the more hurried the pace of life, the less 

helpful people were apt to be: They were less likely to perform courte-

sies such as returning a pen that a researcher “accidentally” dropped or 

giving change for a quarter. New York City ranked as the third fastest 

city (after Boston and Buffalo) and the least helpful. But as rushed as I 

felt, I could take the time for courtesy.

Feeling hurried came in at least three flavors for me: treadmill hurry, 

to- do- list hurry, and  put- out- the- fires hurry. With treadmill hurry, I felt that 

I  couldn’t turn myself off for fear I’d never catch up: I  couldn’t stop 

checking my email over the weekend or take a  week’s vacation from 

writing. With  to- do- list hurry, I felt I had to race around and accomplish 

too many things in too little time. With  put- out- the- fires hurry, I felt that 

I was spending all my time dealing with urgent things, instead of doing 

the things most important to me.

I  didn’t want to slow down but, rather, to change the experience 

of the pace of my life. “Speed is not part of the true Way of strategy,” 

legendary swordsman Miyamoto Musashi observed in A Book of Five 

Rings. “Speed implies that things seem fast or slow. . . . Of course, 

slowness is bad. Really skillful people never get out of time, and are 

always deliberate, and never appear busy.” I wanted a pace of life that 

was  deliberate— that felt neither fast nor slow.

Instead, time seemed to be passing so quickly. Where had autumn 

gone? New York City was getting record amounts of snow, but I  couldn’t 

shake the feeling that winter  hadn’t really started. My  sixth- grade year 
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seemed to last forever, yet the first semester of eliza’s  sixth- grade year 

had passed in a flash.

i’m not the only one to feel this effect; as we get older, time seems 

to pass more quickly. As poet Robert Southey explained: “Live as long 

as you may, the first twenty years are the longest half of your life. They 

appear so while they are passing; they seem to have been so when we 

look back on them; and they take up more room in our memory than 

all the years that succeed them.” Research supports Southey’s observa-

tion. According to work done in the 1970s by Robert Lemlich, people 

who live to be eighty years old have passed through 71 percent of the 

subjective experience of the passage of time by the time they’re forty; 

the years between ages sixty and eighty feel like just 13 percent of life.

Also, i suffered from the persistent delusion that once i got through 

the next three or four months, things would slow down. “i’ll have 

more time during the  holidays— or after the  holidays— or once the 

summer’s here,” i’d promised myself, over and over. But things never 

slowed down. if i wanted a feeling of unhurriedness, i would have to 

create it now.

in January, i wanted to lengthen time, to make it more rich and 

vivid. But how? When an experience is new or challenging, and we 

must absorb more information, time seems to pass more slowly; when 

one day blurs indistinguishably from the last, the months evaporate. So 

i could slow time by making a radical change in my life: move to a new 

city or, even better, a new country, or switch careers, or have a baby. 

But i  didn’t want to make a radical change. i’d have to find other ways.

This month i also wanted to make sure that my time reflected my 

values. Too often, i reacted to other people and circumstances instead 

of setting my own priorities. (elizabeth often quoted the line “Your 

lack of planning is not my emergency.”)

“The thing is,” a friend said, “i don’t have any free time. i need to 
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spend time with my kids, and I have things to get done at home. But I’m 

at work all day, and I bring work home. There’s just not enough time!”

“I know,” I said, nodding. “Sometimes I’m so overwhelmed with all 

the things I can’t possibly accomplish that I get paralyzed, and end up 

leafing through some magazine I’ve already read, because I can’t figure 

out where to start.”

“So  what’s the solution?” she asked. “I can’t do all the things I want 

to do. I just don’t have enough time.”

I’d often said similar things to  myself— but no more. For January, I 

decided to stop making the excuse “I don’t have time to do that.” I do 

have time, if I make time for the things that are important to me.

Among my most fundamental uses of time: sleep and exercise. If 

I want to feel cheerful, energetic, and mentally sharp, I have to get 

enough  sleep— even if that means leaving emails unread or putting 

down a book in  mid- chapter. Sleep deprivation affects the memory, 

causes irritability, depresses the immune system, and may even con-

tribute to weight gain, and a couple’s sleep quality affects the quality of 

their relationship. Although chronically  sleep- deprived people believe 

they’re functioning fine, their mental acuity is actually quite impaired, 

and while many people claim they need only five or six hours of sleep, 

just 1 to 3 percent of the population thrives on so little sleep. These true 

“short sleepers” stay up late and get up very early, and they don’t rely 

on naps, caffeine, or weekend sleep binges. (I have no illusions of being 

a short sleeper; I’m definitely a long sleeper.) Similarly, exercise is ter-

rifically important for good health, plus I knew that I felt happier— at 

once more calm and more  energetic— when I went to the gym regu-

larly. Also, living in New York City, I do a fair amount of walking in 

my average day (I clock a mile just making the  round- trip walk to the 

girls’ school). I never push myself to exercise hard, but just to exercise 

at all. Many years ago, my father, a dedicated exerciser, helped convert 
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me from my previous  couch- potato ways by reassuring me, “All you 

have to do is put on your running shoes and shut the front door behind 

you.” Whatever new resolutions i might make for the month, sleep and 

exercise would remain unshakable priorities.

For January’s resolutions, first, i vowed to “Control the cubicle in 

my pocket,” to gain better control of my time. Also, as a parent, i had 

great influence not only over my own use of time but also my chil-

dren’s time, and after a lengthy internal debate, i stuck to a different 

 time- related resolution, to “Guard my children’s free time.” Because 

i knew i’d be happier if i made time to tackle the chores i dreaded, i 

vowed to “Suffer for fifteen minutes” each day on a  long- postponed 

task; this would be an unenjoyable resolution, but after all, happiness 

 doesn’t always make me feel happy. At the same time, i wanted to find 

more time to have fun with Jamie, so i’d ask him to “Go on monthly 

adventures” together.

Control the CubiCle in my poCket

managing time is a pervasive, widespread struggle. Like many people, 

i walk around with a cubicle in my  pocket— a relentless call to work. 

A lawyer friend told me, “i quit the Work/Life Balance Committee at 

my firm. When they asked me why, i said, ‘my work/life balance re-

quires that i go to fewer meetings.’ They were not amused.” i’ve heard 

dozens of suggestions about how to get better control of my time, but i 

 didn’t want to weigh the merits of multitasking, or organize my emails 

according to priority, or download an app to get better organized. i 

needed to think bigger. (Bigger!)

i always have the feeling that i should be working. i always feel pressed 

for time, as if someone were shoving a pistol in my back and muttering 
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“Move, move, move!” I should start that new chapter. I should work through 

my notes on that book. I should look up that reference. I’m lucky: I love all this 

work, and I look forward to working. But my feeling that I should be 

working, or my choice to work instead of doing other things that are also 

important, sometimes interferes with my  long- term happiness.

Because I feel this perpetual pull toward my desk, there has always 

been a tension between my work and other parts of my life, but tech-

nology has greatly exacerbated it, for two reasons.

First, technology allows me to work anywhere. When I was clerk-

ing, by contrast, leaving the office meant leaving work behind; Justice 

O’Connor certainly never called me at home. Nowadays, writing is 

something— usually for better, but sometimes for worse— that I can 

do anyplace, so being “at home”  doesn’t provide the same feeling of 

contrast or refuge. It’s wonderful to have a schedule free from time- 

wasting meetings or a long commute (commuting, highly correlated 

with stress and social isolation, is a major source of unhappiness), and 

I love working, and I love being able to wear yoga pants practically 

every day of my life, but on the other hand, my laptop travels every-

where with me. As Frank Lloyd Wright said, “Where I am, there my 

office is: my office me.”  Twenty- four hours a day. Seven days a week. 

Including holidays.

Also, technology has created new kinds of work that seem to de-

mand constant, immediate attention. I should answer my emails. I should 

look at that link. I should check Facebook and Twitter. When I interviewed 

personal finance expert Manisha Thakor, she gruesomely observed, 

“The Internet is both my lifeline and the plastic bag over my head.” 

 What’s more, these kinds of online tasks give me an easy way to be 

 fake- productive. One of my Secrets of Adulthood: Working is one of 

the most dangerous forms of procrastination.

“I’m so distracted all the time,” a friend declared. “My attention 
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jumps from my kids to office politics to the news. i’m not giving my 

real attention to anything. i can never do any real thinking.”

“i don’t feel distracted, i feel hunted,” another friend protested. 

“There’s always something to read or answer. Ten years ago, my co-

workers  didn’t call me on the weekends, so why do we email back and 

forth at ten p.m. on Saturday nights?”

Different people use different solutions to control the cubicle in 

their pockets. i loved one friend’s strategy: the footer of her emails 

reads, “Please note: This  in- box does not appreciate long emails.” Some 

people, whether religious or not, observe a technology Sabbath. “No 

email, no calls, no checking the internet. i don’t even read nonfiction,” a 

writer friend told me. “Novels only.” One friend has two BlackBerrys: 

one for work emails, one for personal emails. “i just  couldn’t manage 

it, when all the emails came together,” she explained. Another  doesn’t 

read email or answer the phone for the first two hours of the day, so he 

can use that time to work on his priority items. Another friend man-

aged to stay off email during a  week’s vacation by not allowing herself 

to recharge her cell phone.

One friend told me he  didn’t answer email on the weekend. “But on 

monday morning, how do you face the huge buildup you’ve accumu-

lated?” i asked. “i check my email constantly, just to stay on top of it.” 

(That’s treadmill hurry.) One study reported that the average American 

employee spends 107 minutes on email each day, but i often clocked 

much more than that.

“Actually,” he confided, “i do read and answer email, but my 

emails don’t get sent out until monday morning. That way, i enforce 

the expectation that i won’t be answering email, and i don’t get into 

 back- and- forth exchanges over the weekend.”

“But that means you’re still answering emails on the weekend,” i 

pointed out.
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“True, but I don’t really mind. This way, I keep the volume lower 

and answer only at a convenient time.”

Technology is a good servant but a bad master, and technology can 

be used to restrain technology. Some people use computer programs 

to block their Internet access during certain periods, so they have to 

reboot to get online. A friend working frantically to meet a writing 

deadline set her email’s automatic reply to read, “If this is an urgent 

matter, please contact my husband at ————.” She figured, rightly, 

that for a real emergency, people would contact her husband, but that 

they’d think hard before they did.

But I knew I  shouldn’t really blame technology. The real problem 

 wasn’t the switch on my computer, but the switch inside my mind. To 

be more focused, I came up with eight rules for controlling the cubicle 

in my pocket:

 • When I’m with my family, I put away my phone, iPad, and lap-

top. Often, I’m tempted to check email not because I expect any urgent 

message, but because I’m a bit  bored— standing around in the gro-

cery store while Eliza takes forever to choose the snack to take to the 

school party, or watching Eleanor finish, with maddening precision, 

the twenty flowers she draws at the bottom of every picture. If these 

devices are around, it’s hard for me to resist them, yet nothing is more 

poignant than seeing a child sit ignored beside a parent who is gazing 

into a screen. (I still get distracted by newspapers, magazines, books, 

and the mail, but this rule helps.)

 • I don’t check my email or talk on the phone when I’m traveling 

from one place to another, whether by foot, bus, subway, or taxi. I used 

to press myself to use that time efficiently, but then I realized that many 

of my most important ideas have come to me in these loose moments. 

As Virginia Woolf noted in her diary, “My mind works in idleness. To 
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do nothing is often my most profitable way.” (Along the same lines, a 

friend met her husband when they sat across from each other on a bus. 

if they’d been busy with their devices, they never would have spoken.)

 • Whenever i work at home, i get pulled online to tackle various 

tasks, so to do the intellectually demanding work of writing, i leave my 

home office and my three beloved computer monitors to work at the 

wonderful old library  that’s just a block from my apartment. instead 

of trying to resist the siren call of email, Facebook, Twitter, my blog, 

and the phone, i put them out of  reach— another way to “Abandon 

my  self- control.” Also, the atmosphere of a library helps me to think. 

When i want to take a break, instead of heading to the kitchen for a 

snack, i wander among the many floors of books.

 • i don’t check email at bedtime. i love ending the day with an emp-

tier  in- box, but the stimulation of reading emails wakes me right up, 

and as a consequence, i often have trouble falling asleep. Unless some-

one is crying, throwing up, or smells smoke, sleep is my first priority.

 • i mute my cell phone. Someone coined the term “fauxcellarm” 

to describe the jumpy feeling you get when you imagine that your cell 

phone is ringing.

 • if possible, i do my heavy writing in the morning. i  wasn’t sur-

prised to learn that most people work at peak efficiency a few hours 

after they wake up, for a period of about four hours. According to 

that research, my prime work hours would stretch from 9 a.m. to  

1  p.m.— which is exactly right. However . . .

 • in violation of the advice of most efficiency experts, who argue 

that people should work first on their own priorities, i start my day by 

tackling my email. For a while, i tried to do original writing in the 

hour between 6 and 7 a.m., when i work at my desk before my family 

is awake, but i found that i  couldn’t concentrate until i’d read through 

my  in- box.

• 139 •

January: Time



 • I embrace the fact that I do a lot of connecting with friends 

and acquaintances through technology. Although nothing replaces 

 face- to- face meetings, it’s better to use those tools than not to connect 

at all.

These steps helped me feel calmer and more focused, but I won-

dered whether they were making me less productive. I was reassured, 

therefore, to see research showing that when people were interrupted 

to respond to email or IM, they needed about fifteen minutes to resume 

a serious mental task. Maintaining a single focus would actually help 

me work more efficiently.

Of course, I was extremely fortunate to have such flexible work. In 

fact, one of my gratitude exercises was to remind myself how much I 

loved my work, every time I sat down at the computer. Compared to 

many people, I had enormous control over my time; but that  wouldn’t 

do me any good if I  didn’t use that flexibility to give my life the shape 

I wanted.

In September, when I’d thought about my possessions, I’d realized 

that I  shouldn’t focus on having less or having more, but on loving what 

I had; with time, I thought, I  shouldn’t focus on doing less or doing more, 

but doing what I valued. Instead of pursuing the impossible goal of “bal-

ance,” I sought to cram my days with the activities I loved—which 

also meant making time for rereading, playing, taking notes without a 

purpose, and wandering. I always had the uncomfortable feeling that if 

I wasn’t sitting in front of a computer typing, I was wasting my time—

but I pushed myself to take a wider view of what was “productive.” 

Time spent with my family and friends was never wasted. My office 

was my workplace, but it was also my playground, my backyard, my 

tree house.
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Suffer for fifteen minuteS

Routine  doesn’t deserve its bad reputation. it’s true that novelty and 

challenge bring happiness, and that people who break their routines, 

try new things, and go to new places are happier, but routine can also 

bring happiness. The pleasure of doing the same thing, in the same way, 

every day,  shouldn’t be overlooked. The things i do every day take on 

a certain beauty and provide a kind of invisible architecture to my life. 

Andy Warhol wrote, “either once only, or every day. if you do something 

once it’s exciting, and if you do it every day it’s exciting. But if you do 

it, say, twice or just almost every day, it’s not good any more.”

i wanted to harness the power of routine to accomplish some 

 long- procrastinated tasks; what i do almost every day matters more 

than what i do once in a while. my First Splendid Truth holds that to be 

happy, i need to think about feeling good, feeling bad, and feeling right, in an 

atmosphere of growth. While many of my resolutions were meant to add 

more feeling good to my life, i decided to devote fifteen minutes a day to 

rid myself of something that made me feel bad. Fifteen minutes! i could 

do anything for fifteen minutes.

i knew exactly what i wanted to tackle first; i’d been stewing about 

it ever since i worked on my Shrine to my Family in September. my 

failure to cope with our family photographs was a constant, gnawing 

worry. i faithfully took photos and videos of our family, but i’d fallen 

far behind in turning them into a more permanent form.

i’m a big believer in the importance of family photos. Recalling 

happy memories from the past gives a boost to happiness in the present, 

and looking at photographs of beloved people is an easy way to engi-

neer a mood boost.
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Also, prompts like photo albums, mementos, and journals are excel-

lent aides to memory. Looking at photographs helps people to recall 

memories more clearly and also to remember much more than  what’s 

shown in the picture. I tend to forget huge swaths of the past, but look-

ing at photographs helps me recall the little happy details that would 

otherwise be lost.

When we were in Kansas City over the holidays, I’d arranged for 

a professional photographer to take our family photograph. It was ex-

pensive, but because family photographs are among my most precious 

possessions, this splurge gave me great bang for the happiness buck. 

Nevertheless, although I loved these  high- quality heirloom photo-

graphs, the casual snapshots I took were just as important. They pro-

vided a kind of family diary, a record of our everyday life and its minor 

milestones and celebrations. I would never have imagined that I could 

forget Eliza’s excitement in showing off her newly pierced ears, or Elea-

nor’s toddler habit of constantly reaching for her belly button, yet when 

I caught sight of these photos, I realized with alarm that my memories 

had already started to fade.

I’d always loved family pictures, but the arrival of the digital cam-

era had changed the way I dealt with them. With my old camera, I’d 

shoot a roll or two of film, drop it off at the photo shop, pick it up a 

few days later, and after I had a good stack, spend a few hours arrang-

ing photos in a photo album while watching TV. I ended up with some 

blurry photos, and some  red- eye, but even so, I had wonderful albums.

These days, digital cameras make it much easier to take and improve 

 photos— but that was a curse as well as a blessing. I liked taking pho-

tographs, but turning them into permanent keepsakes now took a lot 

more effort. I used Shutterfly to make digital albums, and with that 

technology, I could eliminate  red- eye, crop, and write captions, which 

was wonderful, but it took time. And it  wasn’t time spent watching The 
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Office reruns while mindlessly pasting in photos, as i used to do; it was 

time hunched in front of the computer, clicking and typing, just as i do 

all day long.

Also, working on photo albums was satisfyingly manual; they were 

among the few things i created with my own hands.

manual occupations such as gardening, woodworking, cooking, 

doing home repairs, gardening, caring for pets, working on a car, or 

knitting can be deeply satisfying on many levels: the physical motion, 

the tangibility of the accomplishments, the pleasure of the tools, the 

sensory delights of the materials. (Of course, to some people, these 

same activities counted as drudgery. Secret of Adulthood: Just because 

something is fun for someone else  doesn’t mean it’s fun for  you— and 

vice versa.) even activities that are clearly highly  creative— editing a 

video or designing a  website— don’t offer quite the same kind of tac-

tile gratification, while activities so simple they hardly qualified as 

 “creative”— building a fire or organizing a  drawer— were deeply satis-

fying in this concrete way.

i’d never been able to master anything as complicated as needlepoint 

(and i’d tried), but even i got satisfaction from handmade creations; as a 

child, i stuffed whole cloves into apples to make pomander balls by the 

dozens, and i labored over my “blank books” of illustrated quotations; 

in college, i handed out beaded bracelets to my friends. i’d enjoyed 

making the photo albums. Now, however, making an album meant 

more time in front of a screen, and as a result, i never felt like dealing 

with it. my camera and phone held an alarming backlog.

Seeing rows of photographs that existed only in digital form made 

me anxious, because i worried that a computer crash, or advancing tech-

nology, could wipe them away. A physical album could be destroyed by 

fire or flood, but it somehow seemed  safer— and it was certainly more 

fun to sit with my daughters and turn the pages of an album than it was 
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to crowd around a screen and scroll through digital images.

On the one hand, I wanted to make a lavish, lovely album— 

photographs carefully edited and arranged, with lengthy,  well- written 

captions to remind us, in future years, of all our adventures. But when-

ever I thought about the task of figuring out again how to turn hun-

dreds of digital photos into albums, I felt desperate. I’d let so much time 

go by since the last album that I hardly knew where to start.

I’d been promising myself that I’d organize an album “in my free 

time,” but the fact is, I never have any free time. I never wander aim-

lessly through the apartment, looking for something to do. But making 

the album was a priority for me, so I wrote it on my calendar like a visit 

to the pediatrician. I would suffer for just fifteen minutes a day.

Starting January 1, each afternoon, I set the timer on my phone for 

fifteen minutes and doggedly used the time to work on my photos. (I 

amused myself by changing the alarm sound every day. My favorite: 

crickets.) I  wasn’t going to plan how many days it would take to fin-

ish this job, because I knew that whatever I predicted, it would take 

longer: The “planning fallacy” describes the widespread psychological 

tendency to underestimate how long it will take to complete a task.

Maybe it’s an aspect of my  all- or- nothing abstainer personality, but 

counterintuitively, I’ve found that when I was trying to prod myself to 

do something, it came more easily when I did it every day. It was easier 

to post to my blog every day of the week than to post three days a 

week, easier to go for a  twenty- minute walk every day rather than just 

some days. No debating “Today or tomorrow?” or “Do I get this day 

off?” No excuses.

As it turned out, making the album  wasn’t such an awful task, once I 

actually got started. At first, it seemed very inefficient to work for such 

a short period. I spent the first fifteen minutes just deleting unwanted 
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photos from my camera.

After i’d eliminated the photos i  didn’t want, i had to figure out 

how to upload the rest. For the next few sessions, by the time i figured 

out what i was supposed to be doing, the time was up, and i  didn’t 

allow myself to continue into minute sixteen. in the end, i used the 

“Simple Path” feature to arrange the pictures automatically. i hesitated 

before indulging in this shortcut, then repeated one of my favorite Se-

crets of Adulthood, cribbed from Voltaire: “Don’t let the perfect be the 

enemy of the good.” my desire to create the perfect photo album was 

preventing me from working on one at all. i should do a  good- enough 

job and get it done. i  didn’t write captions, i  didn’t crop, i  didn’t do a lot 

of things that would have improved the pictures, but i got the job done. 

i was finally completely up to date, and i finished two huge albums. 

Ah, the thrill of finally pushing “Order album”!

Once those albums arrived in the mail, i tackled the next phase of 

the project, by handwriting captions for the photos. This took sev-

eral sittings, but at last, i finished. my handwriting was messy, and i 

could’ve written longer, more interesting  captions— but i’d finished. i 

felt an enormous sense of relief.

Now that i was caught up, how could i prevent myself from getting 

buried under photographs again? i flipped forward a few months in my 

calendar and made a note on the day we were scheduled to return from 

spring break: “make a new photo album.”

Once the albums were safely on the shelf, i experienced a phe-

nomenon that i’d noticed over and over with my happiness project: 

Completing one challenging task supplies the energy to tackle an-

other challenging task. After the photos were under control, i turned 

to the confusing jumble of our family videos, which were stored on 

outdated miniature cassette tapes and discs. Dealing with the tapes re-
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quired me to do nothing more than pay (a lot) to have them transferred 

to  DVDs— but I’d procrastinated for years about doing even that. A 

messy heap of eight  mini- VHS tapes and eight  mini- DVDs slimmed 

down to three standard DVDs.

My  fifteen- minute sufferings showed me how much I could accom-

plish when I did a manageable amount of work, on a regular basis. As 

Anthony Trollope, the preternaturally prolific novelist who also man-

aged to revolutionize the British postal service, observed, “A small daily 

task, if it be really daily, will beat the labours of a spasmodic  Hercules.” 

This task had seemed so intimidating, but by faithfully doing a small 

bit at a time, I’d managed to achieve something large. And really, it 

 hadn’t been very difficult, once I finally started.

. . .

Around the same time, at the end of January, my emotional energy 

flagged. I felt trapped in a kind of Groundhog Day of happiness (the tim-

ing was fitting, given that the actual Groundhog Day was approach-

ing). When I looked back at my Resolutions Charts from the previous 

months, I saw rows of Xs on certain pages; the same resolutions de-

feated me, over and over. I  wasn’t making much progress.

I was tired of the persistent dissatisfaction of the  shelf- by- shelf exer-

cise. Nothing stayed done; I cleared a shelf, and a few weeks later, it was 

covered with another mess. I replaced one lightbulb, then another bulb 

burned out. I resented having to get my hair cut again.

Even worse than these repeated, dreary tasks were my faults, which 

never seemed to improve. I made the same resolutions, month after 

month, and I kept backsliding on some of the most important ones, 
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over and over. i was weary of  myself— my broken promises to do bet-

ter, my  small- minded grudges, my wearisome fears, my narrow preoc-

cupations. i spoke sharply to my daughters. i still dreaded driving. i 

 didn’t appreciate the present moment.

Disagreeable aspects of  myself— even those i usually accepted with-

out much  unhappiness— nagged at me. my hair twisting, for instance. 

i’ve been twisting my red hair my whole life; once i’d expected to out-

grow the habit, but now i know i never will. i  wouldn’t be bothered by 

my hair twisting, except that i break off my hair (that’s the fun part), 

and though other people probably don’t notice, the sight of that ragged 

line of broken hair had started to rankle.

Also, my bad temper kept flaring up. One morning, i somehow set 

off a muscle spasm when i turned my head at the kitchen sink. it hurt 

like crazy, and i had a busy day ahead of me. As was his custom, Jamie 

listened to me describe the pain for a few minutes, then adopted an at-

titude of “Well, let’s not let this affect our day.”

eliza announced, “i’m leaving now,” and we all took a moment to 

give her a warm farewell. Then i said to Jamie, “You make sure eleanor 

gets dressed. i need to take something for the pain.”

Ten minutes later, Jamie stepped out of eleanor’s room to give me a 

 good- bye kiss. “i’ve got to go.”

“is eleanor already dressed?” i asked in surprise.

“She said she’s going to get dressed herself.”

i glanced into her room. eleanor sat naked on the floor, obviously 

sulking.

“That’s getting her dressed?”

“i’ve got to get to the office.”

i gave Jamie the meanest possible look of disdain and fury. “Then 

go,” i snarled.

He went.
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For the rest of the day, that snarl bothered me. My neck hurt, I felt 

justified in my anger toward Jamie, and  yet— my reaction made every-

thing worse. I wanted to apologize, but I thought Jamie should apolo-

gize to me. And he  didn’t.

We had pleasant, normal interactions that night, but I felt terrible. It 

took a tremendous effort, but I said, “Hey, about this morning, about 

that mean face I made. I’m sorry. I was annoyed, but that  wasn’t neces-

sary.” Pleased with my nobility, I gave him a hug and a kiss.

“Oh,  that’s okay,” Jamie said, as if he  hadn’t given my mean  face— or 

his own  lapse— a second thought. Which made me angry all over again. 

He  hadn’t even noticed my mean face? Or remembered why he so richly 

deserved it?

I brooded fruitlessly over the thought that even when I did be-

have myself, or managed to keep a difficult resolution, I rarely got the 

gold stars I craved. (Even saintly Thérèse drily admitted that she was 

bothered by people’s annoying tendency to ignore good behavior and 

pounce on bad behavior: “I noticed this: When one performs her duty, 

never excusing herself, no one knows it; on the contrary, imperfections 

appear immediately.”) But  couldn’t I behave  better— for myself ?

And as much as I worked to be more mindful, I so often fell into my 

absentminded, distracted,  not- here- now ways. For example, one of my 

oldest friends was coming to town from Switzerland, and for weeks, 

we’d planned that she’d come over for dinner with her two  sons— and 

I completely forgot. I  didn’t remember until a buzz came from the front 

door, and I heard Jamie ask, puzzled, “Nancy who?”

“Nancy! It’s Nancy and her sons!” I jumped up and frantically 

started tidying up. “They’re here for dinner!”

“Now?” Jamie said in disbelief.

“Yes, I forgot, they’re here for dinner! Buzz them in!”

Nancy and her sons came upstairs, we ordered pizza, and we had 
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a lovely evening. Nancy was exceptionally nice about my lapse, and 

Jamie thought it was hilarious, but despite the fun of the evening, i 

remained agitated. How could i have forgotten something like this? 

One of my clearest memories of childhood was walking to the library 

with Nancy when we were ten years old! She was too important to 

forget. Could i remember nothing without checking my calendar every 

few hours?

Not only did i feel disheartened by my own limitations, but i also 

felt hunted by the very subject of happiness. No matter how unrelated 

a task seemed to be, it always ended up instructing me. i bought a new 

subway metroCard, and when i idly glanced down at it, spotted a hap-

piness quotation from emerson: “Life is a train of moods like a string 

of beads; and as we pass through them they prove to be  many- colored 

lenses which paint the world their own hue, and each shows only what 

lies in its own focus.” instead of feeling charmed by finding this apt 

happiness quotation on such a modest object, i felt badgered by con-

stant reminders to behave myself and mindfully shape my experience.

i  wasn’t tired of the subject of happiness, and i  didn’t feel pressure 

to “be happy” all the time, but i was weary of my own voice, my own 

ways of thinking. Just the way that, left to my own devices, i’d buy the 

same pieces of clothing over and over (a gray  V- neck sweater, a stretchy 

orange hoodie, a black cardigan), i felt my thinking falling into the 

same worn grooves.

i hauled out my usual bag of happiness cures. i went to sleep earlier. 

i reread The Railway Children. i answered some  long- postponed emails. 

i took some cute pictures of eliza and eleanor. i gave everyone an espe-

cially warm greeting and farewell. One of my resolutions is to “Forget 

about results” and to take notes without a purpose, so i gave myself a 

work break to write a list of ways i violate standard happiness advice:
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 • Jamie and I have a TV in our bedroom. And it just got bigger.

 • We allow Eliza to use the computer in her bedroom without 

 supervision.

 • I make the girls’ beds in the morning instead of insisting that they 

do it.

 • I never ask my family questions like “Tell me three good things 

that happened during your day.”

 • I never have date nights with Jamie.

 • I don’t make the girls write  thank- you notes.

 • Whenever possible, I read while I eat.

 • Jamie and I listen to  all- news radio, all night long.

 • I refuse to try meditation.

During this low time, at lunch with a bookish British friend, we 

started talking about what we read to cheer ourselves up. (I was look-

ing for suggestions for some further biblio therapy.)

“I always reach for Samuel Johnson,” he said.

“Really? Me, too! Well, either Johnson or children’s literature,” I an-

swered, delighted to discover a fellow devotee of Dr. Johnson. “I  didn’t 

know you love Johnson.”

“Oh, yes. I’ve read all his works, many times. Also biographies, and 

biographies of John Boswell, too.”

“I love Johnson. I can’t get enough. And he’s one of my most impor-

tant models as a writer.”

“You’re writing a dictionary?”

“Hardly! But his Rambler essays are the  eighteenth- century equiva-

lent of posting to a  blog— Johnson wrote them twice a week, finished 

them fast, on whatever topic he wanted. And I write about the same 

kinds of things.”
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“But Johnson wrote about such weighty subjects.”

“He wrote about human nature, and  that’s what interests me,” i 

said. “And the practice of everyday life. Really, i’m a moral essayist, 

though i’d never admit that in public. it sounds so boring and preachy.”

“it does sound a bit  old- fashioned,” he said, laughing. Then we 

started trading our favorite Johnson lines.

“i want to run home right now and reread Boswell’s Life of Johnson,” 

i declared as we stood up to leave.

“me, too. But back to the office.”

He went to the office, but i did go home and immediately start to 

reread The Life of Samuel  Johnson— which really did make me feel bet-

ter. it was comforting to recall that great souls such as Samuel Johnson, 

Benjamin Franklin, Leo Tolstoy, and Saint Thérèse made and remade 

the same resolutions throughout their lives. As Johnson admitted to 

Boswell, “Sir, are you so grossly ignorant of human nature as not to 

know that a man may be very sincere in good principles, without 

 having good practice?” my principles were sound; my practice would 

improve with practice.

• 151 •

January: Time



follow us on social media

Thanks for reading! 
Explore more books at penguinrandomhouse.com

penguinrandomhouse.com

PenguinRandomHouse

+PenguinRandomHouse

@penguinrandom

@penguinrandomhousepenguinrandom

penguinrandomhouse.tumblr

https://www.facebook.com/PenguinRandomHouse/?ref=PRH097D0C8AE4
https://twitter.com/penguinrandom?ref=PRHA1EB4F27F4
https://penguinrandomhouse.tumblr.com/?ref=PRH9A28F6F191
https://plus.google.com/+PenguinRandomHouse?ref=PRH9F58487D77
https://www.pinterest.com/penguinrandom/?ref=PRH917391980D
https://www.instagram.com/penguinrandomhouse?ref=PRH976F3F099F
http://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/?ref=PRH1E15CC1AAE&aid=randohouseinc42963-20&linkid=PRH1E15CC1AAE



