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For Nanny and for Rob




One must have a mind of winter

To regard the frost and the boughs

Of the pine-trees crusted with snow;

And have been cold a long time

To behold the junipers shagged with ice,

The spruces rough in the distant glitter

Of the January sun; and not to think

Of any misery in the sound of the wind,

In the sound of a few leaves,

Which is the sound of the land

Full of the same wind

That is blowing in the same bare place

For the listener, who listens in the snow,

And, nothing himself, beholds

Nothing that is not there and the nothing that is.

“The Snow Man”

WALLACE STEVENS
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INTRODUCTION

FOR A LONG TIME, it would have seemed like a hilarious joke that I’d be telling anyone “how to winter.” When I moved to the Arctic city of Tromsø, it was in spite of a lifelong bias against the season. Growing up at the Jersey Shore, an hour south of New York City, I hated winter. As a high school senior, I’d refuse to drive my little brother—a freshman—to class unless he preheated my car to a toasty warmth each morning. But from 2014 to 2015, I was a researcher and Fulbright Scholar at the University of Tromsø—the northernmost university in the world. There, I lived through the Polar Night, a two-month period in which the sun never rises. I was drawn to the Arctic to try to understand how people who live through some of the darkest winters on Earth cope with the season. As I immersed myself in a culture that celebrates winter’s opportunities, I conducted research to investigate what I was seeing around me. My study assessed how people in Norway think about winter: what I call their wintertime mindsets. Along the way, I learned a new approach to the season and fell in love with winter myself.

After a year in northern Norway, I headed to sunny California to complete my PhD in psychology at Stanford University—not exactly the best place to hone winter expertise. To put a bow on my time in Scandinavia, I wrote an article about my experience and research. I figured this would enable me to move on toward what awaited me in the Stanford Mind & Body Lab, where I would study how our mindsets influence our health and well-being in medical contexts. “The Norwegian Town Where the Sun Doesn’t Rise” appeared in The Atlantic in July 2015. Despite being an essay about wintertime mindsets published in the US summer, it was the most popular article of the day, prestigiously beating “I Made the Pea Guac.” Satisfied with my accomplishment and having shared my story, I was ready to dive into my new work, and my new life, in Palo Alto.

But that article didn’t put a bow on my time in Norway; it cracked my experience wide open. It revealed a hunger, almost a desperation, for a better approach to winter. Since then, I’ve received hundreds of requests from journalists who, in advance of the end of daylight saving time and the onset of winter, want advice on how people can find something other than gloom and depression in the season’s darkness. My research has been covered in outlets from National Geographic to The Guardian to Forbes. I was invited to be on Skavlan, a Norwegian-Swedish television talk show, one week after Adele appeared on the program. (I couldn’t go, I was at a conference in San Diego. Also, I didn’t realize how big of a deal it was.) A Fast Company article, “The Norwegian Secret to Enjoying a Long Winter,” became the number-one most popular leadership story of the year, spawning yet another piece by the same author: “The Norwegian Secret to Getting an Article Shared 300,000 Times.”

People from all over the world have written to me, recounting what they love about winter, what they hate about winter, their happy childhood memories of snow days, the way winter drags them down. Rather than put wintertime mindsets behind me, I spent the next decade augmenting my original research with further study on how our mindsets work and why they matter, exploring cultural strategies for thriving during the darkest season, and sharing stories of my time in Tromsø and lessons of my research with international audiences. It seems that from Seattle to New York, Dublin to Bucharest, Sydney to Tokyo, people struggle with winter.

At the same time, there are places worldwide—including Tromsø—where winter is anticipated and savored. My stint in the Arctic taught me that winter doesn’t have to just happen to us: we can shape how we experience the season. Yet while there were plenty of researchers to consult about how to manage seasonal affective disorder or discuss how daylight saving time shifts our circadian rhythms, there were shockingly few experts providing strategies for people who want to enjoy winter more. I started asking: What does it look like to embrace the season? How can we find opportunities in the darkness, the cold, and the wet? And what can winter teach us about the ways our mindsets help create our reality?

I found myself uniquely suited to answer these questions. As a reformed winter-hater, I knew what it was like to change my own winter mindset. My time living in northern Norway, a personal foray into a challenging but enchanting winter, was eyeopening, a crash course in learning to actively embrace the season. And my academic training—informed especially by the collective wisdom of the Stanford Mind & Body Lab—gave me the scientific expertise to parse decades of research about how to deliberately change our perspectives, behaviors, and mindsets.

Ultimately, my search for the answers to these questions led to the book you hold in your hands.

AT ITS BEST, winter conjures images of cozy snow days and hot chocolate with marshmallows. Reading in front of the fireplace with a dog in your lap, skiing from rustic lodges, sledding at top speeds, and snowball fights. Presents under the Christmas tree, latkes fried in oil, sparkly New Year’s Eve parties.

But many of us don’t inhabit these idealized winters for most of the season. Winter also means deicing your windshield before driving to work, walking through frigid wind tunnels to get to school or the office. Leaving for work in the dark and coming home in the dark. The sky pressing down in an endless string of gray days. Sleet that gets down the back of your neck and leaves you cold for hours. That gross snow that piles up and turns brown on the edges of highways and city streets. Feeling tired and lethargic, sniffly and melancholic.

Winter poses many challenges. Depending on where you live, winter might bring bitter cold and mountains of snow. Or the season might be full of lashing rain, sleet, and hail. It could be a dull, monotonous gray for weeks on end; chilly, constant drizzle; wind that steals your words and whips your hair into a knotted mess. Unless you live near the equator and don’t experience much winter at all, it undoubtedly brings darkness: early sunsets, long nights. These climatic conditions affect us; the darkness can make us feel sluggish and tired, unable to focus. Cold, wet weather discourages outdoor activity and movement, further compounding our lethargy. We might feel less social, less like our best selves. And with climate change, winters are becoming less predictable, bringing more cold to places unused to freezing temperatures and transforming snowy winters into rainy ones, requiring our approach to the season to adapt to new conditions. These problems are, on the surface, issues of weather and climate. But they reflect much more: how disconnected we are from yearly cycles of light and dark. How desperate we are to fit the natural world to our own schedules rather than to shift our rhythms seasonally. The way we have absorbed narratives about what we can and can’t enjoy when it’s dark, wet, or cold.

Winter is associated with death. In poetry, literature, and metaphor, winters are harsh, fallow periods. The antithesis of goodness, light, and growth. Colorless seasons, robbed of joy. In psychological research, winter is most often studied in conjunction with seasonal affective disorder, or wintertime depression. It feels natural, to many, that winter would be a dangerous time of year for mental health. Some view winter as innately depressing. I once asked a five-year-old named Alma what her favorite season was, and she responded: “Don’t laugh at me. It’s winter.” Even a five-year-old knows it’s not cool to like winter.

YET RESIGNING OURSELVES to trudging through the season costs us. At best, we’re missing the joys and delights of a special time, one unique in its opportunities for contemplation, connection, and delight. At worst, though, we’re sleepwalking through a third of the year or more—meaning we’re opting out of fully embracing months of our lives. Whether we’re aware of them or not, our mindsets impact our experience of winter.

In Norway, I was surrounded by people who approach winter differently. There, despite the long, dark, cold winters, these Northerners find joy, comfort, and excitement in the season. My research in Norway found that many people there have what I call a “positive wintertime mindset.” Those who appreciate winter generally orient toward the season’s wonders: coziness and gathering around a fire, crisp air and starry skies, slowed-down rituals and a chance for rest. For people with this mindset, winter is not a limiting time of year to dread but a time full of opportunity to anticipate. In Norway, I learned that we are not condemned to waste the winter months, throwing away the season, wishing for spring. We can change our mindsets and, as a result, change our experience of winter—and of our lives.

This wintertime mindset isn’t magic, and you don’t have to have a Scandinavian upbringing to adopt it. For more than a decade I’ve been studying how people can change their mindsets and embrace winter. To understand how to winter, I’ve combined my psychological expertise with personal experience, cultural observation, and conversations with people all over the world. I’ve lived in—and traveled to—some of the most extreme winters on Earth. I’ve gone weeks without seeing the sun rise. I’ve fielded questions from journalists in dozens of countries. And I’ve spoken to thousands of people about how a different approach to winter can unlock a new way of being year-round. In response to requests from schools, businesses, and winter festivals, I developed my Wintertime Mindset Workshop—an interactive workshop that shares concrete strategies for cultivating more adaptive mindsets about winter. I’ve brought this workshop to the Winter Cities Shake-Up conferences in Saskatoon and Edmonton, Canada, and The Great Northern festival in Minneapolis, Minnesota; to tech companies on their winter retreats; to the staff of major news organizations; to psychology classes, continuing education students, and wellness centers at universities; to museums and arts centers and nonprofits; and, once, to a bird sanctuary. Year after year, I heard from people who wanted help enjoying winter, and who, subsequently, were able to find more meaning and pleasure in the season by shifting their mindsets. I’ve seen firsthand that changing your thoughts about winter isn’t just possible—it’s transformative.

Because how we approach winter is a pretty good litmus test for how we approach other dark, difficult seasons in our lives. How do we respond to situations out of our control? How do we react to circumstances we did not choose? Do we shrink and wither, or do we turn inward with intention and cultivate moments of joy? Do we focus on frustration, or do we seek wonder and connection to get us through? And, most important, which mindsets are motivating us, consciously or unconsciously? Are our mindsets holding us back or propelling us forward? Winter isn’t just a season in nature. Winters—times of challenge, struggle, or grief—can come into our communities, our homes, and our lives in unexpected ways and at unexpected times. The strategies I observed in my research on how people around the world uplift winter can help us weather any storm—snow or otherwise. The same practices that help us embrace and enjoy winter can also help us through difficult seasons of life.

I STARTED TO see changing our mindsets about winter as an entry point: an entry point to deliberately cultivating useful mindsets, wielding our attention and language intentionally, and leaning into weather and darkness that we can’t control. I saw the power in wintertime mindsets to transform not only people’s experience of the season, but of their lives year-round. I wrote this book to share everything I’ve learned. I hope it helps you see winter differently. If you are already a winter-lover, I hope it helps you find even more ways to celebrate the season. If you are a winter-hater, as I once was, I hope it helps you find moments of lightness amidst the dark and guides you to create such moments yourself. Most of all, I hope this book begins to reveal to you the unseen ways that our mindsets shape our experiences, and how they are a powerful, underutilized resource for navigating whatever challenges life throws our way.




Prelude

MY JOURNEY TO THE LAND OF WINTER

LOCATED MORE than two hundred miles north of the Arctic Circle, Tromsø, Norway, is home to an extreme and special winter, when the world often appears blue-tinted, snow cloaks the city in quiet, and the northern lights dance in the sky. During the Polar Night, which lasts from late November to late January, the sun doesn’t rise at all. At this time of year, Tromsø gets, at most, about six hours of diffuse twilight light each day as the sun skirts below the horizon. On the shortest day of the year, full darkness lasts for almost nineteen hours: the light at four p.m. looks no different than the light at two a.m.*

It was the Polar Night that drew me to Tromsø in the first place. In 2013, I was a recent college graduate looking for research experience before applying to PhD programs in psychology. In search of an opportunity to explore my interests in positive psychology and mental health—and to satisfy my sense of adventure—I was drawn to the work of Joar Vittersø. Joar, a professor of psychology at the University of Tromsø, is one of the world’s leading experts on human happiness. His research distinguishes between hedonic well-being, things that feel pleasurable and enjoyable, and eudaimonic well-being, things in life that give us meaning and purpose. Joar has studied life satisfaction and personal growth, researching what it means to live a fulfilling life.

Fascinated by his work and with daydreams of fjord adventures, I contacted Joar to ask if he might collaborate with me on a study and mentor me should I be awarded funding. Joar generously agreed and mentioned, somewhat offhandedly, that his university, also known as The Arctic University of Norway, is the northernmost in the world.

Tromsø is so far north that it’s home to many of the world’s northernmosts: the northernmost botanical garden, the northernmost outdoor swimming pool, the northernmost mosque, the northernmost traffic light, the northernmost aquarium, and the northernmost Burger King and 7-Eleven, to name just a few. I also learned about Tromsø’s extreme winter and the Polar Night. It struck me as interesting that Joar, one of the world’s foremost scholars of well-being, lives in a place where the sun doesn’t rise for two months each year. I suggested that Joar and I study seasonal variation in well-being to understand how Tromsø’s winter affects people’s mental health—negatively, I presumed. Joar responded by saying something along the lines of: “You could certainly try that, but research hasn’t found much difference in mental well-being between seasons in Tromsø.”

[image: ]

AS AN AMERICAN, I assumed that Tromsø’s long, dark winters would be harmful to mental health. Growing up on the Jersey Shore, I was steeped in a culture that believed—that knew—that summer was unequivocally the best season. So much of what makes my hometown special—going to the beach, getting ice cream on the boardwalk, attending outdoor concerts—are things we did only in summer. Winter was the season of limitations: the time of year we were stuck inside, when I shivered in my jeans, when going to school required defrosting my windshield, and when the liveliest hangouts were abandoned until Memorial Day. I went to university in Atlanta, Georgia, partly to escape northeastern US winters.

In fact, I assumed that rates of seasonal affective disorder, or wintertime depression, would be high in Tromsø. Seasonal affective disorder is a pattern of clinical depression that manifests seasonally, most often in winter. Because light therapy is an effective treatment for the disorder, psychologists reverse-engineered a theory: the cause of wintertime depression must be the lack of daylight in winter. The “latitude hypothesis” of seasonal affective disorder states that as latitude increases and wintertime daylight correspondingly decreases, rates of seasonal affective disorder should rise. Based on this, it would be reasonable to assume that people living through Tromsø’s two-month Polar Night—and six-to-eight-month winter—must suffer from high rates of wintertime depression.

But the research I found supported Joar’s claim and calls the latitude hypothesis of seasonal affective disorder into question. Despite the city’s high latitude and winter darkness, research has shown that residents of Tromsø have surprisingly low rates of seasonal depression. This doesn’t mean that they don’t experience winter depression in Tromsø; they just don’t experience it at the rates we would expect considering how extreme their winters are. One analysis of almost nine thousand residents of Tromsø found no meaningful seasonal variation in mental distress—meaning that people in Tromsø didn’t seem to be more tense, depressed, or hopeless in winter than during the rest of the year. The authors of this study concluded that the negative impact of winter on mental health is more of a popular myth than a scientific fact. We’ll talk more about seasonal affective disorder in chapter 2, but the research suggests that residents of northern Norway don’t experience much of the wintertime suffering experienced elsewhere—including, paradoxically, in warmer, brighter, more southern locations.

After speaking with Joar and looking at the research, I realized my study should focus not on winter depression but the lack thereof. I wanted to know: How do the residents of northern Norway protect themselves from wintertime woes? Why aren’t they more depressed during such intense winters? And could I identify strategies that people use to cope with winter in Tromsø that might be applicable elsewhere, to the same beneficial effects?

In April 2014, I was awarded a US-Norway Fulbright research grant to study these questions in Tromsø, and my hypothetical adventure was suddenly my very real future. Was I really going to pack up my entire life and move to the Arctic?

I ARRIVED IN TROMSØ in August 2014 a little bit excited, but mostly afraid. Afraid of moving to a foreign country where I didn’t know a soul. Afraid of navigating a new culture in a language I didn’t understand. And, yes, certainly a bit afraid of the winter and the cold. In preparation, I’d read everything I could find on the small city. Most tourist guides talked about how beautiful it was: the fjords, the mountains, the northern lights. But as I rode the Number 42 bus from Langnes Airport to my apartment, I was struck by a pervasive grayness. The sky was overcast; a drizzly mist fell without vigor. All I could see were gray clouds, gray water, gray mountains. A fellow American researcher living in southern Norway later documented the Norwegian shades of gray on her blog: downy-fill gray, goodbye-daylight gray, pavement-of-sadness gray, heavy-frost gray, mid-November-noon-sky gray. The buildings along the bus route seemed industrial and utilitarian. Where were the colorful wooden houses I’d been promised? Where was the rustic Norwegian architecture?

When I got to my new home, a student apartment I’d be sharing with three roommates, the first thing I did was learn that there was no Wi-Fi. The second thing I did—when I realized that meant I had no way to tell my family I had arrived, or to contact anyone at all—was cry the panicked tears that marked the start of a new adventure across the world, when you’ve thrown your knapsack over the fence and have no choice but to figure out how to climb over after it. The third thing I did—my first attempt at climbing the fence that was my new life in Tromsø—was rearrange my bedroom. The room’s finest feature was its windows: one small and high, through which you could see only clouds, and one large and square. From the larger window, you could gaze at the always-lit blue sign of the Ahlsell building across the street (the leading Nordic distributor of installation products, tools, and supplies!) and then the fjord, a narrow strip of water, and, beyond that, the mountains of the mainland rising to meet the sky.

The room was arranged so that while lying in bed you were treated to a view of the door. Tears under control, I rotated the bed 90 degrees so that I could lie down and take in the view outside. When I think of my time in Norway, I think of sitting in that bed, watching boats great and small chug to and from Tromsø’s harbor: speedboats Norwegians use to get to their weekend cabins, commercial fishing boats, and the mighty Nordic cruise ship Hurtigruten. As the lush greenness of late summer gave way to the first frosts of fall, I saw clouds let loose fine, misty drizzles and fat, heaving downpours, gentle flurries and raging whiteouts. I saw the days shorten and the nights lengthen—sometimes to pitch black, but sometimes to a soft, diffuse blue reflecting off of snow and water. If I opened the window and stuck my head out, I sometimes saw the northern lights ripple across the sky. Once, in a blizzard, I saw a man out for a run in a pair of shorts.

TROMSØ IS A SMALL ISLAND, roughly the same size as Manhattan, nestled between the Norwegian mainland to the east and the much larger Kvaløya (“Whale Island”) to the west. If it wasn’t labeled on the map, you’d be hard-pressed to find it: it’s virtually indistinguishable from the hundreds of other islands dotting Norway’s coast. Home to approximately eighty thousand inhabitants, Tromsø is the third-most populated city north of the Arctic Circle. The city has a bustling downtown with everything a person could need—a mall, three main shopping streets, and a few movie theaters. But it still felt isolated and wild to me. I wondered how much my knowledge of the map—of Tromsø sitting high atop the globe—contributed to my feeling like I was now living at the edge of the Earth.

The psychology department at the University of Tromsø welcomed me to the Arctic, easing my initial loneliness. When Joar and I met in person after almost a year of email correspondence, his first words to me were, “So, you exist!” Joar also introduced me to a colleague who would become one of my closest Norwegian friends, and whose wisdom appears throughout this book, Dr. Ida Solhaug. Ida was the first of many people I met in Tromsø who countered the stereotype that Scandinavians can be cold and standoffish. In typical Ida fashion, she immediately invited me to her house for her birthday party.

The next evening, I arrived at my first Norwegian gathering nervous. As I stood awkwardly at the end of the room, a man with thick black glasses introduced himself to me as Thor-Eirik (names I’d heard only in mythology are commonplace in Norway), and I introduced myself, in my New Jersey accent, as Kari.

“What is your name?”

“Kari. Kah-REE.”

“Can you spell it?”

“K-A-R-I.”

“Oh! CAR-ee! Did you know that is a very common Norwegian name?”

My jaw dropped as Thor-Eirik explained that the name “Kari”—an unusual spelling of Carrie, by American standards, is not just common: it’s prototypically Norwegian. The way Americans might use “Jane” to signal a generic girl’s name, Norwegians would use “Kari.” I felt something shift within me, a signposting of potential belonging. I don’t put much stock in fate or destiny, but as someone with no Norwegian heritage, whose family had never been to Norway, this information provided a boost. I was suddenly over the fence and into my new life: Kari of Norway.

OVER SEVERAL MONTHS, Joar and I laid the groundwork for our study, expanding upon the background research I’d conducted before coming to Tromsø. As I became more at ease in my foreign surroundings, I discovered an additional benefit of my study topic: everyone I spoke with—in casual conversations, at parties, over psychology-department lunches at the university—had a theory as to why their city flourished during the Polar Night. Some people swore by cod-liver oil or told me they used lamps that simulated the sun by brightening progressively each morning. Others attributed their winter well-being to community involvement, Tromsø’s wealth of cultural festivals, or daily commutes by ski. Most residents, though, simply talked about the Polar Night as if it wasn’t a big deal. Many even expressed excitement about the upcoming season and the unique opportunities it would bring: for skiing, being cozy at home, and resting.

However, it wasn’t until October, several months into my project, that I realized that by focusing on a lack of seasonal depression I might be asking the wrong questions. At Ida’s party, Thor-Eirik had invited me to join his weekly meditation group. Our Tuesday evening gatherings were an early lesson in how people in Tromsø are undaunted by the weather: in daylight, in darkness, in snow and in rain, we ventured out to sit together in silence. One such Tuesday, I stood outside the red building on the Tromsø harbor with my new friend Fern. Fern Wickson is an Australian who had been in Tromsø for more than five years. When she wasn’t working in her ecological biotech job as scientific secretary for the North Atlantic Marine Mammal Commission, Fern was teaching yoga classes out of her home studio, the Peaceful Wild, which overlooks a fjord on Kvaløya, or riding her motorcycle around the islands of the Arctic. On this Tuesday evening, Fern was asking how long I planned to stay in Tromsø. Although my grant ended in May, I told her that I hoped to stay through as much of the summer as possible. “It would be a shame to make it through the winter only to leave right before the best season,” I said.

Without pausing, Fern replied, “I wouldn’t necessarily say summer is the best season.”

FOR PEOPLE IN TROMSØ, Fern’s comment probably wouldn’t be very surprising. But I was astounded: Fern was insinuating that winter was the best season?! Tromsø has only two real seasons: a long winter and a brief summer that arrives suddenly between late May and late June, at the start of the Midnight Sun period. Not only that, whenever I told anyone in the US that I was moving to the Arctic for the year to study winter, the most common responses I heard were “I could never do that,” “I would get so depressed,” “I just hate the winter,” and, my personal favorite, “Do you think you’re going to go to Norway to study why they’re not depressed and get winter depression yourself?”

Yet Fern’s comment crystalized a theme I’d been hearing in my conversations but hadn’t fully processed: that, in Tromsø, winter is something people look forward to. I saw my research with a newfound sense of clarity. The assumptions of my original proposal had been off. I was asking why people in Tromsø weren’t more depressed, thereby assuming that winter was inherently depressing, and they were somehow immune. But people in Tromsø seemed to hold a different view of the season: that winter is something to be enjoyed, not endured. According to my friends, winter in Tromsø would be full of snow, skiing, the northern lights, and all things koselig, the Norwegian word for “cozy.” As the blink-and-you’ll-miss-it autumn transformed, I started glimpsing Tromsø’s winter magic. By November, open-flame candles adorned every café, restaurant, and home. Even in the break room at the university, we gathered for lunch by candlelight. I strapped on my first pair of cross-country skis and followed the Lysløpa, a well-lit walking and skiing path the length of Tromsø island, gliding, and often falling, through snow-laden pine trees. The whales came back to Tromsø, their last chance to feed before their journey south to give birth, and every walk by a fjord became a game of “wave or whale”? as we scanned the sea for emerging fins. I had my first encounter with the northern lights and learned their different forms: streaky and undulating, like a stripey curtain, or diffuse and hazy, like a green mist in the sky.

As I grew to enjoy life in Tromsø, I began to see past the gray I had felt closing around me like iron bars on that first homesick bus ride into town. I learned firsthand that, far from a period of absolute darkness, the Polar Night is a time of beautiful colors and soft, indirect light. Fern told me she refused to call the Polar Night by its typical Norwegian name, the mørketid, or “dark time,” preferring instead to use its alternative name, blåtid, meaning the “blue time,” to emphasize its color. After hearing this, I couldn’t help but pay more attention to the soft blue haze that settled over everything, and I consciously worked to think of this light as cozy rather than dim. As I waited at bus stops, layered in woolen undergarments, my breath fogging rhythmically before me, I marveled at the sky, which, thanks to the never-rising sun hovering below the horizon for hours, was often painted with streaks of pink, purple, pale yellow, and every shade of blue. My Norwegian friends would walk or ski to our meetups, arriving alert and refreshed from being outdoors, inspiring me to bundle up and spend time outside on even the coldest days. One day in mid-November, my troupe of international student friends and I journeyed to Kvaløya to see the sun shining on the tips of the mountains for the last time, alighting their points in bronze, copper, and gold. When I got home, I placed candles on every available surface of my bedroom and turned the heater down to compensate for their warmth.

MY ORIGINAL RESEARCH questions were colored by my own culturally biased perspective of winter. I decided to include a questionnaire in my study that would capture the potential benefits of winter and focus on the season’s positives. But I hit a snag: Aside from the assessment surveys used to identify seasonal affective disorder, no standardized psychological questionnaires about attitudes toward winter existed. (We’ll discuss this more in chapter 2, but previous research on seasonal affective disorder in Tromsø used a mix of the standard SAD-assessment surveys and more general surveys measuring mental distress.) While there were questionnaires that asked about seasonal depression, distress, and sleep disorder in winter, there were no surveys that made room for the potentially positive aspects of the season.

This not only created problems for my study, it hinted at biases in the larger scientific framework for researching winter. If we can only study what we can measure, the fact that there were no existing instruments to capture winter’s benefits suggested that we weren’t used to looking for or thinking about people’s positive experiences of the season, even as thousands of research articles addressed winter depression. In focusing, admirably, on helping people who suffered during winter, academics, researchers, and clinicians may have inadvertently created a conversational bias in the psychological literature, perpetuating the idea that we must all be vigilant against winter’s negative mental health effects. No one seemed to be talking about the people around the world who thrive during winter.*

AROUND THIS TIME, as I was exploring psychology graduate programs, I flew back to the US and visited Stanford University. There, I met Alia Crum, a professor of psychology, who later became my PhD adviser. Alia, or Ali as we call her, runs the Stanford Mind & Body Lab, where she leads pioneering research investigating how our mindsets influence our well-being, performance, and physiology. Ali defines mindsets as “core assumptions about the nature and workings of things in the world”: we can think of them as the lenses or frames of mind through which we perceive and understand information. Our mindsets influence what we notice and what we expect, and while we’re not always aware of our mindsets, research is showing they can have a profound effect on our behavior, health, and happiness. As we chatted about her research and my own work in Norway, Ali suggested that mindsets might play a role in the wintertime flourishing I was observing in Tromsø.

Ali follows in the footsteps of psychologist Carol Dweck, who also mentored me at Stanford and whose work examines mindsets about our ability to grow and improve in domains including intelligence and athletics. In her research and her book, Mindset: The New Psychology of Success, Carol details the ways a “growth mindset” (the belief that traits such as intelligence and talent can be developed through sustained effort over time) leads to greater success than a “fixed mindset” (the belief that individual qualities are set for life). Those in a fixed mindset, her research finds, often fail to see feedback as an opportunity for learning and are more likely to view criticism as a personal attack. Conversely, those with more of a growth mindset tend to be more open to learning from mistakes, taking risks, and pursuing self-improvement. In the case of an academic failure, for example, students with growth mindsets, motivated to get smarter, might feel they need to try harder or use a different strategy, leading to increased effort and engagement. A student with a more fixed mindset, conversely, might feel that this failure confirms their lack of intelligence. Motivated to make sure others don’t realize this, they may shy away from challenges or become disengaged. Students with growth mindsets generally have a greater appreciation for academics, more motivation to succeed, improved performance after setbacks, and higher GPAs. Carol’s influential research also demonstrates that our mindsets can change, and that a person can move from a fixed mindset to a growth mindset. Her and her colleagues’ intervention studies show that it’s possible to help students deliberately adopt growth mindsets, and that academic benefits often follow. And simply making people aware of their mindsets is a powerful tool for helping people cultivate more useful ones.

Ali’s work expands on these ideas by investigating how mindset influences not only achievement and success, but also physical health. In one of her studies, for example, employees of a large financial institution were experimentally exposed to an adaptive mindset toward stress, coming to view it as enhancing rather than debilitating. These employees later experienced fewer negative health symptoms and better work performance during the 2008 financial crisis and recession. Changing their mindsets seemed to change how these people reacted to the stress in their lives. In another randomized controlled experiment, hotel room attendants who were informed that their job was good exercise saw decreases in body fat and blood pressure compared with those who continued to simply view their jobs as work. Ali’s research illustrates that it’s not only fixed and growth mindsets about our abilities that influence us: mindsets related to health, performance, and well-being can be helpful or unhelpful, constructive or destructive.

The mindsets in these studies are all true—intelligence can increase with effort; stress can have beneficial effects for our health and performance; cleaning several hotel rooms a day exceeds exercise recommendations for an active lifestyle. However, they are also biased: a specific perspective of a more complex truth. Intelligence has both genetic set points and can be improved through study and learning. Stress can have negative health effects even as it prepares us mentally and physiologically to meet challenges. Scrubbing hotel rooms is healthy movement and also hard, taxing work. Mindsets help people make sense of ambiguity: What does a failure in school say about my abilities? How will stress affect my performance? Should I worry if I’m sore after a cleaning shift? Reality is multifaceted, and many mindsets fall along a continuum. But by helping people selectively focus their attention and energy on a particularly useful facet of a complicated reality, shaping mindsets can improve health, performance, and well-being in a variety of situations.

WINTER, I REALIZED, is similarly multidimensional and ambiguous: there are parts of winter that are unpleasant, and parts that are delightful. Perhaps people in Tromsø are just better at recognizing and pursuing the season’s pleasures. Perhaps their winter well-being is due, in part, to their mindsets.

This led me to ask: Could we measure positive or negative mindset toward winter? And might this wintertime mindset have something to do with Tromsø residents’ psychological well-being during the Polar Night? My hope was to add an overlooked, more positive dimension to the conversation on winter mental health, one that had previously been missed in research on seasonal affective disorder. Instead of focusing on why people weren’t depressed, I now wanted to concentrate on trying to understand what allowed people in Tromsø to flourish during the darkest, coldest time of the year.

Joar and I developed a Wintertime Mindset Scale, which aimed to measure mindsets and attitudes about winter by asking respondents to rate how strongly they agreed or disagreed with statements such as “There are many things to enjoy about the winter,” “I enjoy doing many things I only do during the winter,” and “I find the winter months dark and depressing.” Our goal was to understand the relationship between what we called wintertime mindset—whether respondents viewed the season as full of opportunities to enjoy or limitations to dread—and other aspects of psychological well-being, including life satisfaction and positive emotions.

A random sample of more than two hundred Norwegian adults responded to our survey. The group was almost evenly divided between respondents living in southern Norway, northern Norway, and Svalbard, an Arctic island located halfway between northern Norway and the North Pole. Thanks to the warm current of the Gulf Stream, Tromsø is considered “subarctic” despite its northern location: average winter temperatures hover around 25 to 30°F, which is more temperate than its latitude suggests. Svalbard, however, is probably closer to what most people think of when they imagine the Arctic: With a population of only about 2,500, the island’s main town, Longyearbyen, has only one grocery store. And, if residents leave Longyearbyen, they are required by law to carry guns to protect themselves in case they encounter a hungry polar bear. In winter, many residents travel by snowmobile. In terms of both light and temperature, Svalbard feels much more extreme than Tromsø; average January temperatures range from -4 to 8°F, and the Polar Night of Svalbard is significantly darker than in Tromsø, lacking even indirect sunlight, with almost no change in light to mark months of passing days.

Our survey results suggested that wintertime mindset may be at least partially responsible for winter well-being in Norway. In our study, wintertime mindset was positively associated with every measure of well-being we examined, including the Satisfaction with Life Scale (a widely used survey that measures general life satisfaction, or the sense that our lives are unfolding the way we would want), positive emotions (pleasure, satisfaction, and happiness), and the Personal Growth Composite (a scale that measures openness to new challenges). The people who had more positive wintertime mindsets, in other words, tended to be highly satisfied with their lives, experienced positive emotions more frequently, and pursued personal growth.

We also found that wintertime mindset was significantly correlated with latitude in Norway—those living farther north tended to experience winter more positively and enjoy it more. With its extreme climate, Svalbard is almost certainly home to a self-selecting group; many residents live on the island for only a few years at a time. And you wouldn’t move to Svalbard if you detest winter. But even when the residents of Svalbard were excluded from the sample, people living in northern Norway still had a more positive wintertime mindset than those living in southern Norway. It’s not as if people in southern Norway don’t experience winter: Oslo resides at roughly the same latitude as Anchorage, Alaska, and winters there are cold, dark, and long, particularly by American standards. But Oslo receives significantly more winter daylight than Tromsø: even on the solstice, the sun still rises. Yet despite a lighter, brighter winter, southern Norwegians don’t seem to experience the season as positively as their compatriots in the north.

ONCE I REALIZED that people in Tromsø had this positive wintertime mindset, I started noticing it everywhere. The environment and culture of Tromsø facilitate an appreciation and enjoyment of winter. The city has infrastructure to keep roads clear of snow and restaurants warm even when it’s blustery outside. Every restaurant and coffee shop has soft lighting and open-flame candles (something Americans aren’t always used to—while visiting, my father accidentally set a restaurant menu on fire by inadvertently holding it too close to the flame), and cafés often have heat lamps and blankets at outdoor tables so that people can enjoy coffee outside year-round. People dress with an eye toward practicality—sleek and stylish coats that are warm and waterproof, boots with woolen inserts and thick soles, and chunky woolen sweaters. In Tromsø, winter is celebrated culturally with an abundance of community events and festivals: the Tromsø International Film Festival, the Polar Night Half Marathon, the Northern Lights Music Festival, and Sami Week, which celebrates northern Norway’s Indigenous Sami population.

It might be easier to love winter in Tromsø, where so much of the culture treasures winter and the season is uniquely magical. My best friend, Becky, a fellow summer-lover who grew up surfing at the Jersey Shore and who visited me in Norway, said, “If winter was a place, it would be Tromsø.” Tromsø lives up to fantasies of Disney’s Frozen: I never got used to walking home from the bus stop and seeing the northern lights dancing in the sky. And I want to be careful not to overstate the impact of our study. As far as we are aware, Joar and I were the first to examine wintertime mindset. Given that this was a correlational study, we can’t say with certainty that having a positive wintertime mindset causes people to have greater life satisfaction, or vice versa—only that these things are associated. But research on other mindsets—about stress, intelligence, or the nature of illness—suggests that when people adopt useful mindsets, benefits to health, well-being, and performance often follow.

The lessons I learned in Tromsø showed me that winter misery is not inevitable. Even as some aspects of the culture can’t be exported, there are simple but meaningful steps you can take to experience the season more joyfully. Regardless of where you grew up—in a winter-celebrating or a winter-bashing culture—you can consciously cultivate an appreciation of winter to enjoy the season more. This doesn’t apply just to places with freezing, snowy winters: if you live somewhere gray and misty where winter treats you to steady drizzle, or even somewhere temperate where winter days are still shorter and darker, your perception of winter influences you, and you can benefit from learning how to adapt to, and enjoy, winter.

HOW TO WINTER

Inspired by what I observed in Tromsø, I embarked on an around-the-world tour of winter locations while writing this book. I reveled in the coziness of Copenhagen, swam in frozen rivers in Finland, and inhaled Reykjavík’s frosty air. I felt the wind sting my face on the Isle of Lewis, off the coast of Scotland, biked in the rain alongside the canals of Amsterdam and relaxed, steaming into the night, in onsens in Yamagata, Japan. My tour of places that do winter well was not comprehensive—the more I learn about winter traditions and rituals, the more I see unique and specific ways cultures all over the world savor the season. But it was a collection of places with their own interesting relationships to winter, places where I immersed myself in winters wet and stormy, sunless and snowy, cozy and curious. In the next pages, I’ll take you along with me as we unpack the psychological science supporting the winter practices I observed in each place.

There are as many ways of celebrating winter as there are types of winter weather: some cultures luxuriate in hot baths and saunas, others are obsessed with candles; in some countries, learning to ski is like learning to walk; in others, winter swimming draws crowds of would-be polar bears. In some communities, gathering around fire is sacred; elsewhere, film festivals give comfort to the long nights. But in locations rainy and windy, snowy and icy, I noticed three general strategies for embracing the season. The first is to Appreciate Winter: look at winter for what it is, and let it be a time for slowing down. Adapt to the season, using your words and attention to lift up winter’s pleasures. The second is to Make It Special: lean into the activities and feelings that are unique to this time of year. Revel in coziness, enjoy
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