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Prologue

There’s something I find fascinating about other people’s professions. What is it really like to be a football coach? Or a paleontologist? Or a zookeeper? Luckily, in my work as a psychologist and an author, I get to learn about many of these worlds. A few months ago, I was talking with an emergency medical technician (they don’t like to be called ambulance drivers) who shared with me his pet peeve: motorists who routinely cut him off. “Just because my sirens and lights are not on,” he explains with resigned frustration, “doesn’t mean I don’t have a patient in the back.”

Sometimes the insights I gain are more significant. After the financial markets collapse of 2008, I interviewed an investment banker who related his observations about the banking industry. What surprised him most was the degree to which popularity played a role in shaping investment decisions. “It’s just like high school,” he lamented. “If you’re part of the in-crowd then your suggestions will be taken seriously, even if the facts and figures don’t support them.” And if you’re not, any alarm bells you sound will get politely ignored. This type of high school culture, he believed, led to poor investment choices that helped to set the stage for the financial meltdown.

As much as I enjoy learning about other fields, though, my true passion is the discipline of psychology. The field is still relatively young; there are still many questions left unanswered about the way our mind works. But enough research has been conducted to give us meaningful insights into some of the ways our mind functions and why we behave the way we do. I believe that today we are on the cusp of learning more about ourselves than we ever knew before.

One of the most profound insights I’ve learned from psychology is that there doesn’t seem to be a limit to the power of the human spirit to bounce back from setbacks and adversity. As a therapist, I’ve worked with individuals who have experienced incredible hardships but have still found a way to overcome them. Somehow they managed to persevere against the odds, altering the path that life seemed to have in store for them. This ability to be successful despite adversity is one of the most intriguing aspects about the human psyche. And up until recently psychologists knew very little about it.

The prevailing notion in the field used to be that few could realistically overcome their circumstances. And because psychologists focused so much of their attention on trying to understand pathology, they overlooked the most positive and inspiring accounts of individuals who overcame the odds and demonstrated surprising resilience.

The field changed course completely by accident. While conducting longitudinal studies, researchers came across large groups of individuals who appeared to defy the classical psychological dogma about the overbearing effects of adversity. And, as it turns out, people who overcome adversity are more common than psychologists thought. As the field broadened its horizons from pathology to areas of psychological growth, the study of success-despite-the-odds gained momentum.

In this book, I examine what happens during these times. Why is it that some people who face adversity come out stronger for it? When we look at individuals who succeeded even though they were not “supposed” to, how do they go about living their lives differently? What can we learn from them? Are there core qualities that can boost us past our own self-imposed limits? How do we stay strong when everything around us tries to pull us down?

Succeeding When You’re Supposed to Fail is an attempt to find answers to those questions.


1
Tunneling

Located along the banks of the Piscataquis River, just ninety miles south of the Canadian border, the sleepy town of Howland, Maine, has managed to keep much of its rural charm intact over the years. The most exciting news around town nowadays in Howland is a tourist spotting an occasional moose or bald eagle. But back in 1894 the town was ground zero of an intriguing mystery, one that defies our deepest assumptions about the resilience of the human spirit.

During the summer of that year, on a warm July day, Percy Spencer was born. There was nothing unusual or extraordinary about Percy’s birth or about his family. His father, Jasper Spencer, worked in Howland’s sawmill. His mother, Myrtle, following the tradition of the times, stayed at home taking care of the household. Percy’s childhood was set to be quite normal, and so it was at first. But when he was just a toddler, tragedy struck at the sawmill. A rotating saw unexpectedly splintered, and the centripetal force sent shards flying in all directions. One of the pieces struck Percy’s father, who died almost instantly.

The news sent Percy’s mother into shock. The disaster proved too much for her to handle, and soon after the incident she fled the family home, never to return. Now orphaned, with no one to take care of him, young Percy was sent to live with his aunt and uncle.

Losing one’s parents, especially at such a formative age, obviously has a lasting emotional impact. But fortunately for Percy, he had a roof over his head and family who loved him. He developed a special bond with his uncle, who became like a father to him. They both enjoyed tinkering with machinery. When Percy was just five, his uncle brought home a steam log hauler—essentially a locomotive that did not require train tracks—that was in need of repair. The large machine had recently broken down in the heavy winter snow, and Percy’s uncle had been entrusted with its care. The mechanical wonder was like nothing Percy had ever seen before, and his excitement was palpable.

Percy also developed a love of nature and animals and spent much of his free time in the woods. On one occasion he spotted a cougar—one of the last remaining in Maine—up in a tree. But just as young Percy was acclimating to his new life, tragedy struck once more. When he was seven, his uncle died. The loss was a crushing blow to the family emotionally, but it also took a huge financial toll. Times were hard, and although Percy showed a penchant for learning, he was forced to drop out of school before completing the fifth grade to help support the family. The remainder of his childhood consisted of an adult regimen: wake up before dawn, put in a full day at the spool mill, and return home after sundown.

Put yourself, for a moment, in young Percy’s shoes. You have no memories of your biological parents. Your mother left you when you were an infant. Your uncle, who was like a father to you, died when you were in second grade. And armed with only a fifth-grade education, you now spend every workday performing manual labor. It wouldn’t be surprising if your sense of trust in the world around you began to erode. “Everyone who loves me either ends up dying or leaving,” you might start to reason. You might even go as far as to blame yourself for the disasters that occurred: “Why is this happening to me? Why did my mother abandon me? Is my life always going to be filled with hardships?” Eventually, even a hardy soul can lose strength.

Difficult life events can take a psychological toll on an individual. Indeed, the notion that traumatic life events cause psychological harm seems so obvious that for many years psychologists assumed that it was virtually always the case. Experience a significant hardship, the belief went, and your life will be impacted for the worse.

This harm-leads-to-distress model of human psychology became a truism in the field—that is, until psychologist Emmy Werner came along. A newly minted Ph.D. with a specialty in developmental psychology, Werner had no idea she was about to throw her entire discipline into disarray. As a young professor, Werner spent most of her time performing statistical analyses on a project that tracked mothers and their babies living in Kauai, the westernmost island of the Hawaiian archipelago. When the project’s chief researcher retired, Werner inherited the project’s data. For a developmental psychologist, it was a gold mine. The first thing she did was to broaden the study’s scope and follow a cohort of children from birth onward, tracking their performance over the course of their lives. Instead of observing participants in an artificial laboratory setting, she monitored real people living their lives.

To collect the new data, Werner assembled a team of professionals—social workers, nurses, physicians, a clinical psychologist—who helped her track the children. The researchers even collected prenatal data. Essentially, the study subjects, all 698 of them, were recruited as participants before they were even born.

“At the time, the focus of our study and others like it,” Werner explained to me, “was very much on risk.” Remember that psychologists were under the impression that children who grew up in difficult environments would inevitably develop psychological distress. Werner wanted to measure how these kids fared in the face of adversity.

Although some of the children that Werner followed were at risk, a large group that essentially served as a control came from healthy, normal backgrounds. For the most part, those children led completely ordinary, regular lives. In other words, they were not exposed to any major life stressors and enjoyed supportive home environments. And, as you might expect, for the most part they performed well in school, stayed out of serious trouble, and did not manifest any major psychological issues.

The other children from the cohort, though, were born into difficult circumstances. Like Percy Spencer, who struggled with financial and emotional loss in rural Maine, those children faced any number of obstacles. Most lived in poverty. Many of their parents suffered from alcoholism and mental illness, or were not around at all. Among this group of children, most, unfortunately, did not fare well. Their grades were poor. They acted out in school or got into trouble with the police. Many of these children eventually dropped out of school and became teenage parents. Unfortunately, that is what Werner expected to find.

But, surprisingly, that wasn’t the case with all of the Kauai children who lived in deprived environments. Some of them managed to buck the trend. To Werner’s—and eventually the wider psychological community’s—surprise, about a third of the kids who came from disadvantaged backgrounds blossomed to lead rich and successful lives. They performed well in school. They formed healthy connections with their teachers and peers. As adults they were mentally strong and had successful careers. It’s as if their tough upbringing had left virtually no mark on how they turned out.

It’s worth pausing for a moment to consider what a radical shift Werner’s findings presented from the psychological orthodoxy. Her study called into question the most basic tenet of psychological behaviorism: that there’s a solid cause-and-effect relationship between the events in our past and our current psychological well-being. If the Kauai data were accurate, it meant that psychologists would have to redefine everything they thought they knew about basic human psychology.

At first, psychologists weren’t sure what to make of Werner’s results. Could it be that these miracle kids were just a fluke? Or perhaps there was something unique about the island or culture of Kauai that made it easier for disadvantaged kids to thrive? Even Werner was a bit dubious of the results. “I was wondering myself,” she admitted when we talked, “whether there was a statistical problem.” Maybe she had made a mistake analyzing the results, she thought.

But Werner’s findings proved to be accurate. Two other pioneers in the field, Norman Garmezy and Michael Rutter, independently discovered this same “unlikely success” phenomenon. Other scientists further substantiated Werner’s findings with their own research. In one major study, psychologists in Copenhagen investigated children who were raised by schizophrenic mothers. They found that although as a group they were more susceptible to developing psychological problems than average people, a significant portion of the kids led productive lives despite the chaotic conditions in which they grew up. Another longitudinal study found that among children who faced abject poverty, a subgroup of individuals emerged who transcended their difficult upbringing. All around the world—from England to Sweden to Australia—social scientists observed situations where individuals bucked the trend and rose out of their circumstances.

In one of the most comprehensive and telling studies to date, psychologists in New Zealand tracked a group of 1,265 children, all born in 1977, from birth to age twenty-one. The team followed the children closely and recorded every conceivable relevant piece of information they could find: their family’s financial situation, their interactions at home, their conduct at school, their psychological functioning, any alcohol or drug use, and any signs of destructive tendencies. When they analyzed the body of data, the psychologists found that half of the children were leading normal lives with no significant hardships. Roughly 40 percent of them faced some obstacles—maybe their family life was a little shaky or they acted out in school. But about 10 percent of the children faced extreme hardships. They came from broken homes, lived in poverty, witnessed or experienced domestic violence, and had parents who struggled with substance abuse. But even growing up under these severe conditions, half of the children from this group fared well. They did not develop any alcohol or other drug dependence, displayed no psychological pathology, and did not get into trouble with the law. A third of them, the researchers found, did not exhibit any residual psychological symptoms, such as depression or anxiety.

But what about individuals who are exposed to the toughest and most unfortunate set of circumstances? The American psychologists Kerry Bolger and Charlotte Patterson identified a group of 107 elementary school children who were the victims of abuse and neglect. Bolger and Patterson tracked these children over a period of three years and found that most of them, understandably, showed at least some deficiencies or problem areas in their peer relations, academic achievement, general behavior, self-esteem, or psychological well-being. But even among this group of neglected and abused children, a few still managed to operate at or above grade level for at least a year on all of the key dimensions measured: they formed healthy relationships with other children, performed well in school, behaved well, developed a healthy self-esteem, and demonstrated no psychological problems over an extended period of time.

No matter how dire the circumstances, within every large group, psychologists now realize, a subset of individuals will emerge who manage to thrive despite everything they have endured. They overcome their life condition to prosper emotionally, psychologically, interpersonally, and in terms of their careers. It’s as if these individuals are somehow adversity-proof; they seem to tunnel their way under or through harsh barriers to emerge virtually unscathed on the other side.

Consider two children who seem nearly identical. They live in the same neighborhood, attend the same schools, deal with similar family dynamics, and face the same issues of adversity. One child succumbs to the environmental and emotional turmoil around him and stumbles into a life filled with challenges and difficulties. The other child, faced with the same hardships, somehow manages to tunnel his way through the adversity he faces and goes on to lead a healthy, successful life. What causes two similar individuals to take such divergent paths?

When it comes to physical health, we know the factors responsible for a positive outcome. Eat nutritious food, but don’t eat too much; be physically active; have regular access to medical care; and you’re on your way to a healthy life. Similarly, when it comes to education, we know that studying hard, receiving support and encouragement at home, and having good teachers make a huge difference. But when it comes to overcoming adversity for children and adults, whether they are facing small challenges or severe ones—most of us are in the dark.

Why do some people manage to overcome or tunnel through obstacles that defeat most others? Why is it that individuals who seem destined for failure become successful? What are the psychological factors that allow someone to defeat the odds?

The concept of tunneling in scientific discourse originates, oddly enough, in the field of quantum physics. It’s used to describe the counterintuitive behavior of subatomic particles. Decades before psychologists began investigating unlikely success, physicists were grappling with some unlikely mysteries of their own.

In the 1920s physicists realized that the universe seemed to be breaking its own rules, and no one quite knew why. It all started with two perplexing puzzles concerning the very large and the very small. The first mystery involves the sun. According to classical principles of physics, the sun is not supposed to shine. In order for a star to be able to produce enough heat to glow, hydrogen atoms need to fuse to produce helium. But hydrogen atoms naturally repel each other because of their similar electric charge. In order for hydrogen atoms to fuse, they need to be heated to an extremely high temperature—ten billion degrees, to be exact—so that they can travel fast enough to overcome their inherent repulsion. And this is where the big problem came up. Astrophysicists determined that although the sun is hot, it’s not ten billion degrees hot. Even at its core, the sun’s temperature reaches only one-tenth of 1 percent of the heat necessary for fusion to occur. So how does the sun manage to shine?

The other mystery that preoccupied physicists involves radioactive decay. In simple terms, a radioactive element decays when it loses energy by emitting ionizing particles from its nucleus. But just as hydrogen particles are not supposed to be able to fuse together inside the sun, radioactive elements, according to the principles of classical physics, are not supposed to decay. That’s because the force holding a nucleus together is so strong that particles should never be able to suddenly escape. It would be as if you were to jump up and down and in one of those attempts you suddenly managed to break free of Earth’s gravity and found yourself floating off into space. The nuclear force inside an element should be far too strong to allow particles to escape the nucleus. But physicists have repeatedly found that particles can and do leave the nucleus, seemingly without regard for the basic laws of physics.

So how did physicists account for these two impossibilities? It turns out that subatomic particles are subject to two differing and often clashing sets of laws—classical “commonsense” laws and tunneling “probability cloud” laws. The classical laws are clear-cut: there are limits on what physical objects can do, based on the classical laws of physics. The tunneling laws, on the other hand, are much murkier. Every subatomic particle has a “probability cloud” that determines its location. The probability cloud contains all imaginable possibilities, even those that defy classical rules. The process of determining what actually happens and which possibility is actualized is completely random, and no one fully understands it. Physicists have become very good at determining the precise odds involved in this relocation process, so that they can predict with great accuracy the odds for where a particle could appear, but no one understands how the probability cloud works or why it exists. Microscopic particles routinely appear and disappear as if they’re using some invisible Star Trek transporter.

The important thing to note for our purposes is that tunneling supersedes the classical laws of physics. When the random tunneling probability situates a particle in a place it’s not “supposed” to be able to get to, it becomes situated there. That’s how subatomic particles are able to overcome the impossible. If the probability cloud positions a particle outside a uranium nucleus, the nucleus decays. And if a hydrogen atom is randomly positioned very near another hydrogen atom, they fuse to produce helium.

Even large objects like human beings are subject to the effects of a probability cloud. But the more massive an object, the tinier the probability cloud. That’s why you don’t see chairs and tables and people disappearing and reappearing all over the place. Still, physicists calculate that if you press your hand against a wall and repeat the action for about a dozen billion years, on one of those trillions of attempts your hand will succeed in tunneling through the wall to emerge on the other side, leaving both the wall and your hand intact.

The point about quantum tunneling is that subatomic particles routinely defy classical or traditional laws, achieving what on the surface would seem impossible. Similarly, in the psychological world, certain individuals are able to defy classical psychological barriers and achieve improbable success. This gets at something fundamental about human nature.

Whereas in quantum mechanics the movement and location of subatomic particles are random—no one can determine whether one particle will tunnel in favor of another or even when such tunneling will take place—psychological tunneling can be deconstructed and traced back to its originating factors. And fortunately, unlike with the quantum probability cloud, the odds or probability of overcoming our psychological limits can be actively increased as we shift our attitudes about life, the world around us, and our capabilities. Scientists in developmental psychology, organizational behavior, management, and clinical psychology have begun to decipher the hidden qualities that define people who are able to tunnel through life barriers. What emerges are the underlying psychological factors and characteristics that give tunnelers their power.

Most of us are guided the majority of the time by well-understood psychological laws or principles. We become motivated when we receive praise and experience success, and we feel deflated and uninspired when we run into significant obstacles. But that doesn’t have to be the case. We can learn how to flourish despite the seemingly impenetrable barriers that we’ve learned to accept as reality. Think of all the times in our lives when we stop ourselves short—when we do not ask out the person we have a crush on in high school or shy away from a challenging project at work or give up on an exercise regimen we know would be good for us—just because when faced with stumbling blocks and obstructions, we give up because they seem too overwhelming.

This book explores why some people, faced with deficiencies and limitations, are able to tunnel through the barriers before them. How does such tunneling come about? How can we actively put these tunneling maneuvers to work in our personal and professional lives?

Working as a psychologist, I have had the privilege of interacting with a number of clients who are tunnelers. When they relate the difficulties in their lives, which are often filled with unimaginable hardships, I’m constantly intrigued by their ability to fight through
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