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			To Michelle, Leo, and Zoë, three miracles I never saw coming and who change the very lens through which I see the world…
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				Chapter 1

				The Power of Beliefs Is Ascending

			
			Beneath the noise and bustle of modern progress, something quietly extraordinary has emerged. Scientifically, the power of our beliefs to change our future has been rising for two decades.

			In the modern world we can now peer inside the brain, edit genes, and teach machines to think, yet we struggle to find meaning, change habits, and sustain joy. Surrounded by the tools and triumphs of technology like MRIs, SSRIs, and AI, we easily assume that the impact of “mere belief” is fading. But the research tells a different story. Beliefs are the hidden key.

			Beliefs about ourselves, others, money, the world—everything from sports superstitions to politics to religious convictions—do more than shape the lens through which we see the world. They shape what happens next. Scientifically speaking, beliefs don’t just reflect reality. Beliefs bend reality.

			We know there is power in habit, environment, and genes. But stunning new research in this book reveals how seven “core beliefs” are now increasingly predictive of our future health, success, wealth, and education. Our beliefs take the cap off our potential or they hold us down. They heal us or they make us sicker. In short, beliefs change the math about what is possible and what is probable. By changing the math, beliefs change our path.

			The Rise of Belief

			Back in 1955, a Harvard Medical School anesthesiologist named Henry Beecher published a study in The Journal of the American Medical Association that irrevocably changed the field of medicine. In “The Powerful Placebo,” Beecher suggested that “placebos”—fake drugs or interventions that the patient believes are real—create a real and quantifiable outcome change compared to the control group who receives no treatment. In the fifteen studies Beecher performed on more than a thousand participants with different diseases, the placebo group had a positive benefit 35 percent of the time compared to the control group. This was and remains a stunning conclusion.

			Beecher had begun the process of quantifying the impact of belief on outcomes. Decades later, placebos still serve as powerful examples of how beliefs can change our outcomes.

			One striking instance comes from a 2002 study led by Dr. Bruce Moseley, an orthopedic surgeon at the Baylor College of Medicine. In this study, published in The New England Journal of Medicine, 180 patients who had suffered for years with severe knee osteoarthritis were offered a free knee surgery. Sounds great so far! The catch, they learned, was that only two-thirds of them would receive a real surgery.

			One-third would have cartilage removed and another third would have an arthroscopic lavage to clean out the knee debris—both standard procedures repeatedly found to be better than time and natural healing. The final third would receive a “sham surgery” where nothing was done. Instead, an incision would be made by Moseley while the patients were under anesthesia, leaving a scar so the patient had no way of knowing if they received one of the real surgeries or not.

			If you think it is crazy that this study got approved, you are not wrong. But participants were given a 66 percent chance to get a free life-changing surgery knowing that they wouldn’t just naturally get better without it.

			It somehow gets crazier. At the six-month mark, the patients who received the sham surgery showed the same improvement in their pain, inflammation, and mobility as those who received a real surgery. The same result held at one year. Even two years later, the patients who falsely believed they received a knee surgery experienced the same improvement as the real procedure recipients. You may be wondering if the “sham surgery” patients just naturally healed? Not in this case. Severe osteoarthritis is a progressive condition that naturally gets worse over time, not better.

			The durability of the placebo effect in this study surprised many in the medical community. The placebo hadn’t just provided a brief psychological boost—it had the same lasting power as an actual invasive but effective procedure. This was not a rejection of knee surgery; it was an astonishing potential validation of the power of belief.

			Nowadays, the Federal Drug Administration requires all new drugs to be tested against a placebo. I find this fascinating. I began my graduate work at Harvard Divinity School studying ethics—how the lens through which people view the world changes what happens next. In the ancient world, without testing and controls, there was no way to know for sure if the positive effects of a healing were due to the herbs, a ritual dance, or simply a belief that the treatment would work. I point this out not to suggest that ancient medicine didn’t work, but to note that in the modern world, we did not cut beliefs out of the formula. In fact, at the cutting edge of biotechnology, the gold standard for testing a new drug requires comparing its effectiveness to the power of belief.

			And this is where things take a huge turn.

			Sixty years after we started measuring the placebo effect, scientists began to notice the emergence of an even more surprising effect. In 2011, a group of French researchers released a comprehensive analysis of dozens of childhood epilepsy studies. Instead of focusing simply upon the efficacy of the drugs, the researchers also tracked the placebo groups. To their shock, they found that across these many studies, the placebo effect had increased significantly over time. In 1990, 10 percent of these patients who took the placebo noticed an improvement in the frequency of seizures. Twenty years later, that rate was slightly above 20 percent. The placebo had seemingly doubled in efficacy in two decades.

			Shortly after, another study was published in the esteemed scientific journal Pain. Researchers reexamined eighty-four different published studies over the past two decades and were forced to conclude that, since 2000, the impact of placebos has steadily increased so that all types of human pain, from neuropathy to headaches to healing after surgery, have lessened. Since then, researchers from Harvard to Oxford—looking at hundreds of studies of dementia, depression, headaches, backaches, knee pain, shoulder pain, eczema, acne, multiple sclerosis, heart disease, and cancer—have found that the power of placebos is rising across the board. In one meta-analysis of seventy-five studies, the effect of a placebo on clinical depression has been increasing by 7 percent per decade!

			That is stunning. Why would belief be having an increased impact on our outcomes? The drug companies would have no reason to falsely build up the placebo effect. That would make it harder to approve new drugs. And there is no reason to assume that a placebo like a fake pill or fake knee surgeries would work better in 2025 than in 1955. The placebo effect should not change over time.

			But it did. And it continues to increase.

			The internal mechanism of why placebos work is still a mystery to scientists. Some say when we believe we have received a treatment, this calms down the parasympathetic nervous system and heals us, or that the belief that we are being healed gives us confidence to be more active, which in turn heals us. Either way, beliefs are having a quantifiable impact.

			This book is not about placebos. To me, the truth is more powerful than lies. But the conclusion is already astounding. It’s not just that belief is powerful. It’s that, for some reason, belief may be becoming more powerful and impactful in our modern world.

			Okay, now stop for a moment. Would you have guessed that? Or would you have assumed that the power of belief is waning in the modern world? For many, modernity is defined as the progression of science, technology, and medicine over things like mere beliefs. And some argue that with AI and deepfake technology, we live in a world where you can’t believe anything. (I’ve seen a video of Elon Musk making out with a polar bear, and that’s on an app he owns and controls.) We are starting to not believe even our own eyes, ears, and apps.

			Yet when we research the impact of belief on our health outcomes, its power is actually growing. But it doesn’t stop there: Beliefs are not just affecting our health, they are affecting our outcomes throughout our lives in new and extraordinary ways.

			The Home-Field Advantage

			A few years ago, my friend Ben Malcolmson invited me to join the Seattle Seahawks at an offseason practice alongside, of all people, Dwight Schrute from The Office. (If you’re wondering, Rainn Wilson is very charismatic but is only okay at kicking field goals.) On that unsurprisingly cloudy summer day in Seattle, there were around one hundred twenty Seahawks working out. In a week, there would be fifty-three. Each NFL team takes on more players during the offseason to give them a chance to work out with the team before the coaches whittle down the numbers to fill the roster. It is stressful and the stakes are high—I was later informed by one of the coaches that inclusion on the team can mean the difference between the realization of a player’s lifelong dream with a $795,000 base salary and, oftentimes, a minimum wage job back in his community.

			“One hundred twenty players hope to make the team, but only fifty-three do.” That fact was quickly whispered to me in the hallway right before I went into the lecture room with the players to give a brief talk. Tragically, in my nervous or excited state, I misheard. When I walked into the room, I believed it was filled with the players who had just been cut from the team. It was not. It was everyone. Star quarterback Russell Wilson was in the room somewhere, as was Defensive Player of the Year Bobby Wagner. Please join me in my walk of shame to the front of that lecture hall.

			As I stood before them, my eyes full of sympathy, I waxed encouragingly about the research on “how to believe our behavior matters when we have experienced incredible disappointments…as you’ve just experienced.” To this day I wonder what “incredible disappointments” the Seahawks team thought I was referring to as I looked directly at them. I asked a question, and one nice player paraphrased my TED Talk perfectly. Trying to bolster his surely crushed spirits from being cut, I said maybe he’ll have a TED Talk of his own someday. That was Tyler Lockett. He had just signed a $30 million contract.

			But to my surprise, after that awkward session, then-Seahawks’ coach, Pete Carroll, invited me to his office. I was thrilled to have an opportunity to ask a coaching legend questions about the impact of belief on winning, and especially about the psychology of the home-field advantage.

			The home-field advantage is the benefit you receive by playing in your own stadium, court, or field. It represents one of the most consistently predictable impacts in sports—so much so that the Vegas data scientists who set the betting odds give home teams an increased chance of winning at home compared to on the road. For example, for the NFL, the increased odds of playing at home translate to three points in the spread to the home team. That’s the statistical equivalent of a free successful field goal just for playing at home, in a sport where the game often comes down to a field goal attempt. For soccer, across all professional games globally, teams have a 30 percent chance of losing at home but a 45 percent chance of winning at home (the rest are draws). That’s huge. In college football, 64 percent of the time the home team wins. No wonder teams fight for the opportunity to play on their home turf—depending on the sport and the study, you can have the same team and same players, but up to a 50 percent increase in the chance of winning when playing in your home stadium. That’s crazy.

			When I asked Coach Carroll why he thought this was the case, he described to me the confidence of knowing where the uprights are for kicks in relation to the stadium, the familiarity that comes with playing at the elevation the body is accustomed to or in the preferred temperature, and most of all, the advantage of not having to get on a plane and travel. This was the consensus view of the mechanics behind the home-field advantage.

			A year after my talk to the Seahawks, Covid hit. And for the first time in the history of sports, we were able to regularly observe players in their stadium but without fans in the stands.

			And the home-field advantage…disappeared.

			In football, without fans in the stands, there was no statistical advantage to playing home or away. None. And in soccer, the home team scored .39 fewer goals in their home stadium than they did when fans were present. In a sport where one goal can win you the game, this was an enormous swing.

			What we learned was that the home-field advantage wasn’t about the plane or the stadium or the geography. It couldn’t be, because those things hadn’t changed. The away team still had to travel. The away court was different from the home court. The only thing that changed was the absence of fans, who don’t even touch the ball. This suggests the advantage comes not from the physical venue but from the presence of the fans—the team’s belief that they are not alone and that people are for them and not against them.

			Perhaps believing that they are not alone quiets anxiety in the brain, helping the athletes focus. Maybe it increases their confidence when other people around them believe in them. We don’t fully know yet. But something about having fans in the stands likely led to a sense of feeling supported, which impacted how the athletes played. As an aside, this also means something for all my non-professional athlete readers: If you’re a fan in the stadium, depending on the study and the sport, up to 50 percent of every home victory is yours. Congrats! (If the score is close and my team wins, I go ahead and round that up to 100 percent.) And you should feel free to sign as many balls and jerseys as you want now, you know, given how important you are to the team.

			In short, we learned that in sports, belief is way more powerful than we previously believed.

			This home-field advantage discovery is further evidence that if we change someone’s beliefs, we can observe a quantifiable impact on their success rates regardless of their training, strength, genes, and environment. Your beliefs matter. Which leads us to the third new window into the power of beliefs in the modern world, this one coming from technology.

			Beliefs Are Uniquely Human

			In a viral article entitled “Everyone Is Cheating Their Way Through College,” James Walsh wrote, “Multiple AI platforms now offer tools to leave AI-generated feedback on students’ essays. Which raises the possibility that AIs are now evaluating AI-generated papers, reducing the entire academic exercise to a conversation between two robots—or maybe even just one.” Changes like this amid the AI revolution cause many to fear that the future will simply leave humans out of the equation.

			But simultaneously, AI is giving us a window into what it can’t do. For example, AI cannot believe that a struggling student will turn their life around, beat the odds, and do better next year than they have in previous years of schooling. AI cannot believe you will find love. AI cannot believe you will overcome familial history of addiction. AI cannot believe that you will beat stage 3 cancer. AI can calculate the odds, but it can never believe you will beat them. Belief is uniquely human.

			AI does not have any desires. Ask it, and you’ll get the same answer. AI does not possess the faith, grit, or sheer determination that allows someone to believe that they can rise above those odds and achieve the unexpected. It does not feel the fire of ambition or the quiet, defiant faith that whispers, “My behavior matters,” even when the data says otherwise.

			As a scientist, I think the odds and calculations are important, but that should not be the end of the story. We cannot let probabilities mask one’s possibilities. Determination isn’t a line of code. Hope isn’t a calculation. The advent of AI has given us a window into this uniquely human ability to believe in something beyond the numbers—a vital reminder of what separates the merely probable from belief. Belief requires the capacity to hope, to envision a reality beyond the probable, or to commit to a vision despite uncertainty.

			So, what are beliefs?

			I would say, just like with happiness, there is no one great definition that covers all our bases. From a neuroscience perspective, belief is a neurocognitive representation that encodes the perceived probability or truth value of a proposition maintained in memory and is capable of influencing perception, reasoning, emotion, and behavior even in the absence of direct sensory input.

			In the real world, I don’t find this definition very helpful. Much more valuable is a working definition: Beliefs are the lens through which our brains process the world and decide on a path.

			When I ask people about their beliefs, usually they first tell me their religious and political beliefs. When I ask for more beliefs, they usually make a joke like “I believe my Jets are going to win the Super Bowl this year” (which certainly is a joke). Then people peter out. Some people tell me they aren’t interested in faith or beliefs, just “science and facts.” But hidden beliefs shape the entirety of your world. Just check your calendar. You believe you will be around and healthy enough to make a Zoom call next Wednesday. Your life is full of belief.

			We hold unlimited beliefs about the world, like the belief that I will live until retirement, or that a Waymo will avoid an oncoming car, or that a crypto coin has value. All of these are beliefs with real-world repercussions.

			Your brain assigns meaning in complicated, interconnecting patterns that attempt to make sense of your experience with wealth, security, progress, relationships, Cybertrucks, The Office, the color orange, and everything else in your life. Beliefs are the reason you eat the foods you eat, wear the clothes you wear, and have the relationships you have. These interconnections of meaning form the unique lens through which you view the world and make decisions—how we make the next call or decide to get married or deal with a setback at our startup.

			Beliefs are not facts. They are inherently subjective. Someone who is objectively surrounded by large numbers of people who love them can still believe they are alone and the subjective perception, not the numbers, will shape their reality. If a student is at the top of her class but doesn’t believe that “My work is meaningful” or “I matter,” then the belief—not the predictions and calculations based on past performance—will significantly impact her long-term trajectory. You can give your kids more opportunities and gifts than 99 percent of kids in the world receive, but they might never be grateful if they see the 1 percent on social media who has something they don’t and start to believe “I am missing out” or “I do not have enough.” Which leads us to an important conclusion.

			Beliefs are real, even when they are not true.

			This is not just about personal beliefs but about collective beliefs, too. In August of 2024, when chipmaker Nvidia released its earnings, it reported a revenue increase of 150 percent and a great outlook. But its stock dropped 10 percent and tanked the entire S&P 500 market. Something wasn’t right.

			When financial writers tried to make sense of the drop, their conclusion was: After seven quarters of beating expectations by a larger percentage, investors believed that not beating them as strongly indicated weakness. You might be thinking, okay, maybe the stock was technically overvalued. But the next day Nvidia recovered half its losses, without any change to its fundamentals. Ten days later it had returned to its previous stock price. A month later Nvidia dropped 20 percent. A month after that, Nvidia was at its record high.

			This is not a story of sound and objective fundamentals driving the market. This is an example of the power of belief increasingly shaping the entire economy, from Bitcoin to our parents’ 401(k) plans to the future of AI. Our shared beliefs can cause trillions of dollars to evaporate, alter generational wealth, topple regimes, overcome recessions, and create bubbles—and from Wall Street to soccer fields to hospitals to schools, if you are preparing for the future without fully addressing the power of belief, you are running blind.

			In this book, I argue a simple central thesis: The lens through which you view the world predicts not only your experience of the present but also the trajectory of your future. And by strengthening the most predictive positive beliefs, we can dramatically improve our happiness and success.

			When you analyze and understand the meaning your brain assigns to parts of your world, you gain power to respond consciously instead of unconsciously. Did you know that researchers discovered that orange pills make people feel energized, while green pills make them feel calm—even when there’s no medicine in the pill? Our brains don’t just respond to chemistry; they respond to meaning. Even a simple belief about color can change our biology. Just imagine what the bigger beliefs you hold might be doing for you—or against you—every single day.

			Over the course of this book, you will read research about how when we consciously or unconsciously believe we are alone, hills look 15 to 20 percent steeper to the brain. On the other hand, when we believe that our work is meaningful, studies have shown a 31 percent increase in productivity and a 23 percent drop in the negative impacts of stress. When we believe that we are close to the finish line, the body releases almost 30 percent of hidden resources it was hoarding in reserve. When salespeople go from feeling pessimistic to believing that good things can happen, their sales on average rise cross-industry by 37 percent.

			Positive belief does not guarantee outcomes, but it does propel us toward them.

			In this book, I describe how we can navigate the real questions we face in our lives. How do we decide which beliefs are powerful and which, irrational? How do we show up as a good friend for someone who believes they can beat cancer? How do we parent a child who believes they will be a professional basketball player or attend a top university? How do we lead a team that believes they have no chance of making the playoffs or hitting their sales goal?

			But before we can impact the future, we must understand our present. Which leads us to ask two interconnected questions about the present: What do YOU believe? And why is the modern world struggling so much?

			The Four Horsemen of the Modern World

			For much of my life, I believed that the advance of technology and modernity automatically led to a better world. And when I read that Martin Luther King Jr. argued that the arc of history bends toward justice, I also assumed the arc of progress bends toward happiness, well-being, and peace. If that were true, then people should be much happier now than they were a decade ago. And certainly happier than four decades ago.

			But is this true? Do you personally feel like happiness is easier to find today than in 2005 or 1985? Do you have way more meaning in your life than you imagine people had in the 1800s?

			Unless you’ve been living in a cave, you know our world is struggling. (And if you’ve been living in a cave, you might have even more problems.) We are losing the battle for happiness. For example, over the past twenty years, depression rates have doubled for every age group, including children.

			It’s not just that being human is hard; being human seems to have gotten harder.

			In the midst of this upheaval, our vision of the future has grown seriously dark. According to the Pew Foundation, 39 percent of Americans, both religious and nonreligious and from both political parties, believe we are in the “end times”—39 percent! That is stunning. Thirty-nine percent is no fringe apocalyptic cult; that is more than one out of every three people in the US. This means that if you look around your office, statistically, one out of three employees—possibly the one holding the venti Frappuccino with extra whip—believes we are on a rapid descent into chaos and entropy.

			Revelations, the last book of the Bible, tells of the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse: war, famine, conquest, and death. I would argue that the research over the past two decades reveals the rise of the Four Horsemen of the Modern World: burnout, anxiety, loneliness, and depression. A study published in Nature found that since the 1990s, worldwide depression has increased by 60 percent. Anxiety rates have risen more than 50 percent since 2010 in the US. Harvard’s 2021 report on social connection noted that 36 percent of Americans, including 61 percent of young adults, report feeling “serious loneliness.” Then-US Surgeon General, Vivek Murthy, declared that we are living through a loneliness epidemic that is devastating not only our happiness but our physical health. More than 25 percent of American adults are currently on medication to treat anxiety or depression. And Gallup just found historic levels of disengagement at work, higher even than in the midst of The Great Resignation and a global pandemic. In short, we are not happier.

			We have almost become numb to the fact that rates of burnout, anxiety, loneliness, and depression are increasing precipitously each year, and most seem to think that trend is unlikely to reverse. These aren’t just statistics; have you felt this?

			Why are we witnessing this rise of the Four Horsemen of the Modern World? I would argue that for almost all of human history, our beliefs have been mostly shaped by community, religion, and occupation. Now we have become untethered from all three, creating a cultural and societal condition I call The Great Drift. The fracturing of our communities, our workplaces, and our belief structures over the last twenty years has caused us to become unmoored and, as a result, our most important beliefs have begun to drift.

			Over these last decades, our sources of shared belief have dramatically waned. The Pew Foundation found that people who do not identify with any religion rose from 8 percent in 2001 to 28 percent in 2024, an astronomical increase unprecedented in history. Enlistment in the military has dropped by 58 percent since the 1980s. Concurrently, service and volunteering club memberships have declined by more than 60 percent. These trends signify more than institutional abandonment; they represent a fracturing of the communal frameworks that historically offered individuals a sense of purpose, belonging, and moral direction.

			With the advent of the gig economy, hybrid work, and the slow demise of pensions, our occupations no longer bind us and bond us. For those under forty-two, the desire to stay with their company has dropped to an all-time low of 16 percent. That’s all before a global pandemic ripped us apart even more.

			And the village is gone. Over the past two decades, men, in particular, reported a 30 percent drop in face-to-face interactions, and teenagers spent 45 percent less time engaging with one another in person. We’ve become more and more alone, as we buried ourselves behind our screens and lost touch with the traditional mediums of connection and community gatherings that have historically cultivated positive beliefs.

			The consequence of The Great Drift is not merely the absence of faith but the presence of profoundly negative and often harmful alternative beliefs—that life is a zero-sum competition, that worth is tied solely to individual productivity, and that we are fundamentally alone in our struggles. Where once shared rituals and collective narratives mitigated existential anxieties, their absence has allowed for the spread of nihilism and hyper-individualism.

			Our brains can also fill belief voids with unsatisfying quasi-communities—social media influencers, celebrity takes, OnlyFans subscriptions, and podcasters who are just as angry, burned out, lonely, and depressed as everyone else. The “loneliness epidemic,” the “Anxious Generation,” the “Prozac Nation,” “The Great Resignation” are all symptoms of The Great Drift.

			The root of our largest problems and societal ills are seven symptomatic and fundamental beliefs of The Great Drift:

			
					
					My behavior doesn’t matter.

				

					
					I am missing out.

				

					
					I don’t matter.

				

					
					I don’t have enough.

				

					
					I am alone.

				

					
					This work is not meaningful.

				

					
					There is nothing greater than me.

				

			

			Just as a virus has certain biomarkers that reveal its presence, these seven negative beliefs are the markers of The Great Drift. Once we identify the markers, we can start to come up with solutions.

			But we need not despair because I believe there is a path forward and upward.

			The Seven Core Power Beliefs

			Rebuilding a sense of meaning and belonging requires more than personal resilience. There needs to be a reawakening to the core beliefs that uplift rather than depress, and that connect rather than divide.

			Over the past twenty years, I have traveled to fifty countries researching the impact of what I’ve come to call the core power beliefs: the most predictive beliefs shaping your present and future. By strengthening these seven beliefs—which are the antidotes of those negative markers above—we see massive positive impacts to our success and quality of life. The evidence is visible not just on brain scans but in actual outcomes in the classroom, on the field, in our homes, and in the office. I will dedicate a chapter to each of these beliefs and their ramifications upon our work and lives.

			The seven core power beliefs are:

			
					
					My behavior matters.

				

					
					I am grateful.

				

					
					I matter.

				

					
					I have something to give.

				

					
					I am not alone.

				

					
					This work is meaningful.

				

					
					There is something greater than me.

				

			

			These beliefs are not new; they have been at the core of most social, philosophical, and religious institutions for millennia. But now, using modern science and research, we can start to quantify their impacts on the quality of our lives. Strengthening even just one of these core beliefs has massive implications. Previous studies in top-tier journals have revealed that strengthening these core power beliefs can help double the rate of promotion, potentially extend life more than 7.5 years, increase the likelihood of surviving cancer, improve test scores by almost 25 percent, drop burnout rates by nearly 50 percent, increase sales by 37 percent, triple the likelihood of a 20 percent raise, and much more.

			In the rest of Part I we will explore the power of beliefs. In Part II we will unpack the seven most powerful beliefs for predicting your future. And finally, in Part III, I will describe the six main strategies of belief change. Specifically, you can alter what part of the brain processes conflict using the Disaster Elevator. You can also learn how to curate memories to change your mental narrative using the Memory DeLorean, how to change your language by Stopping Negative Mantras, how Starting the Wave uses contagious behaviors to shape your lens, how to use Common Texts to shift shared beliefs, and how to create a neural tribe by increasing the positive sources in your ecosystem.

			By bringing this research to life, we move from The Great Drift to a great shift back to the core beliefs that are most predictive of our long-term success, well-being, and happiness.

			From medicine to sports to technology, we are witnessing how beliefs are increasingly driving changes to our outcomes and future. And in a world that seems increasingly dark and challenging, we have an unprecedented opportunity to strengthen our most powerful beliefs and to shine brighter together.

			Same world, different beliefs, different outcome…
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