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0.

INTRODUCTION

The inside story of our outer world


With our thoughts we make the world.

—BUDDHA



My friend Kirsten was in Kenya when she emailed me a photo of where she had spent her morning: a rustic open shelter with a thatched roof of woven palm fronds—from which hangs a cushioned daybed, with a backrest for sitting up. Perched just a few feet above sea level, the little cabana looks out on the calm turquoise waters of the Indian Ocean, with small islands punctuating the horizon under a blue sky. Just looking at the photo, I can smell the salty sea air and feel the cool ocean breeze.


[image: Thatched gazebo with a swing on a sandy beach overlooking the water in Kenya.]
Kirsten’s cabana in Kenya

It was easy to see why Kirsten loves this place. As for the book she recommended in the same email, I was not yet convinced: From a spot like that, anything would be enjoyable.

Kirsten’s perfect morning had at least as much to do with the place as with anything she did or thought there. Of course. Our spaces are always having a profound influence on us, whether we realize it or not. And not just on the coast of Kenya.

In our daily lives, the places where we live, work, and play are constantly shaping how we think, feel, and interact with others. In some office layouts, our coworkers are teammates; in others, these very same people become distractions or rivals. Some classrooms encourage students to expand their horizons, while others squeeze their thinking and energy into a box. Some homes feel welcoming the moment we cross the threshold; others seem cold or even hostile. We can’t help but be shaped by the spaces we inhabit. But we also have the power to choose, design, and make spaces that help us thrive.

Getting smarter about our relationship with our surroundings unlocks answers to familiar dilemmas: Is my team more productive working from home or the office? Should my kids do homework at the kitchen table or at the desk in their bedroom? Should I buy the house with the newly renovated kitchen or the one with skylights and the big backyard? And, yes, where is the best place to read a book?

There are no one-size-fits-all answers to these questions. Even Kirsten’s Kenyan cabana will seem more idyllic to some than to others. But we can consistently put ourselves in better places, both literally and figuratively, by understanding some essential truths. First is that our inner and outer worlds are inseparable.

DIVIDED WORLDS

At one point in my life, a great simple pleasure was taking my two young kids to the library or bookstore. I would help each of them pick out a book, then get them settled at the kid-sized reading tables. Big brother, just beginning to sound out words, next to little sister, just learning to flip pages.

Then I could steal away for some quick browsing of my own. My first stop was the section with shelves labeled psychology, decision-making, or self-help; as a behavioral scientist (and as a type-A personality), I’m drawn to books about how our minds influence what we do and how well we do it.

Then I would make my second stop: the books categorized as design, or architecture, or even home improvement. That section of books appeals to my interest in our human-built surroundings writ large, from the intimate spaces we call home to the layout of entire cities; from modern skyscrapers to outdoor expanses that appear “natural” but were birthed by human minds too.

The ideas promising better outer worlds are in one section of the store, and the ideas promising better inner worlds are in another. I get that books on different topics need to be shelved in different sections—otherwise we’d all be wandering aimlessly with no chance of finding what we’re looking for. Still, the complete lack of overlap between these two categories is odd. After all, public discourse has been enriched by books on the mental effects of everything from exercise to intergenerational trauma to screen time. There’s an entire genre applying behavioral science to organizations and people’s lives in them.

The spaces we inhabit influence our thoughts and feelings too, every bit as much as our genes, screens, and work lives do. But how to harness this relationship between our psychology and our physical spaces? Uncharted territory.

The divide between our inner and outer worlds predates libraries and bookstores. Since at least the era of the great philosophers, practical knowledge has existed in two different “realms,” one of immaterial thoughts and another of physical things. Then the early advances in modern science—think the theory of gravity from the legend of Newton’s falling apple, or Einstein’s theory of relativity—explained the behavior of the physical world. In the last century or so, psychology and related fields like economics, sociology, and anthropology have shown how human life too can benefit from scientific scrutiny. Now we have empirical data and tested theories to help us understand the realm of thoughts and feelings, in addition to the material world.

The knowledge advances, but the divide persists. When we want to improve ourselves, we look inward—to feelings, meditation apps, and therapy. When we want to improve our spaces, we look outward—to paint colors and tile patterns, or even the quality of light and air. We treat mind and matter as distinct problems requiring distinct solutions. And in doing so, we fail to imagine how improving our surroundings could enhance our minds, or ways in which we might use our minds to improve our surroundings.

As with the bookstore shelves, the distinction may serve an organizing purpose. But what is lost when renewing the company mission is on one agenda and upgrading the office space is on another? Can we have any sense of what our kids are learning at school without knowing what lessons are instilled by their playgrounds? Why is building “community” the purview of organizers or social workers, whereas building the physical spaces in which the community might come together is a task reserved for architects or engineers?

On most college campuses, the gap between our inner and outer worlds is even wider than it is in the bookstore. At the University of Virginia (UVA), where I work, I have to leave the building to get from the behavioral science departments to my engineering office, and trek all the way across campus to get from engineering to the school of architecture. I’m not complaining about the walking. But it is telling that I’m the only one making the journey.

A few years back, I got to talk about my work with Steve Levitt, the Freakonomics coauthor whose People I (Mostly) Admire podcast consistently delivers thoughtful interviews with everyone from Grammy winners and world-class athletes to experts in decision-making and authorities on city design. After some brief banter about his golf game (his goal is one miracle shot per round), Levitt introduced me to his listeners by immediately grasping what makes my work unique: that I study the intersection of physical design and behavioral science. “Who even knew those two fields intersected?”

But they do intersect. And bridging that gap between our physical and mental worlds is something everyone can manage, to great effect. When we do, we gain new agency to make our spaces better. And we find new ways to make ourselves better. Because in many ways, these pursuits are one and the same.

Winston Churchill once said, “We shape our buildings and afterwards our buildings shape us.” It’s a graceful statement. And it is so true. In fact, the desire to shape our surroundings is an evolutionary adaptation, innate to human nature. And these spaces we shape will always be reflections of who we are and what we care about. The presence of playgrounds signals that a housing development is kid-friendly. Glistening corporate towers with huge corner offices suggest companies that care about presentation and hierarchy. And a new pool in the backyard next door tells me that my neighbor has disposable income (and an obligation to host the next block party). Our surroundings are sending signals like these all the time; whether we have a say in them is up to us.

But so much of modern life severs us from our physical spaces, making it hard to see the degree to which we influence these places we inhabit—and vice versa. The problem is not that it has gotten harder for us to engage with our surroundings; it’s that it has become infinitely easier not to. We live in climate-controlled boxes, slowly losing touch with how to operate them. Employers dictate where we must work, rather than leaving it to us to choose environments where we’re at our best. And every time our attention gets captured by a screen, we lose another chance to sense, make, and enjoy what’s real.

In a Good Place is your invitation back into the physical world, armed with new tools for making it work for you.

THE BIG THREE

Our physical and mental worlds are linked, first and foremost, by a set of core psychological needs that we all share: agency (having control over our environment), competence (opportunities to learn and grow), and connection (ways to relate to others). These are not just a few items on a long list of psychological needs; they are the big three. And our physical world either feeds or starves them.

This framework of interwoven needs is known as self-determination theory, which is the best understanding of human motivation science has come up with. We may crave external rewards like bonus checks and social media likes, but we get internal satisfaction from having a say, developing a skill, and deepening a connection. The evidence spans cultures and ages, from East to West, from preschoolers to CEOs and teenagers to retirees, suggesting these aren’t just American or modern preferences but core human requirements. When these needs are thwarted, people struggle, becoming passive, isolated, and even hostile. When they are met, people flourish: They’re more creative, resilient, and satisfied with life.

Too often, however, our spaces are at odds with these needs. Organizations pour resources into employee wellness but don’t do anything about those apathy-inducing cubicles and anxiety-inducing “collaboration zones.” Homes have dining and living rooms that real estate listings deem “great for hosting,” yet the buyers will rarely have guests. Schools try to promote curiosity and creativity but lack spaces where kids can imagine and create.

At the same time, we’ve all experienced moments when our inner and outer worlds aligned perfectly—perhaps in a park that invited exploration, a library that inspired deep thought, or a new home that made it easy to make friends with the neighbors. When we find ourselves in a good place, it’s not random; it’s because, through a series of smart (or lucky) choices, we have selected or created spaces that provide these essential nutrients of agency, competence, and connection.

Make these choices wisely, and we can amplify our influence by making our values visible, grow through places that challenge us, and find belonging wherever we go. We can even connect to generations past and future through the places we inhabit and care for. In the chapters ahead, we’ll find new opportunities to do just that.

We’ll discover the subtle ways shared spaces strengthen or strain our social fabric. We’ll learn why some spaces feel “like home” while others leave us feeling like outsiders looking in. We’ll see how familiar surroundings shape our subconscious preferences, how exploring unfamiliar spaces accelerates our learning and growth, and how to appreciate and deepen the profound connection between time, memory, and place.

We’ll explore what our physical surroundings reveal about who we are and what we care about, how even temporary changes in the environments we inhabit can have lasting effects on how we think and feel, and how small shifts in our surroundings can inspire larger change in the world.

Many books tell us how to live our lives. This one takes on where. Shelving it is someone else’s problem.







1.

MAKING SPACE, MAKING US

How shaping our world shapes our minds


There is in every child the essentially human urge to reshape the earth.

—VLADIMIR NABOKOV



I must have been fourteen or fifteen, old enough to be a reliable witness, but still young enough that I had no choice but to tag along with my dad that day. He had enlisted me to help with his field research, and the first item on the agenda was asking total strangers for permission to study their ponds.

So there I sat on the side of the road, in our tiny blue Nissan pickup, as my dad got out and walked up to the front doors. I was very bored and a little apprehensive. By this point I had learned that some of the people who lived in these rural areas were nature lovers, most were avid hunters, and none were accustomed to biology professors knocking on their doors.

We visited farmhouses, log cabins, and, in this case, a double-wide trailer set far back from the road. After a few knocks, its owner appeared, and, as my dad later recounted, that’s when things got awkward (my father is a lot of things, but smooth on the introduction is not one of them).

My dad began the conversation by getting right to the point about wanting to study the pond. This, unfortunately, was a triggering subject because most of the pond’s fish were rotting on the banks and the owner, Mr. O’Shea, suspected they had been poisoned. But my dad is earnest, and O’Shea must have eventually seen this because after what seemed like an hour, my dad returned to the Nissan with the permission he was after.

Why was my dad so set on studying these particular ponds? Because of the beavers.

Beavers, I had been taught, are fascinating mammals. They can weigh as much as a Saint Bernard, with a bigger head, front feet that look like hands, back feet that look like flippers, and tails that look like paddles.

Beavers are also famous builders, instinctively creating surroundings to meet their needs. They build bank lodges: den-like burrows, dug into the cool ground along the banks of ponds like Mr. O’Shea’s, insulated with mud and covered with sticks. When water levels permit, they also erect freestanding lodges right in the ponds themselves, built upon underwater foundations of sticks and mud to keep the living space high and dry.


[image: Pile of sticks and branches arranged near a wetland area in Kenya.]
A lodge built by beavers

Beavers make both types of structures to be accessible only to those who are welcome. Because entrances are underwater, beavers can get in, but coyotes, wolves, or other animals that might eat them cannot.

That underwater entrance, by definition, requires a suitable body of water. So beavers scout streams for spots with relatively narrow contours, then cut down a bunch of trees—a single beaver can gnaw down hundreds each year—and move the logs into place in a crisscross pattern (for structural integrity) before piling on heavy rocks to keep the logs in place and then finally sealing the dam with packed grass, leaves, mud, and other debris. Finished dams can be as long as a city block and as tall as a one-story house.

All animals find or build shelters for security and comfort. For beavers, this takes the form of underwater access and packed-mud insulation. For humans, it’s double-locked doors and air-conditioning systems.

This isn’t unique to beavers—or humans. In his second-most-influential book, The Descent of Man, Charles Darwin admires how ants “build great edifices, keep them clean, close the doors in the evening, and post sentries.” Similarly, termites build giant mounds—sometimes taller than humans—with fine-tuned architecture naturally modulating airflow and temperature to maintain a stable internal environment even in extreme heat. Even though beavers and termites cannot think deliberately about what they are making, millions of years of evolution have given them the instincts to build things that provide shelter and tilt whole ecosystems in favor of their species.

We humans have similar space-making abilities, developed over millennia. Humans share with other animals the same basic instinct to seek out and construct places for shelter and survival. And it’s a vital instinct—for most of human history, the best builders were more likely to pass on both their genes and their wisdom.

To become good builders, our ancestors had to want to build. That drive was crucial; those who felt compelled to improve their surroundings—to secure high ground, block cold winds, and create escape routes—were more likely to survive than those who passively accepted their predicament. So were those curious enough to experiment, to figure out which materials kept in heat and blocked the rain. And so were those who worked together, to build better shelters and maintain larger and safer spaces.

This is how, somewhere along our evolutionary path, we Homo sapiens developed the ability to do something distinct: change our environment with intention. While ants, birds, and beavers must wait for evolution to update their building instincts, we humans can adjust in real time.

We see evidence of this cognitive leap in ancient mammoth-bone houses found at sites like Mezhirich in Ukraine. Earlier humans had piled bones for shelter. But these Mezhirich structures were different, built from the best bones from multiple mammoths, transported from different locations, and arranged into stable walls. The builders had a plan.

This ability to plan and tailor our shelters to any climate is what allowed humans to spread across the globe, thriving in locales that would otherwise kill us. And we’re still doing it. The dramatic improvements in human health and longevity over the past century stem directly from our ability to adapt our physical surroundings: cleaner air, indoor plumbing, and electric light.


[image: Dome shaped dwelling constructed from large animal bones with a sign nearby.]
Mammoth-bone dwelling

Like other ancient urges, the drive to influence our surroundings persists in our psyche even though our survival now rarely depends on it. It’s like how we desire food and sex, even when we don’t need more calories or children. Just as our attraction to the good-looking model is rooted in our age-old need to procreate and our craving for the juicy cheeseburger stems from our innate need for calories, an evolutionary impulse is at work whenever the kids resettle the living room with a pillow fort, when the new boss’s first order of business is to redecorate the corner office, and when we stay up too late scrolling cabin porn.

The desire to shape our environment to meet our needs is programmed into us—and it’s what makes us who we are.

BUILDING COMPETENCE

In recent years, my dad graduated from observing beaver colonies to a new role: supervising a pack of grandkids, ages four to eleven, as they descend on the sandy beach of the southern New Jersey shore over summer vacation. The older cousins scout the perfect spot—high enough to avoid incoming waves, but close enough for easy access to wet sand. And then the building begins.

One summer, my daughter, Josie, just two at the time, made drip sandcastles her specialty. Drip castles are more intricate—and in this father’s view, more sophisticated—than the typical sand mounds most people pile up. Josie would make a soupy mix of wet sand, scoop it into her hand, and then let it trickle through her fingers onto the growing castle.

As with any craft worth mastering, the details mattered. The sand had to have just the right amount of moisture: too dry and the drips wouldn’t bind to form stable towers, too wet and they’d slump into formless blobs. There was skill in the assembly too. Drop the sand from too high and it would splatter; too low and it wouldn’t spread to form those satisfying rippled textures. Drip too quickly and the delicate strands would merge into a muddy mass; too slowly and the sand would dry out in her hand. But when everything aligned—the wetness of the sand, the height of the drop, the timing of the drips—delicate spires would rise.

As Josie’s castles grew, so did the challenges—and her ability to meet them. She figured out how to make her towers taller by widening their bases. She learned to straighten leaning towers by dripping more sand on the weaker side. And she got close to mastering the skill of stopping just before the whole thing collapsed.

Josie wasn’t born knowing how to make drip castles. But she was born with the drive to figure it out. Her first attempts barely rose above the beach. The next ones managed some height, then quickly collapsed. But each failure taught her as much as each success. It was learning in its purest form—through the feedback loop between our actions and their visible outcomes.

Children learn best by seeing abstract ideas come to life in the physical world. They understand the concept of balance not from textbooks but from stacking blocks, building towers, and watching them fall. Whether it’s figuring out why their fort collapsed or which forms make the strongest base, every attempt at shaping their world teaches them something about how this world works.


[image: Child building a sandcastle on a beach with a bucket beside her.]
Josie and her drip castle

Had I tried to explain the material properties of wet and dry sand to Josie, I would have gotten nowhere. But seeing her castle rise as the drips hardened gave her an intuitive grasp that no off-the-clock lecture could match. Better yet, she felt good figuring it out herself, making her more inclined to take on bigger challenges—and learn from them too.

This drive to explore and interact with our surroundings remains with us as we grow up. Throughout our lives, we continue learning about places, cultures, and ways of living—and about ourselves—through our interactions with the physical world.

Whether it’s a new city or a new jogging route, every environment we encounter is an opportunity to deepen our understanding of the world. But modern conveniences can undermine this learning. When GPS guides our every turn, we never develop a sense of direction. When we get food delivered, our quest for the best vegan fare doesn’t bring us to new pockets of our city. The more technology automates away our interactions with different places, the more deliberately we need to seek them out.

Our spaces can always be our teachers if we let them. But to truly grow, we need a specific type of environment: one where we have some say. Which brings us to our next core need: agency.

BUILDING AGENCY

Engaging with our surroundings builds competence. Choosing how to engage with them gives us agency.

Think of it this way: Competence is Josie getting good at building sandcastles. Agency is her freedom to build them however she wants. Kids don’t control much in their lives—so much of what they do is dictated by family and teachers. But on the beach, Josie was master of her destiny. She could choose where to build. She could decide the number and height of the spires. And when she tired of dripping sand, she could chase seagulls or ride waves instead.

The need to have a say over our spaces follows us into adulthood. This becomes especially clear when people lose control over everything else in their lives—as with the more than 120 million people forcibly displaced worldwide.

Humanitarian groups have learned a valuable lesson from decades of refugee crises: Displaced families do better when they get materials and guidance, then build their own housing. The same principle holds from post-hurricane New Orleans to conflict zones across Africa and the Middle East: Rather than moving into identical pre-made units, families thrive when they can create homes that meet their individual needs. This approach also leads to more functional designs. When they have a say, the Honduran extended family builds a room for communal eating; the devout Muslim family dedicates a space for prayer.

Programs that give displaced families choices—about where to build, how to arrange their space, which materials to use—restore not just housing but dignity as well. Regaining agency over their physical space puts them on the path to psychological recovery.

A celebrated application of this insight can be found in Iquique, Chile, where the government helped settle displaced families in new housing developments made up of “half-houses,” so named because only half of the space is initially finished, with rudimentary kitchen, bathroom, and living space. As the families build their new lives, they build the unfinished half of their house to suit their personal needs and wants, whether that’s adding extra bedrooms and bathrooms for growing families; constructing new workshops, studios, or storefronts for growing businesses; or simply painting the walls in warm oranges and terra-cottas. The built half met the immediate need for shelter; the unbuilt half meets the enduring need for agency.

We all are better served by our spaces when we have a say in their evolution. Research shows that office-dwellers who personalize their spaces report higher job satisfaction and improved well-being. These benefits are strongest among those who have meaningful control over their environment: not just approval to display a few photos, but permission to paint an accent wall, to replace the tired old carpet, or to rearrange the furniture however they like. Another classic study shows that nursing home residents given more agency over their living space became more active, more alert, and happier—and half as likely to be dead eighteen months later. This same principle explains why psychologists treating depression may recommend yardwork or closet organizing: not because tidiness matters, but because making choices about their environment can help people regain a measure of control and begin to feel like themselves again.

Agency is an essential human need. And the ability to exercise it in our spaces is the difference between slave and craftsperson. Yet agency alone won’t make us whole. Good places also satisfy our need for belonging and connection.

BUILDING CONNECTION

At first Josie built her sandcastles alone, maintaining total control over her creation. But she eventually learned that she could get more done in less time by enlisting her older cousins, coercing her younger ones, and ordering her dad to help her maintain a steady water supply. We obliged and took turns tramping down to the ocean, filling up the yellow plastic buckets, and hauling them back to Josie’s construction site, over and over and over. The shared labor bonded the cousins with one another and with their creations. Everyone in the bucket brigade became invested in the work, commiserating over collapsed towers and celebrating successful ones.

Building places together builds community. I learned this lesson in graduate school. Not in the classroom, but rather building a preschool on the Northern Cheyenne reservation in southeastern Montana.

The mind behind the project was David Riley, one of my PhD advisors. Whenever we met to discuss my research, our conversations would inevitably shift to the upcoming summer’s building project. This didn’t help my dissertation move forward, but it gave a glimpse into how Riley designed a shared building experience, creating meaningful roles for everyone—from Northern Cheyenne elders to college sophomores who couldn’t tell a Phillips from a flathead screwdriver.

The walls of the preschool were made from straw bales, which provide excellent durability, fire resistance, and insulation, saving hundreds of dollars in monthly energy bills compared to the drafty prefabricated buildings people living on reservations typically get stuck with. Riley knew this, and he also knew that straw-bale construction required teamwork: It takes a village, so to speak, to lift the awkward bales into place, pound in the rebar rods that hold them together, and spread the three layers of stucco that protect the straw from the elements. The result was Cheyenne mothers, college students, and me working side by side, coordinating our efforts—and in doing so, creating bonds that transcended age and culture.

The psychological rewards that come with this experience explain why Habitat for Humanity is one of the most successful charities. Building a home for a family in need breaks down barriers among volunteers of different ages, professions, and backgrounds. Habitat volunteers don’t just bond with each other; they connect with the homes they build and the families who will live in them. Some volunteers return to visit. Others exchange holiday cards. Nearly all feel more invested in their communities’ success.

This tradition spans cultures and centuries. In Kenya, the word harambee—meaning “pulling together”—appears on the national coat of arms. Originally describing the communal labor needed to raise a house, it now expresses the idea that no meaningful building happens alone. Norwegians have dugnad, where neighbors gather to build or renovate, then share a meal. Brazilians have mutirão, turning construction projects into festive events with music and food. We see echoes in barn raisings, ribbon cuttings, and neighborhood cleanup days.

These customs began out of practical necessity. In fact, archaeologists believe this need is what first brought roaming hunter-gatherer bands together into settled communities. Building substantial things—ceremonial monuments, irrigation channels, permanent shelters—required different groups to convene and work together. Maintaining these structures then compelled them to stay put and find stable food sources. The bigger the project, the larger the number of people needed. The larger the number of people involved, the more important it became to work together, and the longer they stayed put. This suggests that building together isn’t just part of culture; it may well have been the genesis.

This same dynamic led to the first governments, which the Sumerians created when they needed a way to manage their elaborate irrigation networks. These earliest organizations emerged not from armies or trade but from the need to manage infrastructure. Building the canals required a new level of physical cooperation; maintaining them demanded a radical advance in social coordination.

Today, even though most of us no longer need to rouse all the neighbors to raise a barn, the desire to create spaces
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