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For Mom—When I am my best self, I am my mother’s daughter.




Prologue

Is this safe? I mean, my mom is eighty-six years old.”

The captain hands me a face mask, snorkel, and fins. He’s already done the same for my mother. She smiles brightly, as if to remind me that she’s the healthiest, most energetic eighty-six-year-old I know.

The captain is also smiling. “The most dangerous thing you’ve done today is get in your car and drive here from Miami.”

“Okay,” I say doubtfully. Then I finger the floppy yellow plastic vest he’s pulled over my head. “Are you going to inflate these, or do we do that?”

“Oh, no. You won’t need those. You only blow them up if you’re in trouble. But if it makes you feel better, I’ll blow up your mother’s.”

After inflating my mom’s vest, the captain glances at me. I must look worried. “Here, I’ll give her a noodle,” he says as he threads a bright pink Styrofoam tube through the armholes of her vest. He looks at her with satisfaction. Then he reminds us to keep our heads down and our mouths tightly closed around the mouthpiece.

“Don’t breathe through your nose,” he adds. “And don’t forget to enjoy the view.”

Then, pointing to the reefs where we’re heading, he explains that our boat can only get so close. “You’ll need to swim against the current to get there,” he says. “After a couple of hours, when you’ve seen enough, let the current carry you back in this direction.”

It’s a windy day. I’m gripping the railing to keep my balance.

I look at the captain. He looks at me.

“Trust me, the views of the tropical fish and coral will be worth it.”

My mom jumps in and I follow.

The moment I hit the water, I know I’m in trouble. Worse, I know my mom is in trouble.

I know because I’m a capable swimmer. I’m in my fifties, not my eighties. Even so, the ocean current is so strong that I immediately feel it dragging me backward.

My poor judgment in dropping my mother miles off the Atlantic coast for an underwater adventure is suddenly apparent.

Frantically, I look toward the reef. I’m hoping to catch up with my mom and signal to her that we must swim back to the boat. But she’s nowhere to be found. When I turn around, I realize that the current has swept her backward, sending her many yards behind the boat. I reverse direction and swim to meet her.

When I reach her side, I point to the boat, gesturing that we need to swim toward it. She nods.

We begin swimming together, but before I know it, she’s no longer by my side. I turn around again, this time finding her just a few feet behind me. Face down. Motionless. Instinctively I grab her hand. It’s completely limp. My mom is a floating body.

I flip her over and rip off her face mask. Her eyes are glassy and unfocused. Her head is heavy in my hand. She isn’t struggling for air. She doesn’t seem to be breathing at all. The noodle and her vest are keeping her body afloat, but I have to hold her head to keep her nose and mouth above water.

Mustering all my will, I use my free arm to claw through the water, trying to drag both myself and my mother back to safety. I know my strength is her only hope.

But I can’t do it. No matter how frantically I thrash, or fiercely I pull and kick, the ocean swallows my efforts. Lungs burning, legs heavy, I feel the mighty current carrying us farther and farther out to sea.

I switch tactics. Treading water with my legs, I use one hand to keep my mom’s head above water and wave the other wildly in the air. “Help!” I scream, more terrified than I’ve ever been. “Help us! Help! Help!” Even as the boat grows smaller in the distance, I’m determined to make the captain notice us struggling.

For what seems like hours but must only be seconds, I watch as the tiny figure of the captain paces back and forth across the deck, looking in every direction but ours. By the time he notices us, pulls up anchor, and brings the boat to where we are, I have no idea whether my mom is still alive. Even if she is alive, I have no faith she’ll ever be the same.

And then …

And then this nightmare has a happy ending. My cries reach the ears of a snorkeling instructor on a nearby boat, and he and our captain reach us at the same time. The Good Samaritan snorkeling instructor administers CPR, and after gathering the other snorkelers, our boat races back to shore at top speed. An ambulance whisks my mom from the dock to the emergency room in record time, where remarkably skilled doctors and nurses are ready to receive her. Three months later, on my mom’s eighty-seventh birthday, we celebrate her miraculous full recovery.

[image: ]
I’m sharing this harrowing tale for one reason. The mighty ocean—a force that can’t be overpowered through sheer determination alone—is a metaphor for your situation.

What do I mean by “situation”? I’m referring to the set of objective physical and social circumstances you inhabit: not just the actual spaces but also the company you keep, not just the objects within sight and reach but also the cultural norms that, like an invisible net, influence your behavior without your awareness. Your situation is quite literally everything and everyone around you. All of it.

So what isn’t part of your situation? What’s in your head—including how you interpret everything taking place in your external reality. Your thoughts matter, of course, but they aren’t the same thing as your situation, which is what I want to draw your attention to in this book.

The power of the situation is both indisputable and, in the thick of pursuing a goal, easily neglected. In those moments, you may overlook a plain fact: effort is necessary for achievement but not always sufficient. A successful situation amplifies your effort, while a losing situation diminishes it.

What’s more, your situation isn’t merely a matter of good or bad luck. You have choices. Your circumstances are almost never entirely beyond your control. Whether you’re set up to succeed or fail is partly up to you.

For instance, despite our captain’s assurances to the contrary, the most dangerous thing I’d done that day—and perhaps the most foolish of my life—was dropping my eighty-six-year-old, 107-pound mother into a heaving, churning, away-from-shore ocean current. That wasn’t bad luck. It was epically poor judgment. A near-fatal failure to avoid a losing situation.

And what saved my mom wasn’t good fortune, either. It was situational awareness—recognizing, just in the nick of time, how very strong the tides were that day—followed by situational agency—realizing that I had the power to change my situation for the better.

When I understood I wasn’t nearly strong enough to tow my mother to safety on my own, I stopped fighting the current and signaled for help instead. The rescuers who came to our aid knew more than I did about how to handle this kind of emergency. Together, they got my mom out of the deep and onto the boat deck, and then to solid ground, and finally into the hands of expert medical staff who could care for her properly.

Today my mother is the healthiest, most energetic ninety-one-year-old I know. When we celebrate her ninety-second birthday, I assure you it will not be with a snorkeling expedition off the coast of Florida.

[image: ]
I am a psychologist and professor who researches motivation and achievement, and I began my career studying remarkably successful individuals. After a decade of study, I took a six-month sabbatical and did my very best to tell their stories. My first book, Grit, summed up everything I’d learned about passion and perseverance for long-term goals—a common denominator of world-class performers, no matter their area of specialization.

Now another decade has passed, and in that time, I’ve turned my attention from the psychological profiles of high achievers to a different common denominator—the strikingly similar features of their situations. In other words, my curiosity has taken me from what goes on inside the minds of high achievers to everything and everyone around them.

What I’ve learned is that situations wield enormous influence—and yet, strangely, we’re largely oblivious to their power. Mind over matter, we say. You can’t control the situation, but you can control how you react to it. It’s true that what we do is influenced by what we think—but it’s equally true that what we think is, in turn, influenced by where we are. Like it or not, our every thought and action is profoundly shaped by our peers and mentors, by our culture, and even by the objects in our personal space.

Over four hundred years ago, the French philosopher Michel de Montaigne wrote an essay about how easy it is to overlook the power of the situation. Reflecting on his own “inconsistencies,” as he put it, he found himself by turns a hero or a coward, a giver or a taker, a saint or a sinner—depending on the situation. “We do not go,”1 Montaigne wrote. “We are carried—like things afloat, now gently, now violently, as the water is angry or calm.” It is an inconvenient truth, he acknowledged, and one we resist, because we much prefer the notion that we are in full command of our thoughts and actions.

In this book I go further. I want to convince you that recognizing the power of the situation doesn’t undermine your own agency. Why not? Because whether you’re rich or poor, young or old, established in your career or just starting out, your circumstances aren’t fixed—not entirely, anyway. It’s true that the world isn’t always fair, and some of us have much more freedom to change our situation than others. But alongside the realities you have no power to change, there’s almost always something you can.

Consider, for example, your personal space. It’s your choice whether to surround yourself with irresistible temptations or, instead, with reminders of what you actually want to achieve. You can also pick your peers—ideally a group of like-minded people who will keep you accountable, inspire you, and, most of all, enable you to do the same for them. And you can proactively attract mentors who will teach you what they know, believe in you when your confidence falters, and open doors to opportunities you can only imagine. Even changing where you work or live is a possibility, allowing you to establish roots in a culture where “the way we do things around here” is the way you want to do things, too.

And if your primary concern is helping someone else succeed, this book shows how helping them indirectly—by setting up a successful situation—is not only the most effective way to do so but also the most ethical.

[image: ]
The situation, it turns out, is a difficult subject to write about, to talk about, and even to think about. Background. Backdrop. Backstory. Periphery. The English language, even, lacks a rich vocabulary to describe it.

By a large margin, these pages represent the most challenging intellectual work of my life. And in ways that may surprise you, the most personal. Because understanding the power of the situation hasn’t just made me a better psychologist, it’s made me a better person. And my hope is that it does the same for you.

In his commencement speech to the 2005 graduating class of Kenyon College, the writer David Foster Wallace begins with this parable:


There are these two young fish swimming along and they happen to meet an older fish swimming the other way, who nods at them and says, “Morning, boys. How’s the water?”

And the two young fish swim on for a bit. And then eventually, one of them looks over at the other and goes, “What the hell is water?”



“The point of the fish story,” Wallace says, “is merely that the most obvious, important realities are often the ones that are hardest to see and talk about.”

Much of Wallace’s speech is about mindfulness, and how, if you try, you can notice your inner thoughts and how they influence your behavior.

In this book, I explain how the outer situation gives rise to those inner thoughts. Can you learn to notice the water you’re swimming in? Can you exercise agency over your situation? Can you find the people and places that bring out your best?

I did, and I know you can, too. Let’s begin.




Part 1



SITUATIONAL AWARENESS

[image: ]
“Look around you.”

—CHRISTOPHER WREN, ARCHITECT




CHAPTER 1

Beyond Grit

“Without Bob, my story is different—100% different.”4

—MICHAEL PHELPS

On the first day of my PhD program, I was thirty-two years old, pregnant with my second daughter, and still nursing the first. Compared to my spry and single classmates, I felt like a senior citizen. But I had one thing going for me: I knew why I was there.

In seeking a career as a psychologist, my singular purpose was to answer a question I’d been asking since childhood: What makes some people more successful than others? What I discovered—across domains and age groups, and in dataset after dataset—was that high achievers have a combination of passion and perseverance that I call “grit.” Sometimes very talented, and sometimes less so, the successful strivers in my studies worked harder, longer, and more consistently than their less successful peers.

This discovery held special meaning for me. I’d grown up with a father who shared my fascination with excellence, but remained convinced that top performers were simply blessed with extraordinary natural ability. And because I was no prodigy—not even the smartest kid in my sixth-grade homeroom—I took delight in proving that excellence is earned, not given, and life is a marathon, not a sprint. In sum, my first big insight as a psychologist was that the highlight reel of world-class performance leaves thousands of hours of unglamorous, unfun-to-watch effort on the editing room floor.

By the time I finished my PhD and became a professor, I knew grit was the hallmark of high achievers, but I wasn’t satisfied. What made them tick? Where did all that effort come from? My initial guess, and one that satisfied me for a long time, was also the simplest: willpower.

But digging deeper—particularly by interviewing high achievers about what drives them—I arrived at a second breakthrough: grit isn’t just grinding through misery by sheer force of will. Yes, Olympic athletes, Nobel laureates, and CEOs all talked about the rewards of hard work. But surprisingly few attributed their persistence to willpower alone. On the contrary, these paragons of grit insisted that they love what they do. More often than white-knuckling their way through difficulty, admonishing themselves to “Just do it!” they listened to an inner voice that sings out with authentic excitement: “This is interesting!” “This is important!” “I can do this!” and “I know what to try next!”

[image: A diagram depicts two connected boxes. The first one is named “Thoughts” and bears the following: “This is interesting!” “This is important!” “I can do this!” “I know what to try next!”. These thoughts lead to a box named “Response” which has “Effort” inside it.]
Glimpsing the Situation

After investigating what goes on inside the heads of successful strivers, I began to wonder what might be special on the outside, too. What situations lead a person, however gritty or talented, to view their work as interesting, important, doable, and improvable? Could it be that effort rises and falls, not only because of what a person brings to a situation but because of the situation itself?

Take West Point.1 My research showed that in any given year, its grittier cadets were more likely to complete the most difficult stages of training. But looking across years, I noticed the probability that any given cadet would complete training was steadily increasing—a trend that had begun in the 1970s, with no changes in admission criteria or graduation standards.

“It’s not the cadets, it’s the culture,”2 explained General Robert Caslen, who graduated from the academy in 1974 and later served as its superintendent. He then described a shift from the academy’s long-standing “attrition model,” as he put it, to a “developmental model.” An evolution from weeding out the weak to helping every cadet grow stronger.

Gradually, I began forming a hypothesis. To stay motivated through the countless hours of practice that separate amateurs from experts, grit is necessary but not sufficient. The situation also matters—and to an astonishing degree: Culture matters. Mentors matter. Teammates matter. Even the objects in your personal space matter. How you think about your goals and what you’re willing to do to achieve them depends on both you and your situation. Grit is one thing; a great situation is another—and fully realizing your potential requires both.

Today I wake up every day asking the same question that led me to psychology in the first place: Why are some people more successful than others? But I no longer believe that a complete answer begins and ends with the individual. Now whenever I interview successful strivers, I listen for details about the people and places that have made their success possible.

Situational Awareness

Talent is obvious—you can spot it in a highlight reel. Grit takes more patient observation—to bear witness, you may need to sit in the bleachers for hours, days, weeks, months, and years. But even less obvious—because we’re not accustomed to look for them—are situational advantages. It requires both patience and a wide-angle lens to become conscious of the people and places that make effort pay off—and that inspire effort in the first place.

Consider Michael Phelps.

When he retired at the age of thirty-one, Michael had won twenty-eight Olympic medals—twenty-three of them gold—making him, by far, the most decorated Olympian ever.

“Right away, I knew he was special.”3 That’s what Michael’s lifelong coach, Bob Bowman, told me. Bob remembers coaching swim practice on May 5, 1997, when in skipped a little boy who, at age eleven, was years younger than the other swimmers in Bob’s group. Almost immediately, Bob saw that Michael’s height and wingspan, his strength and flexibility, and his intuitive feel for the water were especially well-suited for swimming.

But in Bob’s view, it was Michael’s passion and perseverance that set him apart from equally talented peers. “The thing he had that most people don’t see, but I saw for twenty years,” Bob says, “is an unbelievable work ethic. When I say unbelievable, I mean three hundred and sixty-five days a year without missing a single practice. Saturdays, Sundays, holidays, birthdays. When he was feeling great and when he wasn’t, Michael came in and trained. After a hard set or a disappointing practice, or even [after] failing to reach a goal he’d worked hard to achieve, his commitment didn’t waver. He did the work—consistently. It was practice, not raw ability, that made him the best ever.”

The image of young Michael swimming his heart out, day after day after day, is about as perfect a picture of grit as you’ll ever see. What I wanted to know was whether Michael would have achieved such greatness in any situation. And why Michael himself has said, and I quote, “Without Bob, my story is different—100% different.”

Humbly, Bob pointed out that when their paths crossed, Michael was already an outstanding swimmer, particularly in his best stroke, the butterfly. But when pressed, Bob admitted that together they achieved what neither could have dreamed of accomplishing on their own.

“So,” I asked, “what makes your practices different?”

“A lot of coaches like to play things by ear,” Bob said. “Not me. I plan everything in advance.” Then he held up a lined notepad divided into sections and, in careful all-caps shorthand, the drills he was going to put his swimmers through that afternoon.

Then Bob’s explanation got a little technical. I’m sure I didn’t follow it entirely, but I didn’t have to understand the fine points to appreciate how seriously Bob takes crafting what he calls an “environment of excellence.” A situation in which, as he puts it, if “you buy in and you do the work, you’re practically guaranteed to improve.” A situation in which “special things can happen.”

For Michael, Bob’s remarkable dedication provided something far more important than a strategic edge. It gave him confidence. “He was somebody who trusted me,” Michael says. “He believed in me.”5 And when Bob told Michael that he had a shot at qualifying for the Olympic team, Michael believed in Bob, too. “I think from that moment forward, we just decided that we could do absolutely anything that we put our minds to.”

Advantageous circumstances are typically chalked up to good luck. And indeed, Michael claims no credit for being raised ten minutes away from the premier youth aquatic center in the country. One that included two fifty-meter pools—one outdoors, which made it a joy to swim in the summer, and one indoors, which made it possible to train year-round. Maybe most important, the aquatic center possessed a culture that was unapologetically geared toward world-class performance, so much so that its leadership scoured the country looking for brilliant, ambitious young coaches like Bob Bowman. Serious, seven-day-a-week training is not the norm for youth swimming, but it was the way they did things at the North Baltimore Aquatic Club, which attracted motivated young swimmers like Michael from all over the region.

Situational Agency

But what if you’re not so lucky?

“A wise man does not wish to change his situation,”6 said Leo Tolstoy. “The more upset a person is with other people, and with circumstances … the further he is from wisdom.”

Since time immemorial, philosophers, coaches, and parents have advised looking within, not without, in order to succeed. For a very long time, I was no different. Try harder! That’s what I used to tell myself as I chased my academic and professional goals. In my prior life as a public school math teacher it’s what I told my students, too. Effort was not like height or being double-jointed or walking into practice with the world’s greatest swim coach. Unlike talent or circumstance, effort seemed like something a person could just will into existence, and thus, dwelling on how the situation could be better seemed not only futile but downright cowardly.

Now I think differently. And it is because, having scrutinized the stories of the grittiest strivers, I’ve discovered that heroic grit and situational awareness are compatible.

Consider, for example, Léon Marchand.

If the moral of Michael Phelps is that the situation is essential to realizing your potential, then the lesson of Léon Marchand is this: Your situation isn’t fixed. You have choices. You don’t have to be wealthy or powerful to change your situation for the better.

At a very early age, Léon was identified as a swimming prodigy. Léon’s uncle, who once swam for the French Olympic team, remembers the day his six-year-old nephew stepped into a pool. Encouraged to push off from the wall “like a rocket,” Léon effortlessly glided fifteen feet—much farther than his uncle had ever seen a child so young glide before. “Was that good, Uncle?”7 Léon asked when he got out on the other side.

Very good, thought Léon’s uncle, who urged his brother and sister-in-law, also former Olympic swimmers, to sign up their son for lessons at the local club, Les Dauphins du TOEC, just a few minutes by bicycle from where they lived. Like the North Baltimore Aquatic Club, this was not your run-of-the-mill community swim club. TOEC stands for Toulouse Olympique Employés Club, and the century-old complex in Toulouse, France, includes a heated fifty-meter, eight-lane outdoor pool. All are welcome, but the TOEC’s primary purpose is to support elite national and international swimmers.

Initially, Léon didn’t exactly take to swimming like a fish to water. “I was like, really skinny and the pool was just awful,”8 he says. Too cold. “So I quit swimming for two years.” But after experimenting with martial arts and rugby, he returned to the pool. It didn’t take long for “little Marchand” to earn praise as “a model student” who did everything he was asked, with the consistency of—well, the consistency of a young Michael Phelps. “Little by little, Léon discovered the tenacity of his father and his uncle,”9 says his first swim coach, Peggy Dutilleux. “Because the Marchand brothers—you could always spot them in the water, they never gave up.”

When Léon was eight years old, the TOEC’s athletic director, Nicolas Castel, took over his coaching. Like Michael’s technique at the same age, Léon’s approach needed work. Under Nicolas’s guidance, Léon made steady progress. At the age of nineteen, he placed sixth in the 400-meter individual medley at the 2020 Summer Olympic Games in Tokyo.

Léon was very happy in Toulouse, but after the Tokyo Olympics, he made a decision that would define his career: he packed his bags and moved halfway around the world to Tempe, Arizona.

Months earlier, Bob Bowman, then the head swimming coach at Arizona State University, found this email in his inbox:


Dear sir,

I am a French swimmer, my name is Léon Marchand (18 years old). I would like to join the university of Arizona State in summer 2021 for swim and compete in NCAA with your amazing team. Do you think I could benefit from a scholarship? What level of education is required? (TOEFL, SAT …) You will find attached my presentation sheet. Thank you for the time granted to my request.

Sportingly,

Léon10



“I wanted to go abroad, discover another culture, meet new swimmers, and race against the best swimmers in the world—because that’s where they are,”11 Léon said of his decision. And, of course, he wanted to train under the coach who’d trained Michael Phelps.

Still, moving across the Atlantic was no small feat. “I learned a new language and met new people. New culture, new classes, new coach,”12 Léon said of the move. Training with Bob meant leaving his entire world behind.

And yet his new life beckoned. French swimmers familiar with Bob’s coaching style assured Léon that Bob wasn’t just demanding but also “very kind” and “super attentive.” What’s more, Leon had heard great things about the other coaches at ASU, and he knew Bob’s team was on the ascent. There were serious swimmers on Léon’s home team in Toulouse, but at ASU, he’d later say, all twenty swimmers “think they can win it all.”13 “There’s someone in each stroke that can push me. We push each other everyday in practice and in competition, too.”14

Last but not least, the physical setup was a big step up from the pools in Toulouse: “The facilities are amazing,”15 he later told the French press. “Three outdoor pools, the weight room, the dorms, everything is close by.” And “it only rains about fifteen days a year!”

Before committing, Léon went to his parents for advice. “Go for it!” they urged. “And don’t overthink it! If you don’t go now, you’ll regret it later.”

When Léon showed up at ASU, his new coach immediately recognized untapped potential. Though lacking his idol Michael’s unique hydrodynamic features, Léon had the same feel for the water. More important, Bob recognized a similar approach to training. “On a day-to-day basis, they’re extraordinarily consistent. They’re always pushing themselves.”

Always working at the edge of his ability wasn’t just a product of Léon’s grit. In addition to providing peers who were Olympic hopefuls and NCAA champions, Bob’s program piled on mileage and intensity, building a massive aerobic base and relentlessly rehearsing championship conditions. Technical details were drilled with the same precision Bob once demanded of Michael. “Actually, Léon has benefited from everything I learned in the years I trained Michael,” Bob told me with a chuckle. “He’s gotten a better version of me.”

Within two years of changing his situation, Léon won gold in the 400-meter individual medley at the 2023 World Aquatics Championships, and in doing so, shattered Michael Phelps’s last-standing individual world record. In a sport in which races are decided by tenths if not hundredths of a second, Léon had slashed his personal best by nearly nine seconds, continually making improvements in every stroke and at every distance.

In 2024, Léon returned to his native France for the Paris Olympics. There, he won four gold medals—the 400 IM, 200 IM, 200 butterfly, and 200 breaststroke—each in Olympic-record time. With every victory, the home crowd erupted in deafening cheers. At the closing ceremony, Léon was chosen to carry the lantern with the Olympic flame—the twenty-two-year-old local hero who’d won more individual gold medals than any athlete in the Games.

What do world records and Olympic medals have to do with you? In my view, everything. Because you, too, have dreams—and one life in which to make them come true. Like the best of the best, you, too, can proactively seek out situations optimized to achieve your fullest potential.

And why is this particular lesson so consequential? Because the situation is an ally we don’t call on enough. Instead of commanding ourselves to work harder, we should seek mentors, peers, physical spaces, and cultures that inspire us to work harder. Instead of urging ourselves to make the best of a situation, we can improve the situation itself.

In those moments when your challenge seems daunting, ask yourself, what would Léon do? And remember what he did do: Léon Marchand got on a plane.

A Hero’s Journey

One day while working on this book, I took a break to watch Olympic coverage from Paris. A Toyota commercial caught my attention. Eight women crouch like tigers at an indoor track’s starting line, the camera zooming in on one runner, whose expression blazes with particular intensity. “This is the 200-meter final,” the announcer declares. “Get ready, get set …” Before the announcer shouts, “Go!” more than a dozen non-runners rush onto the track behind her—smiling, clapping, shouting encouragement. The runner wins, naturally, and when she crosses the finish line, that same crowd returns and envelops her in celebration. The commercial ends with these three words: “Start your impossible.”

That sixty-second commercial is one of a series entitled “No Journey Is Taken Alone,” and it reminds me of what Bob Bowman says is so hard to appreciate about Michael’s and Léon’s extraordinary achievements. “The success they’ve enjoyed is the product of teams,” he says. “I don’t mean just me, and I don’t mean just the other swimmers. I mean a whole complex support system. Family, of course, which is so important—but beyond that, other coaches, not to mention doctors and trainers and sports psychologists and administrative staff. People the public never sees.”

Léon agrees that he’s the product of an incredibly supportive situation. “I’m not alone in this,”16 he says. “You’re alone in the lane, but behind me, there are so many people.”

In April 2025, Time recognized Léon Marchand as one of the hundred most influential people in the world, and Michael has graced the cover of the magazine. Bob Bowman has done neither; coaches are rarely in the spotlight. But if fame and influence were meted out according to the positive effect one person has on others, Bob should be considered. In fact, I’d love it if, every time we celebrated a hero’s journey, we also took the time to learn their backstory. Because it is at least as inspiring, and often more useful, to understand the outside forces that enable a person to fulfill their potential.

[image: ]
These days, Léon spends most of his time with Bob and his team, but regularly travels back to his native Toulouse to work with his childhood coach, Nicolas Castel. What does Bob say about splitting the coaching responsibilities? “Nicolas is a terrific coach. We work as a team.”

And what does Nicolas think? “Performance is individual,”17 Nicolas says. “Success is collective.”




CHAPTER 2

How Do We Change?

Years after I completed my PhD and became a professor, I attended an academic conference that would shift—and widen—the scope of my entire research program. The question at the top of the agenda captured the attendees’ shared focus: How Do We Change?

The first speaker was James Gross, a professor at Stanford and a world expert in emotions and how we regulate them. Managing emotions, James began, is tricky. Like thunderstorms, emotions often take us by surprise. Without warning we find ourselves awash with anger or anxiety or sadness or joy.

For instance, imagine yourself at Thanksgiving dinner. The conversation turns to politics, and your brother-in-law drops a bombshell that sets your teeth on edge. Instead of losing your temper, you can make yourself feel calm.

What most people don’t realize is that all emotions take time to develop. They do so in stages.

To illustrate, James put up a slide with boxes and arrows, a version of which I’ve sketched below. Box One represents a given situation. Box Two is how you think about it. And Box Three is your response.

[image: A diagram named “Three Boxes Model.” The first box is numbered 1 and is named “Situation” which leads to number 2: “Thoughts” which in turn leads to number 3: “Response.”]
First, there’s your situation. You’re in a certain place and with certain people. This is your objective reality.

Second, your situation provokes thoughts. You notice some aspect of your situation, and your mind immediately interprets it. This happens so fast that you’re typically unaware of the countless judgments that take place beneath conscious awareness. It may seem like you directly experience reality, but you don’t—you experience your brain’s interpretation of reality. Thoughts are subjective.

Third, your thoughts provoke a response to the situation. It is only at this final stage that you feel an emotion regarding it. People often assume that it’s their feelings that lead to their thoughts, James said, but in fact, it’s the other way around. Your feelings don’t show up until Box Three.

The most direct way to change how you feel, James continued, is to modify the way you respond to your thoughts using willpower.

[image: A diagram depicts how number 1: “Situation” leads to number 2: “Thoughts” which in turn leads to number 3: “Response”, but with Willpower, “Thoughts” can lead to “Better Response.”]
But as we all know, using willpower to effortfully suppress anger doesn’t work very well. I leaned forward in my seat, eager to hear what James would say next.

It’s more effective, he said, to intervene earlier—by changing your thoughts. For example, you could direct your attention to something less upsetting than the politics that are being discussed—like the pumpkin pie you’re looking forward to for dessert. You could also reframe the situation. Instead of thinking, My brother-in-law is an idiot! you might consider, I don’t have the same view. What does he see that I don’t?

When you change your thoughts, you automatically change your response.

[image: A diagram depicts how if you “Change Your Mind”, 1: Situation can lead to 2: “Better Thoughts” which in turn can lead to 3: “Better Response”, instead of the usual Thoughts and Response.]
The idea of rethinking the situation—changing your attitude about it rather than using brute-force willpower—was exciting. My mind raced with possibilities. You could think about all the qualities you like about your brother-in-law. Or recall the favors he’s done for you in the past.

But James wasn’t finished. And it was what he said next that radically shifted my view of how we change. It was simultaneously both plain as day and nothing I’d considered before.

Earliest of all, you can change yourself by changing your situation.1

For instance, when settling in for a three-hour Thanksgiving feast, you might choose a seat at the other end of the table from your brother-in-law. Or, if he monopolizes the entire table’s conversation, you might volunteer to clear the dishes and wash up in the kitchen. Or you might sidle up to your grandmother, whose warmth and humor never fail to bring out your most appreciative self.

By changing your situation, you automatically change your thoughts, which automatically change your response. Box One leads to Box Two, and Box Two leads to Box Three.

[image: A diagram depicts how if you “Change Your Situation”, it can lead to 1: “Better Situation”, 2: “Better Thoughts”, and 3: “Better Response” instead of the usual Situation, Thoughts and Response.]
“This is a very simple framework,” James concluded modestly. “But for me, it’s so helpful. For the longest time I struggled to make sense of all the things people do to change their emotions. … There are so many strategies, and it was hard to see why some were more effective than others. What’s more, I couldn’t even keep them straight. This model takes an endless jumble of tactics—like an endless stack of Post-it notes, each reminding you of a helpful tip or trick—and puts them in a sensible, deeply true order.”

Indeed, putting this all together into a three-box framework—and, in particular, opening my eyes to the hidden power of changing the situation—was revolutionary.

JUST DO IT Doesn’t Do It

When I was still in graduate school and trying to understand what made some people grittier than others, I thought a lot about willpower. It was around that time, when my daughters Lucy and Amanda were three and four years old, that I used to read them the story of Frog and Toad2 and the cookies.

One day, Frog and Toad bake a big batch of cookies. They’re so delicious that Frog and Toad cannot stop eating them.

“We need willpower,” says Frog.

“What is willpower?” asks Toad.

“Willpower is trying hard not to do something that you really want to do,” says Frog.

“You mean like trying not to eat all of these cookies?” asks Toad.

“Right,” says Frog.

[image: ]
Copyright © 1972 by Arnold Lobel.
 Used by permission of HarperCollins Publishers.



Even at their young age, my daughters nodded in recognition when, earlier in the story, Frog says to Toad, “I think we should stop eating. We will soon be sick.” And both girls smiled sympathetically when we turned the page and watched Frog and Toad declare that they would eat “one last cookie,” only to succumb to temptation—again and again and again.

Grown-ups, too, understand that exercising willpower can be very, very hard. In national surveys of American adults, lack of willpower is “the most commonly cited barrier to making lifestyle and behavior changes.”3 When I was in graduate school, this was also the prevailing view among psychological scientists. For instance, laboratory experiments were showing that whether resisting cookies, holding your hand in a bucket of ice water, or keeping a straight face while watching a tear-jerking video, resisting the impulse to give up reliably led to feelings of exhaustion. It was as if, like a muscle, willpower grew fatigued4 with use.

For a time, I likewise reasoned that you could build grit the same way you strengthen a muscle—by just forcing yourself to do hard things. With great enthusiasm, my students and I dreamed up a whole array of just-do-it challenges. Some were physical: like working out on an indoor rowing machine or squeezing shut a handgrip for as long as you could stand it. Others were mental, like trying to get through an entire day without once uttering “like” or “ya know.” But to our great disappointment, our just-do-it interventions failed spectacularly, producing no improvement whatsoever in behavior.

The day I learned about the Three Boxes model5 was the day I realized why these interventions were so unsophisticated: They attacked the motivation problem at the last possible moment. They assumed that exercising willpower is the only way to intentionally change behavior, and they accepted the situation as a given. By contrast, appreciating the full situation-thoughts-response sequence—and recognizing that you have agency over your situation—opened up a universe of more proactive strategies.

For instance, you’re more likely to think, “This is interesting!” when you’ve removed




[image: A diagram depicts the following: 1. Situation: Challenge plus Support leads to 2. Thoughts: “This is interesting!” “This is important!” “I can do this!” and “I know what to try next!” which in turn leads to 3. Response: “Effort.”]
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