

To the Best Meeting Ever





I have already lost touch with a couple people I used to be.

—Joan Didion, Slouching Towards Bethlehem

If the people you love can change their names, bodies, identities—if these things that seem inalterable can be altered or even erased—can anything be counted on? Can anyone be believed?

—Danielle Marian Smith, New York Times

[Ebenezer Scrooge] probably goes right back to being an asshole … People don’t change.

—Bowen Yang, Them






Author’s Note

In some instances, to protect confidentiality, I refer to people by first name only or by using pseudonyms. No factual details or identifying characteristics have been altered.




Introduction

The sixty-year-old, heavy with vodka, settled on the edge of his twin bed, an unlit cigarette dangling from chapped lips.

“Ballerinas dance, and alcoholics drink,” he told me with a papery chuckle.

The man had failed countless times to stop drinking, to break from the tired plot, to change. And maybe in one way he had, because he’d finally let go of the idea. There was dignity, he believed, in that. In staying in a costume that fit. He was done telling stories he couldn’t live out.

It was April 2011, and we were in a soulless four-story building—windows spaced like holes punched in a grid—overlooking a parking lot in an industrial corner of St. Paul, Minnesota. Out back, on the patio, five more men who’d stopped pretending they could be different drank beneath a thinning gray sky.

“Dopey!” one man guffawed as the group tried to remember the Seven Dwarfs.

“Sneezy!” exclaimed another.

“Doc?” suggested a third. He was right but offered it like a question.

Nobody remembered Happy.

One of the men, middle-aged and swallowed by an oversize hoodie, pushed himself up from a picnic table doubling as a bar counter and slurred a refrain I’d hear in various forms that day: “There’s not much hope for scoundrels like us.”

At that, there were nods all around.

This place—a Catholic Charities–operated “wet house” for the chronically addicted—was depressing. It was also unique, which was why editors at the New York Times Magazine had agreed to let me write about it. Minnesota has been called “the land of 10,000 treatment centers,”1 and as different as they may be, they’re almost all on Team People Can Change. Though the word change doesn’t appear in the Twelve Steps of Alcoholics Anonymous, it’s at the heart of them. Step twelve promises a spiritual awakening, alternatively described in the AA literature as a psychic change and a personality change.2 The Serenity Prayer, typically recited at the start or close of recovery meetings, is itself a meditation on change; it asks for “the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.”

The “unfortunates”—as3 the AA literature calls them—I met in St. Paul weren’t quoting the Serenity Prayer or parsing the inner math of transformation. The center, the St. Anthony Residence, ran on a harm-reduction model, meaning there was no sobriety requirement and not much talk of a brighter tomorrow. The men could drink until they died, a soft landing for a hard end.

The center’s philosophy of acceptance over deliverance, of maintenance over transformation, felt, well, almost un-American. If the United States has a shared mythology, it’s a redemptive one: The displaced begin again, the burdened press on, the ambitious rise—the American dream in motion. Change as birthright and imperative.4

But short of one of Saint Anthony’s miracles, the kind that purportedly made fish rise to the water’s surface to hear the thirteenth-century friar preach, the Minnesota men suspected they weren’t going anywhere. There would be no second act for them.

Change—longed-for, unfolding, earned—was for other people.

Without quite realizing it back then, I was becoming fixated on change—why it happens for some while others seemingly keep circling the same story.

I’d spent much of the previous five years shadowing addicts for a book about addiction and recovery, which, in retrospect, was really about the tug-of-war between self-destruction and self-renewal. I found myself writing reviews of other people’s change-themed books too. One claimed you can, in fact, change other people—welcome5 news for those of us with friends and loved ones who persist in their imperfections. Another was Changers, an on-the-nose title for the first in a series of YA novels about a teenage boy who wakes up one morning as a girl and learns he’ll have to live each year of high school as a different person. The revelation lands like a curse. Trying on adolescent identities is less fun when it’s an order.

But it was a real-life shape-shifter, a friend, who turned my interest in change into something more complicated and urgent. I’d first met Michael Glatze in 1998 when we were both recent college grads working as editors at XY, a scrappy national magazine for young gay and bisexual men. I was newly out myself, thanks to an unexpected epiphany—not the result of years of agonized questioning but a jolt that changed me in an instant, as if a decade of subconscious evasion had finally stepped aside.

My first aha moment.

What my new sexual identity didn’t change was my ambition. I cold-pitched the New Yorker with the zeal of a golden retriever at a duck hunt. An editor there finally told me to stop, so I redirected that energy to my day job: adding editorial heft to a publication not exactly known for its journalism. Most readers thumbed straight (so to speak) to the photo spreads of handsome young men cavorting in nightclubs, locker rooms, and suburban swimming pools.

While I hoped to turn XY into the gay New Yorker no one had asked for, Michael set his sights higher: He wanted to change the world. More activist than journalist, he thought of the publication as a platform for his worldview, in which heterosexuality was a cultural fiction—everyone might, in fact, be queer—and Christian fundamentalism a scourge to be rooted out.

Michael was the proudest gay man I knew, which was why it came as an existential shock when he announced in 2007, years after we’d worked together, that he wasn’t gay anymore and would devote himself to fighting much of what he’d championed at XY. He persisted in his new identity, and, still on my change kick, I told my New York Times Magazine editors I wanted to write about his unlikely metamorphosis.

As I drove through the rolling Wyoming rangeland toward the Bible school where he was a student, syrupy Christian pop blasting on my rental-car radio, I realized my interest in change was undergoing its own shift. It had outgrown its clinical box—who gets better, who doesn’t—and was spilling into the messier terrain of selfhood, identity, and narrative.

Where, I wondered, is the line between reinvention and delusion? Who gets to decide whether a transformation is legitimate? And what must it feel like to believe, as Michael apparently did, that you’ve become a new person?

His headline-making transformation was an early tremor in what would soon become a defining feature of our destabilizing era and the subject of this book: the possibility and mystery of change, and the fear and doubt it can awaken in ourselves and each other.

Michael’s abrupt about-face anticipated nearly two decades saturated with public reinventions and high-stakes identity shifts—political conversions, name changes, gender transitions, lifestyle pivots, ideological ruptures, post-cancellation rebrands—all unfolding under the unforgiving scrutiny of, among others, strangers on social media, that crucible of remaking and cauldron of scorn.

This is the most dramatic wave6 of personal change since the 1970s, another period marked by cultural upheaval and political disillusionment. But where ’70s seekers routinely pursued change through physical relocation—ashrams, communes, California—recent reinventions have often unfolded in a strange duality: performed for the world online yet conceived and experienced in isolation.

We live in tension with change. When someone shifts in a way we approve of, we tend to see it as a sign of strength, humility, even bravery. But if someone veers in a direction that displeases us, it becomes a telltale sign of confusion or, worse, opportunism. The shift as grift. We’re not wrong to be skeptical. Has someone changed just because they claim it? The Clueless catchphrase lands with a hair flip: As if. The louder the declaration, the warier we should probably be.

And yet, many people change without meaning to or even noticing. That can be a good thing. During a TEDxKids talk in Texas, a personality researcher delivered exciting news—“You can change your personality!”7—before reminding his audience that many people are like The Wizard of Oz’s Scarecrow, Tin Man, and Cowardly Lion: oblivious to the fact that they’ve already found the thing they’re searching for.

But people also change for the worse, usually while denying they’ve budged much at all. They become radicalized, join a cult of personality, trade their downward-dog cushion for a hatchet and tactical gear. “I view this not so much as me changing but experiencing a shift in dominant energy,”8 a yoga teacher turned Capitol rioter told me.

How should we determine a changed person, then, when both changer and appraiser tend to see what they want to see? Anyone interested in the human capacity to transform, from philosophers and clergymen to therapists and parole commissioners, confronts this problem. I confronted it, too, as I met the changed and would-be-changed of our surreal, destabilizing time of cultural unmooring, technological disruption, global unrest, political delirium, and psychic despair.

In the pages ahead, you’ll spend time with a wide cast of the newly remade, from name swappers and gender and sexuality redefiners to personality reinventors, esoteric self-actualizers, and political-team hoppers. For some, the shifts felt volitional—a deliberate reinvention. For others, transformation seemed to happen to them. It was confusing and difficult to explain, or explain away.

Most people need help becoming someone new (or making sense of it when they do), so you’ll also meet self-professed change agents of our transformation economy: psychologists who swear by their pet therapeutic method; neuroscientists who insist you can orchestrate enlightenment; numerology-obsessed Canadians who became unlikely leaders in the global name-change business; New Age celebrities who claim to have been transformed in their sleep but wisely sell more grounded techniques to the less fortunate; and an Arizona octogenarian who coined the saying “Be the change you want to see happen”9—no, it wasn’t Mahatma Gandhi10—and has some provocative ideas about how we can change both ourselves and a world in need of repair.

You’ll even meet my dad. He’s a meditation and breath teacher who’s devoted much of his life to studying how he and all of us might change. “Are we willing to be transformed?” he asked members of a weekly discussion group he leads. “Most of the time, we’re not really willing. We want to be transformed and to keep our personalities and egos intact, but that’s impossible. So the question we must face honestly is this: Are we willing to let go of our ego, our identity, and the stories we cling to about ourselves and the world?”

Well, when you put it like that.

I should confess: The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. And this book, while not intended to be about me, occasionally wanders into my business.

Like my father’s, my interest in change isn’t purely academic. As much as I cringe at the overuse of the word journey—invoked to describe everything from fitness to pregnancy to kitchen renovations—I’ve been on a circuitous one myself. In hindsight, I probably wrote my addiction book hoping it might help me overcome my own. I likely had the same unstated motivation when I conceived of this book in 2019. Maybe researching change for years would help me change.

There was plenty I felt needed improving. While I was significantly less self-destructive than in my twenties and thirties, my addictive behavior still occasionally surfaced, eager to make a mess of things. There was also my self-centeredness, my insecurities posing as aloofness, and the guarded way I moved through relationships, convinced I was safer at a distance, though never sure from what. I wanted to be a better friend, a better boyfriend, and a better son—especially to my mother, who was changing in ways that made me want to show up for her, to truly know her. I wanted to know myself too. I wasn’t sure what that would look like, but I had a growing sense I’d spent decades disconnected.

For someone unsure about who he was, I’d certainly logged an impressive number of hours in therapy. I’ve worked with psychologists who believed my parents were to blame for my problems—one urged me to tape pictures of them to a punching bag and pummel it with a baseball bat—and others who insisted I would change only if I stopped blaming my parents. I’ve had therapists who said too little, who wouldn’t shut up, who hugged me after sessions, who refused to hug me, and who wanted to explore why, exactly, I wanted to be hugged.

In my twenties and thirties, I checked myself into inpatient addiction-treatment centers and traveled to an outpatient facility that once had the word insane in its name, where a psychiatrist with the suspiciously literary last name of Kafka attempted, without success, to help me. More recently, as I worked on this book, I attended a dizzying array of transformation-themed workshops, tripped on a Colorado mountaintop with a psychonaut whom I’d met naked in Big Sur hot springs, and otherwise wrestled with embodying Rainer Maria Rilke’s famous exhortation “You must change your life.”11

As someone who’s tasted plenty of the transformation menu, I can report that change is complicated and enigmatic, and anyone claiming to have cracked its code—and there’s no shortage of such people eager to take your money—is lying to themselves or you. Or both! Despite the certainty projected by so many pastors, gurus, therapists, life coaches, wellness celebrities, podcast hosts, and AI agents, the only honest way to tackle change is to muddle through it with humility riding shotgun and holding the map upside down.

One psychologist delivered a necessary reality check: “In spite of all our research and theoretical advancement … we only have the barest inkling of what most contributes to people changing their lives.”12 If that weren’t bad enough, we don’t always control how we change. Al Swearengen, the ruthless saloon owner in HBO’s Deadwood, best articulated transformation’s indifference to our plans: “Change ain’t lookin’ for friends. Change calls the tune we dance to.”13

This is true biologically. Change is built into us—cells turn over, hair grays, muscles surrender to gravity—no matter how much money we spend to deny it. But it’s also true in a more existential sense. We don’t control the world around us, and it is changing fast. The vibe, as they say, has shifted. The vibe is perennially shifting. By the time you read this, people might not even say vibe shift anymore.

Poor Benoit, stuck in the past.

There’s also this: Much of what we think we know about change is wrong. We reach for it as if it’s a solo project, but it’s probably better understood as a hazardous team sport, shaped by a culture in flux and by many incoherent ideas about what change is, how it happens, and who it’s for.

We often imagine it as deliberate and orderly, a chain reaction of internal rewiring. But the people you’ll meet in this book complicate that picture. Change is messy and convoluted, demanding both commitment and a willingness to accept that you won’t always get the shift you expect.

Other times, transformation doesn’t feel like a process at all—it’s experienced as a detonation. We associate this kind of rupture with trauma, but it can also be liberating. An addict stops taking meth not after hitting rock bottom but after a sudden flash of clarity in a hotel room. A writer trying to make sense of change has a mystical experience while dangling from a tree branch above the Pacific.

But what feels radical in a tree canopy has a way of dissolving in the fluorescent blur of a subway car at rush hour. You backslide, equivocate, doubt yourself. Doubt is one of the least acknowledged hurdles on the path to transformation. Maybe you’re fooling yourself. Maybe you’ll change back. And then what will everyone think?

Doubt can also be weaponized, any hesitation seized upon to portray the supposed change as illegitimate or temporary. (Think you’re trans? Think again.) So feigned certainty usually prevails. But what looks like radical change often masks a stubborn core. In that way, the identity lifer who sticks to the same costume and the self-reinventor shouting about their new one might not be so different.

Which brings me back to those “unfortunates” at the St. Anthony Residence, the ones who trudged a well-worn path from their institutional holding pen to the nearest liquor store. I didn’t realize it in 2011, but when it comes to beliefs about change, many of us aren’t entirely unlike those men. We’re not so sure it will happen for us. Even the simplest New Year’s resolution is typically abandoned by February.14 For those of us with a history of false starts, flirting with change can feel like a dangerous game we’d rather sit out than lose again.

Beyond the fear of failure lurk deeper reasons to default to inertia, including the unsettling possibility of losing ourselves. Profound change, as James Baldwin understood it, “implies the breakup of the world as one has always known it, the loss of all that gave one an identity, the end of safety.”15 Even a negative identity—addict, criminal, internet troll—can seem preferable to that.

Change is scary not only because it scrambles instinct and routine, but also because we can’t predict where it will lead or end. Will we change too much? Push away the few people foolish enough to love us as we are? While attending a change workshop in a yurt on a cliff’s edge in California, I texted my boyfriend—now husband—about a self-described empath seated cross-legged and draped in a purple robe, quick to tears and brimming with aphorisms. (“Tradition is just peer pressure from dead people.”) My boyfriend’s joking reply hinted at a real concern: “No coming back in a robe please!” If the workshop could turn me into someone who picked up after himself, great. “But I mostly like you the way you are,” he added.

I did not return in a cloak, but his reaction is a reminder of another reason to be wary of changing: People will have opinions about the new you. The old you was inadequate, sure, but at least that version didn’t get anyone’s hopes up unnecessarily. A hint of change can snowball into expectations for more.

And expectations aren’t the only weight we carry. There’s also the question of whether an unremitting inner focus might be precisely what needs changing. Shouldn’t we be looking outward? Linking arms with others instead of self-caring our way through the apocalypse? The challenge of fixing it all—the mess inside us and around us—can feel overwhelming. Maybe, as the late-capitalist shrug suggests, we should stop worrying so much and let it rip before the collapse of democracy, the AI takeover, the climate catastrophe, or the nuclear endgame.

So, no, this isn’t a book that pretends inner change is easy or all upside, nor does it promise to reveal the Five Easy Steps to Inner Transformation and a New You. I’m not a self-appointed change agent out to fix you. On most days, anyway.

But I do hope you’ll find something in the people, stories, and change methods in the pages ahead that inspires you to reimagine what’s possible. This is, despite everything, a hopeful book. I’m on Team People Can Change because I’ve seen it happen in others, and, improbably, in myself.

More than anything, I hope we can think differently together about what change is, why it happens, and how we might learn to foster it and trust it in ourselves and in others. Because something needs to change. If not for ourselves, then at least for our world. And if not for our world, then at least for ourselves.
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Some Assembly Required

A Reformed Bully, an Octogenarian Makeover, and a Crash Course in Personality Repair


There is nothing noble in being superior to your fellow man; true nobility is being superior to your former self.

—W. L. Sheldon, Ethical Addresses



The bully turned Buddhist sat cross-legged on a meditation cushion in front of a gilded statue.

“Everything is subject to change,” Jeff Zlotnik said on a sunny January morning in 2020 just months before everything did. I was one of fifty meditators in the airy nave of a white repurposed Swedenborgian church in San Diego, now home to the Dharma Bum Temple, a name playfully inspired by Jack Kerouac’s novel The Dharma Bums. “Every moment is change,” he continued. “We can hold on to stuff, cling to stuff, but everything we have will disappear. Including us. We are not the same today as we will be tomorrow.”

Jeff seemed to be living proof of that, and his bad-boy-to-good-man arc—from youthful menace to adult peacekeeper—serves as kindling for the optimists on Team People Can Change. Don’t let naysaying misanthropes corrupt your faith in humanity, they say. Even boors, braggarts, bullies, and bigots can surprise you.

But Team People Don’t Actually Change has its own plea: Don’t be naive. If the utopians and change charlatans were right, if people could really be different, the world wouldn’t look the way it does. Among those pessimists is Jeff’s octogenarian former elementary-school teacher: “I’ve worked with a lot of kids over the years, and you can see who they are at their core by the time they get to my class. I don’t buy [Jeff’s] ‘peace and love’ stuff one bit.”1

When I came across her words in a 2017 issue of Southwest, the now-defunct magazine of Southwest Airlines, I had to read them again to confirm it wasn’t just a pressurized fever dream. I was struck first by the educator’s lingering contempt for a student she’d had nearly four decades ago. That’s a long time to hold a grudge against a nine-year-old. But I was also taken aback by her certainty that she could predict people’s lives from their elementary-school selves, and by her eagerness to doubt who they claimed to have become.

The absolutist teacher wasn’t the first person to place such faith in the permanence of a kid’s temperament, of course. “Give me the child until he is seven, and I will show you the man”2 is a statement commonly attributed to the Jesuits. But I preferred the perspective of the Southwest story’s author, Eric Steuer, who had grown up with Jeff and telegraphed an appealing open-mindedness. Might his bully have actually changed?

The old version of Jeff tormented Eric from first grade through high school. Jeff was fearless, angry, cruel, and occasionally violent, compensating for his short stature by making classmates weep. Worse, he was popular. If you weren’t in his inner circle (and Eric most certainly wasn’t), you were a target for his cruelty. Jeff picked fights with Eric, ridiculed his attempts to sit at the cool kids’ table, and humiliated him on the soccer field.

“It’s not easy to overstate how awful Jeff could be,”3 Eric recalled.

Graduating from high school ended Eric’s nightmare, and he didn’t give his former tormentor much thought until a decade later when his mother delivered stunning news from the neighborhood grapevine: Jeff was a Buddhist now! And not one whose spirituality amounted to posting inspirational quotes to Facebook. Jeff had shaved his head and moved into a Taiwanese monastery.

Eric didn’t know what to make of the news. “Part of me was skeptical,” he wrote in Southwest. “I’m not even sure exactly what I was skeptical of—that Jeff had become some sort of new man, I guess.”

Even Jeff sounded unsure if he’d become a new man, which implied that his character or personality had shifted. “I am the same person, I guess,” he told Eric. “It’s not that my thoughts are necessarily different—it’s that my actions are. Buddhist teachings haven’t changed who I am, but they’ve changed what I do.”

I appreciated the back-to-back I guess. Rarely do bully and victim get to struggle through the mystery of change together. Jeff’s supposed transformation raised questions: What changes when a bully becomes a Buddhist? His behavior? Thoughts? Personality?

And what stays the same?

Hoping for answers as I embarked on my change research, I joined Jeff and his little white dog—a terrier–Chinese crested mix named Star—as they walked around the Dharma Bum Temple’s residential neighborhood after the change-themed meditation.

Jeff wore loose gray pants and a black long-sleeved shirt, both hanging off him like an oversize curtain. His face was just as it had appeared on Southwest’s cover—he looked friendly and unlikely to bully you. He wore black-rimmed glasses and had a short-trimmed salt-and-pepper beard and mustache. The California sun gleamed on his bald head.

“Do you think you changed because you realized you were an asshole?” I asked him.

The question came out harsher than intended. My timing was also off. Just as I said realized, Star assumed a squatting position. “Hold that thought,” Jeff said, pulling a doggie-poop bag from his pocket and leaning over to retrieve the mess.

When dog and human were again upright, we walked past a few houses in silence. I wondered if Jeff had forgotten the question. “I haven’t forgotten the question,” said the bully turned Buddhist turned apparent clairvoyant. “I think my motivation was more selfish. I changed because I was miserable, and I didn’t want to be miserable anymore.”

In his twenties, Jeff had what he and many young men consider benchmarks of success: a high-paying consulting job and VIP status at the best nightclubs. But he was restless and unhappy. The anger he’d unleashed on Eric and other innocents hadn’t dissipated. Why, he wondered, was he so desperate to feel superior to others? And if he truly was superior, why didn’t he feel superior? Most important, why didn’t he like himself?

Sensing Jeff might be on the verge of a breakthrough, a friend invited him to a sitting at a local Buddhist temple. Meditation can feel anticlimactic, especially at first. Most of us worry we’re doing it wrong, that we’re thinking too much and letting go too little. Even Jeff cautioned the meditators at the Dharma Bum Temple during my visit not to expect “to be carried away, to have any magical experiences.” But Jeff’s experience was exactly that. In fact, he considered it a turning point in his life.

“All the weight I’d been carrying just dropped off my shoulders,” he recalled. “The pressure I put on myself, the relentless drive to be better than other people, to be right all the time—it fell away.” (He wondered what might have happened if his friend had instead invited him to a Christian church or a mosque. “Who knows where I would have ended up or what I might be doing today,” he said. “Was Buddhism the only fix for me? I don’t know.”)

A few months later, hungry for more of what he’d found on that magic meditation cushion, Jeff moved into a small apartment near the temple. He was certain he needed to change the way he was living and began spending less time on his consulting work and more time serving others.

When he wasn’t mopping floors at the temple, Jeff cruised around San Diego in his white Mustang convertible listening to the Dave Matthews Band and “looking for people to help.” It’s a silly image, but the needy were everywhere, and they rarely rebuffed the short man in the flashy car. There were people in wheelchairs who needed pushing, elders with canes who needed guiding, and homeless people in tents who needed feeding.

Impressed by Jeff’s progress, a senior nun at the temple recommended he spend time at the men’s Buddhist college of its parent monastery, Fo Guang Shan, in Taiwan. If part of him expected to sit under Taiwanese trees all day and contemplate “the infinite levels of the universe,” that notion was quickly dispelled. The nuns and monks there were the hardest-working people he’d ever met. At four thirty each morning, he was awakened by the sound of a clanking board. Then came chanting, walking meditation, and tai chi. He also took classes in Buddhist philosophy, ethics, monastic discipline, and, crucially, compassionate service. As the only full-time American resident, he helped lead Buddhism classes in English at the women’s college and gave monastery tours to visiting Westerners.

Jeff hadn’t gone to Fo Guang Shan with the explicit intention of working on his anger, but it dissipated nonetheless. It was hard to be angry, he realized, when you were mainlining compassion and happily serving others. Jeff loved monastery life. When the same nun, now also based in Taiwan, asked him how he was doing, he didn’t hesitate. “Great!” he told her, excited by the personal growth that came from meditation and service. “I don’t want to leave.”

She smiled at his yearning for permanence. “Well, time for you to go, then.”

Back in San Diego, Jeff brought meditation into prisons and hospitals, helped college students start a Buddhist fraternity, and cofounded the Dharma Bum Temple. But even as he devoted himself to benevolence, a sizable blind spot about the damage he’d inflicted in his pre-Buddhist life persisted. That changed during his twentieth high-school reunion, where a kind of receiving line formed of all the people he’d mistreated. Some were still confused and hurting two decades later. Why so cruel? And why them? There was little he could do except listen and, when asked, apologize and explain that they hadn’t deserved any of it.

During our dog walk, I asked Jeff what aspects of his personality had shifted since his bully days. “I’m not sure I’ve changed all that much at my core,” he said, echoing what he’d told Eric. He could still be sarcastic and was still driven to succeed, though his definition of success had evolved. In many ways, he explained, “I’m the same dude, with many of the same messed-up thoughts. I just don’t reflexively act on them anymore.”

What about right thought, the Buddhist tenet that goes beyond restraint to promote intentions of compassion and non-harm? That was the goal, he said, and in some ways, his thoughts had shifted. “I don’t go around thinking What a fucking loser or I’d like to punch him,” he told me. I was relieved to hear it. I didn’t want to believe the only difference between bully and Buddhist was impulse control.

But Jeff still had thoughts connected to narcissism, envy, and a desire to “win” at life. As he explained it, the difference was that he’d learned not to identify with his highly opinionated and often nonsensical internal narrator. (Buddhists call it the “monkey mind.”) Jeff could observe his thoughts from some distance, as if they were buses passing by him. He didn’t need to take a ride to wherever they were headed.

“That allows me to act differently,” he told me.

I fixated on the word act, which he’d repeated several times during our walk. I wondered: Should we think of his new Buddhist identity as a kind of performance? “I guess in some ways, yes,” he said. “Any identity is a kind of performance.”

I heard something similar from Eric, who told me he was struck by how important Jeff’s Buddhist identity seemed to him. “He’s very publicly a Buddhist—hardly a day goes by that he doesn’t post something to social media about it,” Eric said. “There’s a way in which, I think, he’s still needing to be respected and heard.”

Jeff agreed that a bully-becomes-Buddhist narrative suggests a false binary. People can be both. And his bully was still in there somewhere. “I guess you could say I bully people into doing good now,” he told me. He hadn’t become a Buddhist to meditate all day. “I’ve got shit to do! The world is a mess and people are suffering.”

“It sounds like in many ways you’re the same person, except with some helpful new tools to protect you from you,” I told him as we returned to the Dharma Bum Temple and its small library, home to New Age bestsellers (Wherever You Go, There You Are) and neglected explorations of our contemporary predicament (How the World Can Be the Way It Is).

Jeff nodded. “I think that’s right,” he said. “My personality is changed, and it isn’t. I’m the same person, and I’m different.”

People change, and they stay the same. The fact that they do both allows Team People Can Change and Team People Don’t Actually Change to claim victory. See—we change! See—we don’t!

Writer Christian Jarrett observed in 2021 that we live in a world of mixed messages4 “that personality is both stable and changing.” In that way, not much has changed since 1994, when more than twenty psychologists tackled the question, Can personality change? Any reader slogging through the resulting book of the same name might be disappointed. There was little consensus on whether personality was fixed or malleable.

“The answer turns out to be quite complex and not straightforward at all,”5 conceded one of the book’s coeditors. A contributor put it this way: “The question, Can personality change, is most succinctly answered by, It depends. It depends on how one defines personality and how one defines change.”6

It also depends on whether we’re talking about involuntary personality change—your uncle getting ornerier as he ages, for instance—or the kind we deliberately pursue. Much like personality itself, most personality change is best understood as unintentional. According to researchers, up to half of the differences in our personalities are influenced by genetics. The rest depends on a complex interplay of environmental factors.

“We can think of personality as a learning process,”7 a behavioral geneticist explained. “We learn to be people who interact with our social environment in a certain way.”

Illness, medication, and aging can all affect temperament. Perhaps no disruptor is more powerful than crisis or trauma, which can fracture identity and harden survival into a permanent way of being. But trauma can also be a catalyst for growth, as Haruki Murakami suggests in Kafka on the Shore.

“When you come out of the storm,”8 he writes, “you won’t be the same person who walked in. That’s what this storm’s all about.”

But can you will your way into a new temperament without the rupture that comes with upheaval? Can you purposely change any of the five core dimensions—extroversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, emotional stability, and openness to experience—that many psychologists believe describe personality? Christian Jarrett insists you can.

“We can literally choose to change our personalities at will,”9 he claims in his glass-half-full book Be Who You Want: Unlocking the Science of Personality Change.

Psychologist and personality researcher Nathan Hudson shares his optimism. Want to be less anxious? More emotionally stable? More extroverted? “It turns out that the answer is so simple, that it’s beautiful,”10 Hudson told the youngsters at the same TEDxKids talk where he’d mentioned The Wizard of Oz characters. He said the key is to “fake it until you make it.”11 People already do this when required; a mostly disagreeable person can appear agreeable long enough to land a job, secure a roommate, get laid. But Hudson insists that faking it doesn’t mean change isn’t happening. In fact, faking it is how you change. Act as if, and his research suggests you will “actually increase in extraversion.”12

But Hudson might not be the most convincing messenger. He seemed anxious during his TEDxKids talk, at one point losing his train of thought and pulling notes from his jacket pocket. He told the teenagers that he’d once wished he could be more like his extroverted, carefree brother, and he hinted that if he’d had the tools to change his personality back then, he probably would have used them. But I could imagine a nonplussed audience member wondering why Hudson wasn’t using them as an adult. Or maybe he was, and they weren’t working?

Hudson conceded that reshaping your personality came with a caveat: “The changes we observed in our studies were small.”13

And there’s the rub. Personality changes in shades so gray, they can be easy to miss. One study found14 that while participants successfully used a smartphone app called PEACH (Personality Coach) to shift their personalities in the direction they’d hoped, many people they knew well didn’t notice. The study’s coauthor suggested that perhaps friends and family members had “preconceived notions about the individual and may thus be slower in updating their judgments of personality traits.”15 Or maybe the participants simply hadn’t changed much.

Not changing much is also a theme of “I Gave Myself Three Months to Change My Personality,” a 2022 Atlantic cover story in which writer Olga Khazan set out to “become a friendly extrovert who doesn’t carry around emergency Xanax.”16 It was a steep climb. “I’ve never really liked my personality, and other people don’t like it either,” she confessed early in the piece.

Under Hudson’s guidance, Khazan tried to act as if by doing things she normally wouldn’t—meditating, writing gratitude lists, taking improv classes—in hopes of boosting her extroversion and agreeableness and decreasing her “extremely high” neuroticism. But I doubt many Atlantic readers were surprised to learn that when she retook the personality test after ninety days, her scores had barely shifted. As self-improvement timelines go, hers was accelerated. (She had more success when she later spent a year making personality change her full-time job17 for a book.)

It might be a good thing that personality change is hard, that, as psychologist and philosopher William James wrote, “You can make great changes, but you cannot change a Gothic church into a Doric temple.”18 Imagine if your friends or loved ones routinely abandoned their temperaments in favor of new ones. As much as we sometimes complain about the predictability of those we know all too well, we also appreciate consistency and want them “to be stable across time and across situations,”19 according to two Can Personality Change? contributors. In fact, someone’s reinvention can feel like a betrayal. How dare they change without getting the okay from you first?

Overall, change is understood to be harder as people get older, a truism embedded in the well-worn axiom “You can’t teach an old dog new tricks.” We sure do love animal-themed aphorisms that cast doubt on the possibility of human change—another is “A leopard can’t change its spots.” Both sayings suggest immutability, though the spotted leopard often implies a deeper rot at the core of a person. It’s the bumbling old dog versus the sly, predatory leopard.

While there’s truth to the idea that many older people don’t love learning new tricks, the bias toward seeing elders as stubborn and hapless in the face of change can blind younger people to the many ways they successfully navigate transitions, including the deaths of spouses and friends. Old age need not be a time of surrender, of resignation to the impossibility of self-made change.

As people live longer lives, a famous quotation often attributed to novelist George Eliot feels especially appropriate: “It’s never too late to become what you might have been.”20

The possibility of better-late-than-never transformation was of particular interest to an octogenarian I met in the summer of 2019.

At first blush, Helen didn’t strike me as someone in need of a personality makeover or a three-person support team—psychologist, psychiatrist, hypnotherapist—to help her achieve it. She looked like any other amiable grandmother in the bright kitchen of her small home on Cape Cod in Massachusetts, where she served me ice-cold lemonade and gushed about the rhubarb growing in her garden.

I hadn’t taken two sips of my drink before the illusion was shattered. “I suppose you want to know how I became crazy as a loon?” Helen asked, the morning light reflecting off her golden-blond hair. She wore wire-rimmed glasses, baggy blue pants, a loose, pink collared shirt with the sleeves rolled up to her forearms, and weathered cream-colored loafers.

“I’m curious what it’s like to try to change your personality at eighty-three,” I told her.

“I’m eighty-two, please,” she said.

“I’m sorry. I’m curious what it’s like to try to change at eighty-two.”

She looked at me like I had antlers. “It’s not very fun! I want to change. Who in their right mind would want to have their loved one be afraid to be around them?”

Helen’s personality had long been reactive and abrasive. At various points, her adult children had stopped speaking to her for months or even years. She could also be violent. She told me that a few weeks before my visit, she’d lost her temper and punched her husband in the chest.

“What kind of person does that to someone they love?” Helen asked me, her face flushed with shame.

Helen seemed to lack what the pioneering psychoanalyst Erik Erikson—who mapped the stages of human development and coined the term identity crisis—called ego integrity,21 a sense of wholeness, meaning, and acceptance when looking back on one’s life. Elders with ego integrity can have disappointments and regrets, but they reminisce with optimistic assurance: They did the best they could, and it turned out the way it was supposed to. Those without it look back and despair. As the authors of a paper in the Journal of Research in Personality noted, these elders see their lives as little more than “a bad joke, a cruel hoax or deception, a bitter tale of missed opportunities or spoiled relationships.”22

A hallmark of despairing elders is the belief that it’s too late to change. Some deep part of Helen felt that way. “It’s kind of late to be trying now,” she told me.

She faced myriad obstacles to metamorphosis: PTSD (from physical abuse she endured as a child), bipolar disorder (for which she’d been hospitalized a handful of times), and generalized anxiety. When Helen gave me permission to speak with her therapist, I learned she also met the criteria for borderline personality disorder, a condition characterized by impulsiveness and unstable emotions and relationships.

Despite the chaos and heartache caused by her volatile personality, she was attached to it. The very traits that made her unique and the life of any party—such as her quick tongue and unpredictability—were also what needed adjusting.

I saw this for myself during our meeting. Helen alternately charmed me and made me question whether I was safe alone with her. “I’m not a typical old lady who likes to play cribbage all day,” she told me in her living room, where a window AC unit occasionally roared to life.

“Yes, you don’t strike me as a typical eighty-three-year-old,” I confirmed.

Her face soured at my repeated mistake: “You say eighty-three again and I’m going to put a cleaver right through you.”

A cleaver? Right through me? It was hard to tell when Helen was joking. Minutes earlier, she’d convinced me she had a team of twelve therapists and psychiatrists. She seemed surprised I fell for it. “I’m not that crazy,” she said.

But now she seemed deadly serious, and my apology did little good. “I do have that cleaver if you say it again,” she told me.

I tried to laugh it off, and to my relief, she changed the subject. Before long she was complimenting my striped T-shirt and asking me about my husband, who, she said, was “very lucky to have you!” (I made a mental note to tell him.) Helen then segued into a long story about her gay brother and her love of nearby Provincetown, a coastal LGBTQ haven where I planned to spend the next few days, should I emerge from Helen’s house alive. There were thankfully no additional threats, and she even gave me a stalk of rhubarb for the road.

With Helen’s permission, I sat in on her hypnotherapy session a week later with Rick Miller, a psychotherapist and hypnotherapist who had alerted me to her late-in-life effort to change.

Miller had once been a hypnotherapy skeptic but changed his mind after a four-day workshop during which he was hypnotized. I was not the first to joke with him that the workshop leader had perhaps used hypnotic suggestion to win him over.

People turn to hypnotherapy to deal with everything from insomnia to phobias, but the evidence is strongest in support of its use for pain, anxiety, IBS, and quitting smoking. My mom tried it for that last reason and quit for a year after just one session. Then she started again, but a year isn’t nothing.

Helen had been referred to Miller for IBS issues, which she said hypnotherapy quickly resolved. The pair then turned to a bigger challenge: her personality. As Miller explained it, the goal was to help Helen develop “a resource state of calm” she could access when feeling overwhelmed and reactive. Though he didn’t put it in these terms, he hoped she might become less neurotic and more agreeable.

Miller saw patients in his mid-century-modern home in the town of Truro, not far from where Helen lived. I arrived early on the day of their session and told him about my visit with her the week before. “Except for threatening to stab me, I think it went … well?”

His eyes widened. “She threatened to stab you?”

“She might have been joking,” I conceded. “And she gave me rhubarb.”

Miller laughed. “She takes a kind of evil satisfaction in being difficult and unpredictable,” he said. Nonetheless, he marveled at her therapeutic progress. I heard something similar from Helen’s therapist, Maureen O’Regan, who’d worked with her for more than a decade. She pointed to several positive changes, including Helen’s improved relationship with her adult children and a generally mellower disposition. But there were relapses when she reverted to type.

“[Helen] can hurt or scare the people she loves, and when that happens, she doesn’t feel like she deserves to change,” O’Regan told me.

There was also the challenge of Helen’s identity. Part of her was attached to a “crazy identity,” O’Regan explained. “It gives Helen a free pass because no one expects anything from the crazy old lady.” She added that Helen’s identity was “like a drug that can keep her from having to face the real pain underneath all the jokes and all the drama.” (Add that to the reasons not to change: Maladaptive behaviors23 typically serve a purpose. At least for a time, they protect us from whatever pain or trauma we’re unwilling or unable to face.)

At Miller’s, Helen bantered playfully with us until he asked her what she wanted to work on that day. “The approach of death,” she said without hesitation. Not only was it the anniversary of her grandmother’s death, but she would soon be undergoing minor surgery to remove cancerous cells from her nose.

“Okay, so you’re getting comfortable, and you’re closing your eyes,” Miller began, his voice shifting into a melodic rhythm. Helen leaned into a pillow on a couch under an abstract painting, facing both Miller and a sliding glass door that opened onto a partially shaded wooden deck and, beyond it, trees. “And you can take a few easy deep breaths and just allow yourself, in this moment, to connect with many other moments where we have done this moment of quiet moments of comfort, a way in which you can use this time to go deep inside of yourself. And even as I am speaking to you, I can hear a bird outside, and you’re able to hear the bird?”

Helen said she could.

“And I don’t believe the bird was making any sound before we started,” he continued, “and isn’t it interesting how the universe works? Delivering gifts, sharing experiences, sharing affection. And as you absorb this experience, you can feel a great sense of peace and calm inside. Isn’t that so?”

“Yes,” she said.

“And what does it mean that we’re here together? What does it mean that the bird is outside?”

“I think my grandmother is sending me a message,” Helen said. “She loved me so much.”

“And in the spirit of change or resisting change, she who loves you and sees you unlike anyone else may have a message for you,” he told her.

Helen didn’t describe a specific message; she spoke instead of feeling “comfort and safety and love” from her grandmother and during her therapy and hypnotherapy sessions. She had a deep fondness for Miller and O’Regan, both of whom treated her with a gentleness she rarely showed herself. But Helen didn’t stay in her happy place for long. When Miller told her she could choose to access that feeling of comfort often in her life, her inner critic appeared. Over the next few minutes, she gave voice to the belief that she was incapable of change: “I want to, but I can’t.” “I don’t have the strength.” “I’m just not motivated.” “I don’t care.” “I’m tired of trying.”

“And where does that get you, when you’re tired of trying?” Miller asked.

“I just give up and die?”

“Well, you give up, but you don’t die because you haven’t died.”

“Not yet,” she said.

“Not yet. Not for a while. You’re strong.”

She shifted on the couch. “I never thought I was weak.”

“You aren’t—you’re stubborn,” he told her. “Sometimes, I wonder if you fear what change means. Better to hold on to things you don’t like about yourself because they’re familiar. Better that than to hope for anything else.”

Miller then changed tack and told her a story about a river that ran close to his home. “Last night,” he said, “at the end of the day, I went about a half hour before high tide, and the river was filling, and the flow of the water was moving so strongly that the movement of nature had a force all its own.” He purposely chose images of nature, which he’d said had a way of “redirecting” Helen when she was feeling hopeless. The story also had plentiful metaphors about resisting and surrendering to the tides of life.

Helen started crying and recounted an experience from her childhood about being ferried home by a powerful tide, which suggested that perhaps Miller’s story had triggered a pleasant memory. But she clarified that hers were “tears of sadness about going away, about leaving this world. And even though I’m frightened of all kinds of things, I really don’t want to be dead. It sounds boring.”

Miller couldn’t help a half smile. Even in a trance, Helen was funny. “I don’t want to imply that you aren’t reaching the phase in life where death is coming,” he said. “But I do imply that you aren’t ready. Each time you resist change, maybe you surrender to fear. I wonder if you can allow yourself in this moment to channel your energy into strength, to persevere instead of freeze and give up.”

She struggled to allow it, and as they debriefed after Miller brought her out of her trance, it was clear Helen’s fear of her upcoming surgery colored everything. “If I come out of there looking like a freak, I’ll kill myself,” she said. “You name it, I’ll do it: off a bridge, pills, whatever.”

A few minutes later, she suggested—jokingly, I think—that she might “rear-end someone” on her way home. Miller seemed to have had enough of Helen’s crazy routine.

“So, you’re not going to do that,” he told her. He turned to me. “What happened today is what happens sometimes. There are certain weeks when Helen leaves here in the clouds. Other times, she leaves letting me know she doesn’t trust herself. But I don’t believe it.”

“What does that mean?” she asked him.

He rotated back to face her. “It means that you have more strength …”

“Than I think?” she said.

“Than you think,” he confirmed.

As I walked Helen to her car, she seemed to have decided to accept Miller’s confidence in her. “If I’ve done one thing right,” she told me, “it’s surrounding myself with crazy people who think I can change!”

Helen continued to see her two favorite crazy people—Miller and O’Regan—most weeks for the next two years. When I visited in the summer of 2021, there were no cleaver threats and less self-flagellation about her failures to change.

“I’m trying not to be so hard on myself,” she told me in her garden, where we sat under an umbrella as my dog, whom she’d encouraged me to bring along, rolled on her back in the grass.

Helen and her therapy team had even more progress to report when I checked in again in 2024. It came despite Helen being “machine-gunned by stress and loss,” as O’Regan explained. In the span of one year, her daughter and two of her brothers died. But she’d developed new coping strategies; there was less emotional reactivity and no violence.

The madcap-old-lady routine in therapy was mostly gone too, even if Helen still liked joking with me that she was “crazy as a bedbug.” For years, whenever Miller and O’Regan pointed out the progress she was making, Helen reminded them “how messed up” she still was. But she could now accept compliments.

“I don’t think people who say nice things about me are quite as stupid as I used to!” she told me with a laugh.

Helen had developed a measure of self-esteem, which in turn made her less likely to hurt those closest to her. O’Regan told me Helen now “only barely” met the criteria for borderline personality disorder. And given the stress Helen was under, O’Regan considered it remarkable she hadn’t been hospitalized in more than two years. It was the strongest evidence that something meaningful had shifted.

“A big part of Helen didn’t think it was possible,” O’Regan said. “But she absolutely changed.”

*

I didn’t set out to consider what change might look like for the roughly 12 percent of people24 with officially “disordered” personalities, but some of the most interesting wannabe changers I met happened to have them.

And the more time I spent with them, including a virtual three-month self-transformation group for borderlines, narcissists, and other difficult personality types, the less distinction I made between the temperamentally disordered and those of us with merely conventionally flawed personalities.

The group was the brainchild of Andrew Twardon, a Polish-born psychologist who directs the Center for Intensive Treatment of Personality Disorders (CITPD) at Mount Sinai Hospital in New York City. The outpatient program uses psychodynamic therapy on unconscious patterns, dialectical behavior therapy for emotional regulation, and mindfulness for presence and acceptance. Patients commit to three to twelve months of group
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