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Praise for The Positive Shift

“The research is clear: Your mindset is one of the greatest predictors of your success and well-being. With practical strategies and stories, Catherine Sanderson shows you how to apply this research at work, with your family, and in your own life.”

—Shawn Achor, New York Times bestselling author of Before Happiness and The Happiness Advantage

“A smart and engaging exploration of the science of happiness and how we can use it on our own lives.”

—Daniel Gilbert, author of Stumbling on Happiness and professor of psychology at Harvard University

“As someone who in the past has suffered from anxiety and depression, I only wish this book had been available in those dark days. It is chock full of evidence-based strategies of how to convert the Eeyores of this world like me into Tiggers. And we really can change into more kittens and rainbows sorts of people! Professor Sanderson shares in her warm and conversational voice what really makes a difference to our mental health, from using money to save time, to planning a trip (even better than going on one), and why we should give gifts to everyone. I was electrified to read the data and evidence for lots of stuff I naturally have learned to do in my own efforts to become calm and well. But I discovered a whole lot of new ideas, too: try saying ‘I don’t do something’ rather than ‘I can’t.’ Above all, this is a book that gives hope. We can change our mindset, and in doing so we really can become happier and healthier, and even live longer. Here’s to making The Positive Shift.”

—Rachel Kelly, bestselling author of Walking on Sunshine: 52 Small Steps to Happiness

“The Positive Shift offers a rare and valuable combination by offering deeply practical advice about what can seem an impossibly abstract problem: How can we use our big brains to increase our well-being?”

—Michael Norton, professor at Harvard Business School and coauthor of Happy Money

“Everyone seeking to live a long and successful life needs The Positive Shift! Catherine Sanderson’s mantra that our mindsets have powerful influences on our performance—good and bad—gives us an incredible set of tools to make important changes at any stage of life.”

—Marc E. Agronin, MD, author of The End of Old Age: Living a Longer, More Purposeful Life

“Dr. Catherine Sanderson, nationally recognized as a fabulous teacher, researcher, corporate speaker, and consultant, has gifted us with a goldmine of information to reduce stress and improve our life. Using only empirically significant research findings, case histories, personal anecdotes and foibles, and self-quizzes, Professor Sanderson provides clear and compelling take-home instructions for adopting a positive mindset. Her warm and accessible writing style will definitely enable you to become happier, healthier, and wiser and live longer. Who could ask for anything more!”

—Dr. James B. Maas, Weiss Presidential Fellow and former professor and chair of psychology at Cornell University and CEO of Sleep for Success

“The Positive Shift is a lucid work, drawing upon the latest scientific findings, that will enable readers to enhance their health and well-being in daily life. I especially liked Dr. Sanderson’s ability to weave events from her own life into this tapestry designed to help others.”

—Edward Hoffman, PhD, author of Paths to Happiness: 50 Ways to Add Joy to Your Life Every Day
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Introduction

I gave a talk a few years ago on the science of happiness at a large financial services convention in which attendees had the option to sit in on one of several presentations on different topics. At the end of my lecture, a woman came up to me to tell me how much she enjoyed it. And then she said, “To be honest, I almost didn’t come to your session, because I figured that I would really hate you.”

Her comment was—let’s just say—unexpected. So, I thanked her for her unusual compliment and then asked her why she had such a negative expectation.

She responded, “I just figured that anyone who talked about happiness for an hour would be all about rainbows and kittens and that by the end of the hour I would want to strangle you.”

I open this book with that story to illustrate a key principle that I’ll return to repeatedly in the pages ahead. There are indeed some people who are naturally happy and who do consistently see the world in an overwhelmingly positive way; these are the “kittens and rainbows” people. If you are one of those people, congratulations . . . and truly, you don’t really need this book because you are already probably doing the right things to find happiness and good health.

Unfortunately, I am not one of these people. I worry about far too many things. Is this traffic jam going to make me miss my plane? Is that pain in my stomach a sign of cancer? Is my son with mediocre grades ever going to get into college? My natural tendency is quite honestly one of doom and gloom—pretty much the opposite of the kittens-and-rainbows perspective.

So, how did I manage to write a book on strategies for finding happiness? Good question!

For the past twenty years, I’ve taught classes and conducted research on various topics within psychology. As part of my job, I regularly read scientific studies to stay up to date on the latest findings in my field. Over the last five or so years, some of the most interesting and exciting research has come from an emerging field called positive psychology, which examines the factors predicting psychological and physical well-being. Here are just some of the fascinating findings from researchers in this field:

            •    Spending time on Facebook makes us feel sad and lonely.1

            •    Expensive brand-name medicines provide better pain relief than the generic stuff, even if they share the same ingredients.2

            •    Placing a cell phone on a table reduces the quality of a conversation.3

            •    Patients in a hospital room with a view of nature recover faster from surgery than those without.4

            •    People with positive expectations about aging live on average seven and a half years longer than those without.5

As I took in the assorted research and tried to synthesize it to share with my students, I became more and more convinced that these seemingly disparate findings actually illustrate a really simple point: Our happiness in daily life, the state of our physical health, and even how long we live are largely determined not by external events, but rather by the way we think about ourselves and the world around us.

Why does spending time on Facebook make us feel bad? Because we compare our lives to other people’s lives, and most people post only the good parts of their lives on social media. This leads us to think that other people consistently experience great events—successful kids, fabulous vacations, impressive careers, and so on. Our own lives can’t seem to measure up.

Why do expensive brand-name medicines work better than the low-cost generic ones? Because we think that costly medicines will work better than their cheap counterparts, and this belief causes us to act in ways that lead us to physically feel better. For example, if you are about to undergo a medical procedure and are worried about the pain, receiving a drug that you believe will reduce this pain will substantially lower your anxiety. And in turn, this decrease in anxiety will help reduce the pain you feel.

As I read all this research on how our beliefs affect how we feel, I started trying to use this information to change my own thoughts and behavior to try to find greater happiness. So, instead of mindlessly surfing the internet as I lay in bed, I made a point of finding a great book to read. Even when I felt too busy to exercise, I chose to take a twenty-minute walk at lunch.

For some people, adopting a positive mindset comes naturally. These people find the silver lining in every cloud and are happier and healthier as a result. For others, including myself, adopting this type of optimistic worldview takes time, energy, and effort. These people have to shift their pessimistic general predisposition to find that mysterious silver lining, and they have to work diligently to engage in behaviors that make them feel better, not worse—like going for a brisk walk in nature to cope with sadness, rather than looking for happiness at the bottom of a pint of Ben & Jerry’s ice cream.

But here’s the good news for those who struggle to feel happy: no matter our natural tendency, we can all achieve greater happiness and better health by making relatively small changes in how we think about ourselves and the world. As author Elizabeth Gilbert writes in her 2006 memoir Eat Pray Love:

      Happiness is the consequence of personal effort. You fight for it, strive for it, insist upon it, and sometimes even travel around the world looking for it. You have to participate relentlessly in the manifestations of your own blessings. And once you have achieved a state of happiness, you must never become lax about maintaining it. You must make a mighty effort to keep swimming upward into that happiness forever, to stay afloat on top of it.

Positive, optimistic thoughts don’t come easily to me; I have to work for my happiness. For the last few years, I’ve deliberately shifted my mentality to be more in line with what the research shows makes people happier. Instead of wallowing in other people’s glowing social media posts and comparing my own fortune (or lack thereof) to theirs, I shift my thinking to stop these negative thoughts and instead focus on the very real things I have that are good. My kid’s not going to be valedictorian, but he’s got a great group of friends. My family’s not spending two weeks in Tahiti, but we really enjoy our one week in a rental house on the Jersey Shore.

My natural inclination is clearly not to find the silver lining, but with time and energy and effort, I find it easier all the time to shift my thinking in ways that do make me happier. My goal in writing this book is to give others who also struggle to feel happy specific, science-based strategies they can use to improve the quality—and longevity—of their lives. So, congratulations on taking the first step by picking up this book, and I very much hope The Positive Shift will help you find the happiness you deserve.
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Mindset Matters

On May 1, 2015, forty-seven-year-old Dave Goldberg, a highly successful Silicon Valley executive and spouse of Facebook’s chief operating officer, Sheryl Sandberg, died suddenly of a heart attack. In an instant, Sandberg became a widow and single parent to two young children—a ten-year-old son and an eight-year-old daughter.

Thirty days later, Sandberg shared a tribute to her husband about what she had learned from this loss, saying, “When tragedy occurs, it presents a choice. You can give in to the void, the emptiness that fills your heart, your lungs, constricts your ability to think or even breathe. Or you can try to find meaning.”

This book is about what it takes to make that choice: both when dealing with the small irritations of daily life—traffic jams, job interviews, car trouble, and so on—as well as when facing the devastation of immense loss—a divorce, a serious illness or injury, or even the death of a loved one.

Inconveniences and hardships, minor obstacles and major roadblocks, are part of life. We can’t avoid stress or prevent bad things from happening to us or our loved ones. But we do have control over how we think about the bad things and whether we have the wherewithal to find some good in terribly difficult circumstances. And most important, learning how to adopt a positive mindset, no matter what, can have lasting effects on our happiness, health, and even how long we live.

THE POWER OF MENTAL SHORTCUTS

As we go about our daily lives, we are bombarded with information. We read newspapers, watch television, and scour the internet. We interact with people in our communities, pass billboards, listen to the radio. And we attempt to organize and make sense of all the different information we receive from these different sources.

Because it’s simply impossible to thoughtfully and thoroughly sort through all this information, we take shortcuts in our thinking, often without conscious awareness. For example, people rate a wine sample they are told costs ninety dollars a bottle as much better than a wine sample they are told costs ten dollars a bottle, even when in reality the wine is exactly the same.1

We also use mental shortcuts to form expectations about people we meet. When we encounter a medical professional in a hospital setting, we tend to assume that person is a doctor if he is male and a nurse if she is female.

This process of taking shortcuts to make sense of the world is based on stereotypes we’ve formed from our experiences. We assume more expensive wine tastes better, because we expect higher quality to command a higher price. We assume men are more likely than women to be doctors, and that women are more likely than men to be nurses, because that has typically been our experience.

The images we see and hear in the media reinforce these stereotypes. For example, media messages often portray pretty dismal images about aging. In movies, TV shows, advertisements, and especially infomercials, older adults are presented as developing memory problems, struggling with various physical limitations and the like. Repeated exposure to these images can create negative expectations about the aging process.

Most important, the mental shortcuts we develop influence how we think about ourselves and can influence our behavior in fundamental ways. According to one study, midlife adults who hold negative beliefs about aging report having less interest in and less enjoyment of sexual behavior.2 Older adults who feel older—regardless of their actual chronological age—are especially likely to report having such negative beliefs about sex.

Although this example illustrates the downside of holding negative expectations, holding positive expectations can lead to beneficial outcomes. For example, people who are told they are given a “lucky” golf ball drain 35 percent more putts than those who are given a “regular” golf ball.3 Moreover, people who perceive some type of “upside” to a painful activity or procedure can feel less intense pain, which helps explain why many people voluntarily undergo some types of pain (e.g., navel piercing, tattooing, climbing Mount Everest). People also remember such pain later on as less intense than it actually was at the time. With practice, we can learn to use mental tricks to influence our behavior in positive ways.

HOW EXPECTATIONS CREATE REALITY

Imagine you are a teenager with a new learner’s permit and you are driving for the first time with your grandparents. You are aware of the stereotype of “bad teenage drivers,” so you are worried about making any mistakes while driving. This anxiety about potentially making a mistake—and reinforcing that stereotype in front of your grandparents—distracts you from your focus on careful driving and leads you to make errors you might not have made otherwise.

This is a simple illustration of how the stereotypes we hold can have an impact on our behavior. Psychologists call this process stereotype threat, which describes the situation in which concern about confirming a negative stereotype about one’s group disrupts the ability to focus on a particular task. In turn, this lack of focus leads, ironically, to worse performance on that task, leading people to unwittingly demonstrate the negative stereotypes about their group they were worried about proving.

The initial studies on stereotype threat examined the impact of negative stereotypes about African Americans on their academic performance. In one study, social psychologist Claude Steele and his colleagues at Stanford University brought in both African American and white college students and asked them to take a test of verbal skills—a test in which there is a stereotype that African Americans do less well than whites.4 To test whether inducing this stereotype would influence performance, half of the students were told that the test they would be taking evaluated “intellectual ability” to activate that stereotype. The other half of the students were simply told that they would be taking a “problem-solving task unrelated to ability,” in which case the stereotype wasn’t activated. Although all students took the same test, African American students who were specifically told that the test measured intellectual ability performed substantially worse than whites. In contrast, there were no differences on test scores between African Americans and whites for those who weren’t deliberately reminded of the negative stereotype about their ethnic group’s verbal abilities.

Subsequent research has demonstrated the powerful effects of stereotypes on many different types of behavior in many different groups of people. As described in his 2010 book, Whistling Vivaldi: How Stereotypes Affect Us and What We Can Do, Claude Steele found that women who are reminded of the stereotype that “women aren’t good at math” perform worse on a subsequent math test than those who aren’t reminded of such a stereotype.5 Similarly, white athletes who are told a golf putting test measures “natural athletic ability” perform worse on this task than those who are not told, presumably owing to fear of confirming the well-known stereotype that their ethnic group is not so athletic.

These studies all illustrate the power stereotypes have to influence our behavior, sometimes in significant ways.

THE BIG IMPACT OF SUBTLE TRIGGERS

The last section described the influence of blatant reminders about stereotypes on people’s behavior. In many cases, however, stereotypes affect us in much subtler ways.

Researchers in one study gave young girls, ages four to seven, a doll to play with for five minutes.6 Some of the girls were given a Doctor Barbie doll while others were given a Mrs. Potato Head doll. Although both these types of dolls are marketed to young girls, they differ substantially in appearance, with the Barbie dolls portraying a much more physically attractive and sexualized appearance than the Potato Head ones. The girls were then shown ten photographs portraying different types of occupations and were asked which of these jobs they, and boys, could do when they grew up. It turns out that girls who played with a Barbie doll—even when the doll was dressed as a doctor—saw fewer career options available for them compared to boys. In contrast, there was no difference in perceived career options available for them compared to boys for girls who played with the Mrs. Potato Head doll. This study suggests that playing with a highly sexualized toy influenced young girls’ beliefs about what type of work they could do.

Similarly, women in college express less interest in the field of computer science after seeing pictures of a stereotypical computer science classroom (featuring Star Trek posters, technology magazines, science fiction books, etc.) than after seeing photos of a more neutral classroom (featuring nature posters, general magazines, plants, etc.).7 Both these studies show how subtle triggers in the environment influence how people think about themselves and can have substantial consequences.

What’s particularly remarkable is that even subtle reminders of stereotypes that apply to other people influence our own behavior. In one clever study, researchers at New York University brought in college students to participate in a test that supposedly measured language proficiency.8 They were given various sets of words and were told to use those words—and only those words—to form a grammatically correct sentence. Half the students received a set of words that cued old age, such as retired, old, and wrinkled. The other students received a set of neutral words, such as private, clean, and thirsty.

After finishing this task, students were told that the study was over, and they were free to leave. But unbeknownst to them, this is the part of the study the researchers were most interested in examining. As students left the room, the researcher started a stopwatch and timed how long it took students to walk down the hall to the elevator. Just as they predicted, students took significantly longer to walk down the hall after they had been exposed to the “old” words than those who saw the neutral words. This study shows that stereotypes can and do influence our own behavior, even when those stereotypes don’t directly apply to us! After all, the students in this study aren’t elderly, yet being exposed to stereotypes about older people still led them to behave in line with such generalizations.

UNDERSTANDING MINDSET

In addition to navigating stereotypes, our behavior is also influenced by the particular mindsets, or mental frames, we adopt about ourselves and the world. Our mindsets—which include thoughts, beliefs, and expectations—determine how we perceive and respond to events in our lives. They also include expectations we hold about our abilities, traits, and characteristics. Are we optimistic or pessimistic? Good at math or terrible with numbers? A people person or a shy introvert? Our distinct attributes, after all, are what define us as individuals.

Another fundamental aspect of mindset is our beliefs about the potential for these attributes to shift over time. Carol Dweck, a psychology professor at Stanford University, has conducted extensive research showing that people vary considerably in such beliefs. Some people believe that basic qualities, such as intelligence and personality, are fixed and stable—this is a fixed mindset. Other people believe these qualities are malleable and can and do change over time with effort—this is a growth mindset.9 Whether we have a fixed or growth mindset influences how we approach different situations, how we respond to mistakes and failures, and how we see and respond to challenges.

Here’s a simple example of how the mindsets we hold exert a strong and lasting impact on our behavior: Many well-meaning parents and teachers praise children’s strong academic performance by labeling them smart. On the surface, this label seems like a nice compliment, and surely one we’d all like to hear about our own intellectual ability.

Yet considerable evidence now points to the hazards of this label for children’s enjoyment, persistence, and achievement in academic settings. What’s the drawback to hearing you are “smart”? This label leads children to believe that intelligence represents a fixed characteristic, meaning some people are innately, and permanently, smart, whereas others are not. A child who is told that he or she is smart often adopts a fixed mindset about the nature of intelligence and becomes deeply concerned about the possibility of disconfirming this label. If in the future this child performs poorly on a test, this single negative performance would be highly informative—and devastating: “I did poorly on this test, so maybe I’m not so smart after all.”

Children may respond to their concerns about failing to live up to this expectation by underperforming; they try only problems they are certain they can solve (thereby depriving themselves of the opportunity to challenge themselves and grow). As Robert Sternberg, dean of the School of Arts and Sciences at Tufts University, notes, “If you’re afraid of making mistakes, you’ll never learn on the job, and your whole approach becomes defensive: ‘I have to make sure I don’t screw up.’”10

On the other hand, people who adopt a growth mindset, and see their abilities and characteristics as able to change through effort and practice, experience substantial benefits. Mistakes are seen as opportunities to learn and grow, and thus people are motivated to pursue challenging tasks in order to develop such strengths. For example, seventh graders who hold a belief that intelligence can develop show increases in grades during the first two years of junior high school, when schoolwork becomes more challenging and grading standards become more rigorous, whereas those without such beliefs show no such improvements.11 Similarly, athletes who adopt a growth mindset understand that talent alone is insufficient, and that serious effort and rigorous training are the keys to success, achieve at higher levels. One recent study even found that giving teenagers (who were all already experiencing mental health problems) a thirty-minute lesson about growth mindset, and our ability to change and improve over time, led to lower levels of anxiety and depression as long as nine months later.12 In sum, adopting a mindset focused on the power and potential for change results in substantial benefits.

MINDSET REALLY MATTERS

Our beliefs about whether our fundamental personal qualities can change influence virtually all aspects of our lives. For example, people who believe their levels of anxiety and depression can’t be changed, no matter how hard they try, show more symptoms of anxiety and depression than those without such beliefs.13 People with such beliefs report higher levels of worry and sadness and even physical symptoms of anxiety such as sweaty hands and panic attacks.

Similarly, the mindset we hold about aging influences both cognitive performance and physical health. According to one study, adults ages sixty-one to eighty-seven who believe that the aging process is fixed and inevitable show lower scores on a memory test and higher blood pressure after they are reminded about negative stereotypes about aging.14 In contrast, those who believe that the aging process can be changed don’t show such reactions; they don’t buy into the inevitability of such stereotypes and therefore don’t suffer these negative consequences.

Our mindsets also influence how we relate to and interact with others in fundamental ways. Researchers in one study examined people’s beliefs about whether empathy is malleable, meaning whether the ability to put oneself in someone else’s shoes can change with effort.15 Study participants rated whether they believed a person’s level of empathy is something very basic about them, and it can’t be changed, or whether they believed a person can change how empathic they are. The researchers then measured people’s willingness to try to empathize with someone who disagreed about a personally important social or political issue.

As the researchers predicted, people who held more malleable beliefs about empathy showed a greater willingness to listen respectfully and try to understand the other person’s views. Such effort can lead to better interpersonal relationships and lower levels of conflict.

It’s no surprise, then, that our mindsets influence our willingness to work through problems in close relationships. People with a soul-mate mindset believe that having a good relationship is mostly about picking the right person. They see relationships in an all-or-nothing way.16 Unfortunately, this belief leads to two types of dysfunctional behavior: ignoring problems—since any problems would mean the relationship is bad—or giving up. Studies of college student romantic couples show that those with a soul-mate theory spend less time trying to work things out when facing a stressful relationship event—they basically withdraw effort and give up. Those with a work-it-out mindset, on the other hand, see acknowledging and working through problems in an open and constructive way as an essential part of building strong relationships. When facing stressful events, they work hard to fix things and try to reframe such problems in a positive way.

Researchers in one study examined people’s beliefs about sexual satisfaction and, in particular, whether sexual satisfaction is found through finding the “right” partner (a fixed mindset) or whether it develops through effort and hard work (a growth mindset).17 Those with growth beliefs about sexual satisfaction show higher levels of sexual satisfaction and relationship satisfaction. Their partners also report higher levels of sexual satisfaction, indicating that believing good sex takes time and effort benefits both people in a relationship.

These examples illustrate how beliefs about whether our particular attributes are fixed or changeable have significant consequences for the quality and longevity of our interpersonal relationships as well as our psychological and physical well-being.

UNDERSTANDING YOUR FAILURE MINDSET

Perhaps the most important step in understanding mindset is acknowledging that people vary in how they think about the causes of disappointments and failures in their own lives.18 Some people blame negative events on themselves and on their flaws and inadequacies. They obsess and ruminate about these bad outcomes and beat themselves up. Other people adopt a much more positive mindset in the face of failures and disappointments. They recognize that difficulties happen to everyone and try to keep things in perspective.

As you can probably imagine, people who show self-compassion in the face of negative events experience better outcomes. They have lower levels of anxiety and depression and feel happier and more optimistic overall about the future. For example, first-year college students who have more self-compassion during this difficult life transition show greater engagement and motivation in college life.19

Here’s a simple test you can take to figure out how you think about yourself: Created by Dr. Kristin Neff, the Self-Compassion Scale20 allows you to assess, for example, whether you beat yourself up when things don’t go well or give yourself a break. To compute your score, check the number that reflects how much you agree or disagree with each of the following sets of five statements.

The first five items measure whether you are pretty hard on yourself; the next five measure whether you practice self-compassion. For those with relatively low scores on the first items and high scores on the second set of items, congratulations! People with this score pattern are doing a good job of adopting a positive mindset in the face of disappointment. But for those with high scores on the first five items, coupled with low scores on the next set of items, you need to develop skills and strategies for treating yourself better. Don’t worry—you’ll learn about such approaches in subsequent chapters of this book.
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WHAT’S THE TAKE-HOME POINT?

The evidence is clear: the mindset we bring to how we see ourselves and the world exerts a strong impact on virtually all aspects of our lives, including how fast we walk, how well we remember, and how we interact with romantic partners.

But here’s the most important news: Our mindsets can change. So, even if our natural tendency is to see things in an all-or-nothing way, with time, energy, and effort, we can shift to a growth mindset and adopt a more positive frame on virtually all aspects of our lives, from how we improve our relationships to how we age. We can all learn to think about something in a new way, and experience happier, healthier lives as a result.

Below are some examples of how subtle changes in mindset can have not-so-subtle influences.

Adopt a New Label

Even small shifts in the environment can shift our mindsets and have a real impact on outcomes. For example, Kevin Dougherty, a professor of sociology at Baylor University, was determined to change students’ mindsets about taking exams, which are typically anxiety provoking.21 He used a variety of strategies to shift these negative expectations. First, he labeled exam days “learning celebrations” to create a positive expectation about how students would perform. Second, he brought in balloons, streamers, and treats on these days to create a festive classroom environment. His goal was to “create an ambience for assessment that enhances learning and joy.” In other words, he wanted to shift students’ mindsets about exams from dread and fear to joy and celebration. And his efforts paid off. These strategies led to improved test scores.

We can all use this simple strategy of changing how we think about our own feelings to experience better outcomes. Are you anxious about hosting a party, speaking up in a meeting, or giving a toast at a wedding? Reframe your anxiety as energizing arousal that’s keeping you alert and on your toes. That’s precisely what professional athletes, actors, and musicians do to perform their best in high-stakes situations. Adopting a new mindset takes time, but with practice we can all learn to change maladaptive thought patterns and experience better outcomes.

Take a Chance

Many people—perhaps even most—go through life feeling scared to take risks, because taking a risk raises the possibility of failure. So we stay with jobs we don’t find rewarding and in relationships that don’t make us happy. Most of us have a risk-averse mindset that encourages us to settle for safety instead of venturing boldly into the unknown.

As I was working on this book, a great story appeared on social media about a young woman, Noelle Hancock, who lost her job as a journalist in New York City when her employer’s company shut down. Although she could have looked for other employment opportunities closer to home, she made the decision to move to Saint John, one of the Virgin Islands in the Caribbean Sea. She found a job scooping ice cream on the island and now lives a dramatically different life.

Many people read about a dramatic life decision like this and fantasize about taking a similar risk in their own lives . . . but then feel too nervous. However, research shows that we experience more regret over things we choose not to do than things we choose to do. In one study, people were asked what they would do differently if they could live life over again.22 More than half of the regrets had to do with inaction—should have attended or completed college, should have pursued a particular career, should have tried harder in social relationships or marriages. In contrast, only 12 percent were regrets of action—shouldn’t have smoked, shouldn’t have gotten married so early, shouldn’t have worked so hard. (Another 34 percent were indeterminate.) This study shows that we tend to regret inaction more than action.

So think about shedding your risk-averse mindset and take an action that may feel scary. Quit a job that doesn’t make you happy. Find a new relationship—or take action to make your current relationship more satisfying. Take a trip around the world instead of staying in your easy and familiar environment. As author H. Jackson Brown Jr. said, “Twenty years from now you will be more disappointed by the things that you didn’t do than by the ones you did do. So throw off the bowlines. Sail
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