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We inspire health, healing, happiness, and love in the world.

Starting with you.




To my loving wife 

caring parents

precious children

and

empowering God.

Thank you for being in my life.

I am who I am because of you.
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INTRODUCTION

WHY AM I PERPETUALLY UNSATISFIED?

What do you want?”

The silent pause after I posed that question seemed to blot out every other noise in the city.

We had been sitting at Starbucks for over an hour. I was on my second Venti-size refill. Outside, a sea of pedestrians weaved hurriedly around the nearly stationary pillars of tourists who clogged the sidewalks gawking at tall buildings and dazzled by lights. It struck me that even Starbucks is different in New York City. It adapts to keep up with the intensity. Customers move as if on an assembly line, shouting complex orders of made-up coffee names while maintaining conversations on their earpieces and simultaneously checking their smartphones.

Dave and I sat by the window. He’d asked me to meet him here to talk about problems he was having at work. He wanted my advice, he said. But our conversation quickly turned to a discussion about the unhappy state of his family and then to himself.

Dave was my college buddy. Back in the day, if I were a betting man I would have bet the house that Dave would be running the world by the time he was 40. He wasn’t just smart; he was mad smart. He also happened to be good-looking, athletic, and comfortable being the center of attention. Yet now, as he approached his 40th birthday, his life was unraveling. His job as a Wall Street banker had stalled, his marriage was on the rocks, and his three kids—well, let’s just say he might still have a chance with his youngest.

He had achieved what so many people consider “the dream,” complete with a picture-perfect family, a beautiful home, a distinguished career, and season tickets to his favorite team. Yet now, to him, it felt like it was all falling apart. Dave came to me trying to help plug a hole in what seemed like the breaking of a dam.

What he didn’t realize was that he already had the power to not only to plug the hole, but stop the crumbling altogether; to build a much stronger, more powerful dam, complete with a turbine to reenergize everything he wanted out of life.

The question he needed to answer first, though, was: “What do you want?”

“I told you,” he said. “To make more money, to improve my marriage, to—”

“No,” I cut him off. I didn’t want to hear some recitation of everyone’s life goals. “Can you dig a little deeper?” I pushed. “Stop saying the things you are supposed to say. You have so much and yet so little. You have what looks like a really great life, and you’re miserable. Why? What is it you really want but don’t have?”

Silence.

With all of my training as an attorney, I have a hard time letting silence linger, especially when I sense weakness. But I let it sit there as the lightning-paced world around us seemed to fade away.

“I don’t know,” he finally said.

“That’s your problem,” I responded, smiling as if I had just helped him.

We wouldn’t come to an answer that day. The noise of the crowd rushed back in, and the conversation ended with Dave feeling rather deflated. I promised we would follow up. I told him he had made a great start. Admitting that he didn’t know what he wanted and that he didn’t really know how to fix any of his problems was the start of a great journey for him—a journey that I would gladly help him complete.

I knew it was better for him to be deflated and real than to keep up the charade he’d kept up for so long.

The thing is, I’ve had this same conversation with dozens of friends and acquaintances in recent years. In fact, I’m guessing I could pull any random person out of almost any Starbucks line in the world, sit them down, and have nearly the same conversation with them, too.

Just as I’m pretty sure I could have a similar conversation with you.

Welcome to life in the modern world: a world in which most people have more wealth, knowledge, and technology (not to mention access to untold amounts of fresh-brewed coffee) than their ancestors could have ever dreamed for themselves. A world in which we have so much but so little. A world in which we seem to have it all, except for the ability to process it. A world in which we are constantly reaching for something, yet never seem to catch it—because we’re not even sure what “it” is.

A world in which we are perpetually unsatisfied.

How bad have things become? The symptoms could hardly be more evident: The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention states that the prescribing of antidepressants has risen nearly 400 percent since 1988.1 More than 10 percent of Americans over age 12 take an antidepressant.2 That means more than one in 10 of us are taking a pill just to get through the day. And the fact is, more than 66 percent of severely depressed people aren’t even included in that number, because they aren’t taking antidepressants at all.3

Those are huge numbers, and yet I would argue that there are far more of us walking around with a feeling that makes those numbers seem small. There’s a pervasive sense of malaise in the developed world—a sense of worry, of dread, of fear, of helplessness, of an inability to find the capacity to change or to feel better or to get out of our own way that all adds up to something bordering on, or perhaps even surpassing, what we colloquially define as depression.

So if you thought it was just you feeling this way, I hope there’s some solace in knowing it’s not. It’s all of us. This problem is not just personal or communal—it’s societal.

The world has developed so rapidly since the late 1980s that it seems impossible to take it all in. Our access to everything has exploded. Health and wealth have increased significantly. Meanwhile, crime and poverty, have decreased. According to every indicator, we should be overwhelmed with happiness. There is still pain and suffering in the world, of course, but compared to life 25 years ago, let alone a hundred or a thousand years ago, we are doing great.

So why are we less happy, less satisfied, more fed up, and far less enthused about our day-to-day existence than ever before?

WE ARE ENTERING A NEW ERA

Decades from now, we’ll look back and recognize that this period we’re in is one of the most transformative in human history—and you’re a part of it, whether you like it or not.

We are in the midst of experiencing the shift to a digital age, a massive technological revolution that has transformed the way we interact with each other and the world around us. The fact that we have life-changing computing and telecommunications power in tiny devices that we carry in our pockets is incredible, but just as the Industrial Revolution brought all kinds of strife and challenge, this technological revolution is bringing new challenges with it as well.

In previous generations, wisdom was generally gained through a combination of hard work and time—whether that meant going to school or taking an apprenticeship or gaining years of experience simply by living and working in the brave new world. Now, information is available at every single moment and all at once. It’s so much, so fast, that we can’t possibly take it all in. What we’re experiencing, then, is a breadth of information combined with a lack of depth. When we’re able to access everything immediately, yet rarely get a chance to go deeper than the surface, that creates a massive problem. As the poet T.S. Eliot once said, “Where is the knowledge we have lost in information?”4

The superficiality of information is actually acting as an inoculation against wisdom. We think that we have all the knowledge we need when, in fact, we really don’t. We’re distracted all the time. We fall prey to the myth of multitasking (more on this in Chapter 12). When searching for knowledge, we’ll read a quote or a maxim, hear someone’s opinion and even gather a limited explanation but won’t invest the time needed to fully understand any of it.

Think about this: Everywhere you look these days, you’re bombarded by information that’s designed to make you feel better. Feel-good Facebook memes, good-news websites and Twitter feeds, and self-help philosophies on positivity abound. You have access to all of it, 24/7 if you so desire. But is any of it truly making you feel better deep down where it counts? Even though the information offers some essential truth, I think most of us recognize that quick fixes and surface-level mantras don’t work as a permanent solution. Even if they pick you up, there’s always something that comes along and knocks you back down. And the more often that happens, whether you realize it or not, the more you begin to give up.

And that is what leaves us perpetually unsatisfied: when we think we’ve tried everything and read everything and seen everything, and we still don’t feel good. So we give up on believing that we ever will.

Our need to find satisfaction in life is overwhelming. And in truth, finding that satisfaction comes from doing deep, real work. There is no quick fix for lasting contentment. Unlike getting a quick hit of happiness from a short-term distraction, true satisfaction requires investing a little more time and a little more effort into figuring out what’s underneath all of these basic, intuitive bits of information that now flood our screens and our minds.

What we lack right now—and the thing that I aim to give you in these pages—is something that is fundamental to our existence: the ability to process your own life.

You already have all the ingredients for happiness, satisfaction and success. You do. We all do. The problem is that you don’t know what to do with them. It’s like having a refrigerator full of raw ingredients but not knowing how to cook. Staring at, discussing, and even touching the ingredients won’t satisfy your hunger. It can’t. It’s not edible until you learn what to do with it.

And that hunger you feel in your life is not something small. That desire to be happy, fulfilled, and empowered—that desire is existential. That’s why we all keep trying to get to it. You might think that hard work will get you there, so you work harder. You see other people smiling and assume they’re satisfied, so you try to be like them. It doesn’t work. And again, if you do that often enough, you’re bound to give up and resign yourself to thinking you will never satisfy that hunger yourself. (That’s why you’re likely skeptical even as you read this.)

What if I told you that in order to get what you want, to achieve that sense of life satisfaction, all you need to do is change your relationship to what you already have? What if I told you there’s a “golden lever” that allows you to bridge the gap between the life you have and the life you want? And all that is required in order for you to learn how to operate that lever is to understand yourself a little better—to read an operating manual, as it were, on how we actually function as human beings?

Well, it’s true. The golden lever exists. I’ve spent my entire adult life in pursuit of it and in pursuit of the understanding of how that lever works. And guess what? I’ve found answers, most of which were right there in front of me the whole time. But as you’ll soon learn, sometimes the things that are right in front of us are the hardest to see.

The fact is, most of us have failed to put in the work it takes to fully understand who we are. Most of us have no idea how to take advantage of all that life has to offer, because no one has showed us how.

That is what I would like to show you.

I suppose that leads us right back to the big question, the one that left my buddy Dave completely stumped: What do you want?

Truly, deep down, what is it that you want?

You don’t have to answer that question quite yet. You need to learn a few things first so you can gain the wisdom that’s needed to answer that question and then to understand how to implement the changes you seek.

So I hope you’ll indulge me. I hope you’ll be willing to invest a little time to take this journey with me. Because as you’re about to see, not only are you capable of achieving the life you want, you are also capable—we all are capable—of all sorts of amazing things that at first seem, quite frankly, beyond belief.


PART I

HOW TO EXPERIENCE REALITY


CHAPTER 1

FAKE TESTS, OLD MEN, AND THE POWER OF BELIEFS

“Reality is merely an illusion, albeit a very persistent one.”

—ALBERT EINSTEIN

What you think about, you bring about.”

Have you heard that phrase before? Or “What you believe, you will receive”?

We’ve all heard these maxims and others like them. They’re memorable, catchy phrases. We’re told that they’re meaningful. In fact, there are people who put a lot of belief in these phrases, and some who proclaim that they have the power to work like spells—that if we think hard enough about winning the lottery, if we “believe it” enough, then we’ll magically win the lottery.

Well, how many people do you know who wish they would win the lottery? Who dream about it? Who think about it really hard?

And how many of those people have actually won the lottery?

Right.

There’s no simple magic trick to bringing riches into your life. And yet, we are drawn to phrases like these, aren’t we? Why do they hold such a prominent place in our minds and memories?

What if these phrases hint at a remarkable truth? Not in the immediate way we wish they would work. Not in some external fashion that allows us to control the world like we’re wielding some kind of superpower. But in a manner that is internal, subtle, and, in some ways, far more powerful than most people would ever imagine.

OUR MINDS SHAPE REALITY

Let’s begin at a small college in Boston called Harvard University. In the 1960s, a young psychology professor named Robert Rosenthal gained a reputation for thinking outside the box. Actually, for a decade or two, a lot of people thought that some of Rosenthal’s theories were just plain crazy.1 (Isn’t this how breakthrough ideas seem to advance? As Albert Einstein said, “If at first the idea is not absurd, then there is no hope for it.”2 Breakthrough concepts are often counterintuitive and take time for the scientific community, let alone the general public, to accept.)

So, Rosenthal had this theory about the power and impact of the mind. He went to an elementary school in California, the Oak School,3 with a new type of test that he said was designed to assess “blooming intelligence.”4 He claimed that with this test, he could identify which students would experience an intellectual growth spurt and outperform others in the upcoming school year, regardless of how they did in the past. He gave this test to all the students and then called in the teachers to share the results.

You could feel the palpable excitement as Rosenthal, the Harvard professor, read the names of the students who were going to have a breakthrough year.

But he left out one key detail: He’d made it all up. The test didn’t actually predict anything. He just randomly chose the students, faked their scores, and pretended that those students were smarter than they were. (If you or I did that, we’d end up in jail, but guys from Harvard do it and they get tenure.)

The teachers went back to teaching, and Rosenthal left for the year. When he returned, he asked to review all the student test scores, and what he found nearly knocked him over. The students he’d randomly selected—the ones he told the teachers were about to bloom—had in fact risen to the top of their classes.

Can this be a coincidence? he wondered. Could he have randomly picked the smartest kids in the class? Lucky for him, he had added a little control to this experiment: In addition to his fake test, he had given the students an actual IQ test, and he knew which students had scored the highest.

Armed with that information, he decided to take his experiment to the next level. He gave all the students an IQ test again at year’s end.

Have you ever taken an IQ test? You know, when that nice lady comes to your house to play blocks. Your mom is real nervous because she was told that they can tell how smart you are going to be for the rest of your life. She waits in the other room and then impatiently walks in and asks, “How did he do?” And the nice lady looks up says, “Uh … do you have any other kids?” (Okay, maybe that was just in my case.)

So Rosenthal gave these kids an IQ test, and it turns out the “blooming” students’ IQs had actually gone up an average of 4 points higher than their peers—in a year! And in the youngest grade, the IQ differential was a high as 15 points.5

That led him to develop one of the greatest theories in psychology, called the Pygmalion Effect, or the Rosenthal Effect, which basically says this: Our minds don’t just experience reality, they shape it.

The “blooming” students were not smarter than their peers. It was all made up! The teachers mistakenly thought these children were smarter than they actually were. It wasn’t made public. It wasn’t shared with parents. All that happened was that a teacher changed her belief about certain students, expected more from them, and likely altered, however subtly, how she treated them. The students subconsciously picked up on those expectations and adapted to them. They didn’t become Einsteins overnight. They didn’t cure cancer in the third grade. But they all accessed more of the potential they always had but for some reason couldn’t reach.

Why? Because the mind shapes reality.

The vast majority of us have little appreciation for how powerful our minds really are. We think we know who we are and what we are capable of. We define ourselves as being “good at math” or “a people person” or “detailed oriented,” and do not strive outside of those definitions. We build boxes that we fit ourselves into, and we extend that favor to everyone around us. We think we know our “reality.”

What science is telling us is that we don’t.6

CHAMBERMAIDS, PILOTS, AND THE FOUNTAIN OF YOUTH

Let’s go back to Boston and meet another Harvard professor, Ellen Langer, PhD. The first female tenured faculty member in Harvard’s psychology department, Langer has dedicated much of her career to pushing our understanding of the power of our brains. She has conducted experiments with such mind-blowing results that, once again, we’re just starting to come to grips with them today.

In 1979, she created a study that was so incredible it became the basis for a television series in England—and has been replicated with strikingly similar results in diverse cultures such as South Korea.7 Essentially, she pulled together a bunch of men in their 80s and took them on two separate retreats. Half of the guys went off to a peaceful setting at an old monastery in Peterborough, New Hampshire. For an entire week, they were cared for and treated with respect by a staff while they sat around kvetching about how old they felt. You can imagine the conversations about arthritis, their latest surgeries, and of course, the “good old days” when politicians never lied, people were hardworking, and kids were respectful.

The second group then went to the very same monastery, with the very same staff, but Dr. Langer treated them to something entirely different during their weeklong escape: She took them back in time.

She retrofitted the monastery to make it look and feel as if it were 1959, a full 20 years earlier. She instructed the participants to act as if it were 20 years earlier. There would be no talk about the present day; they had to act as if nothing that happened after 1959 had happened yet. They met daily to discuss “current events,” such as “last year’s” launch of the first U.S. satellite, Explorer 1 (in 1958); they talked about the need for bomb shelters and Castro’s advance into Havana; they got into heated discussions about communism; they recapped the Baltimore Colts’ 31–16 defeat of the New York Giants in the NFL championship game; they watched Sgt. Bilko and Ed Sullivan on black-and-white televisions, and let Jack Benny and Jackie Gleason make them laugh.

At the start of the retreat, the men in both groups were tested for age-related symptoms: joint dexterity, memory, hair loss, arthritis, etc. She took photos of all of them, as well.

Almost immediately, Dr. Langer noticed changes. In both groups, the elderly men—many of whom were dependent on relatives or others who cared for them in their daily lives—were up and about, helping with chores, serving meals, and cleaning up after themselves. They all began functioning more independently. Simply changing their environments made a difference.

When the first group came back after spending a restful week remembering the good ol’ days, there were some positive changes to their general health and well-being. Their hearing and memory were slightly improved. Their grips were stronger. The results can serve as scientific proof that a little independence can be a good thing, at any age.

But when the second group came back after experiencing their time warp, even Dr. Langer was blown away. In every single category, she found that these participants’ age-related symptoms either stopped or reversed. They showed marked improvements to their intelligence, height, weight, gait, and posture. Their joints were more flexible, and their fingers even got longer (as the effects of arthritis were lessened and they could stretch out their fingers more fully).

Finally, she asked people unaware of the study’s purpose to compare photos taken of the participants at the beginning and at the end of the vacation. These objective observers judged that all of the time-warp participants looked noticeably younger at the end of the study.

Dr. Langer’s experiment showed the extent of how our minds shape reality. The students in the Oak School experiment were reacting to genuine expectations from their teachers. The teachers actually thought the students were smarter. In Langer’s experiment, the participants knew it wasn’t 1959; they knew it was all fabricated. But their surroundings painted a different picture. The minds of the elderly men picked up on the stimuli that suggested it was 20 years prior and sent signals throughout their bodies reflecting that “fact,” which altered the aging process.

Dr. Langer decided to go further. She decided to focus in on a single physical attribute—vision—to see how our minds might impact our eyesight.

Most of us take it on faith that having 20/20 vision is an accurate measure of the biological reality of how well we can see. But how straightforward a measurement is it? After all, those eye charts in your optometrist’s office are measuring not only the sharpness of the image on your eye’s retina, but also your brain’s interpretation of that information. So Dr. Langer posed a question: How much liberty does the interpreting mind take with this biological reality we call eyesight?

To find out, she recruited a group of students from Massachusetts Institute of Technology’s ROTC program,8 many of whom aspired to be pilots, and all of whom knew that good eyesight was a prerequisite.9

First, she tested their vision with standard eye charts. She then asked some of the volunteers to “become pilots” by flying in a flight simulator. She specifically instructed them to actively imagine themselves as pilots as they used the throttle, compass, and other trappings of an actual cockpit to execute flight maneuvers. They even wore green fatigues to enhance their role-playing.

No mention was made of vision to the “pilots” or to the control group, who merely sat in a stationary cockpit. After a short time, Dr. Langer surreptitiously measured the vision of all the volunteers. In the simulator, she had four aircraft “approach” from the front, each with a serial number on the wing. The volunteers were told to read these serial numbers. Unbeknownst to them, the serial numbers were written in the equivalent of different lines on an eye chart. She was in effect administering the optometrist’s standard eye exam under the guise of flight simulation.

And what did she find? Unmistakably, those who were actively engaged in acting like pilots showed improvements in vision. Four of 10 volunteers could see better after playing pilot, compared to none of the members of the control group. Dr. Langer reran this experiment, in one case telling those in the control group they could motivate themselves to have better vision and in another case actually giving them eye exercises. But the “pilots” still outperformed them. In other words, by putting her test subjects into the position of acting like pilots—a group of people known to have good eyesight—she was able to sharpen the volunteer pilots’ eyesight.

How is that possible? Isn’t eyesight straightforward? Either you can or can’t see something.

Well, no, it’s not. Eyesight is processed through your mind, and when your mind anticipates not being able to see at a certain distance, you don’t—even if you can.

Why? Because your mind shapes your reality.

A simpler experiment that shows the same results can be achieved just by flipping the sizes of the letters on the eye chart. Usually an eye chart has the big letters on top, and they get smaller as you look down. Dr. Langer and her researchers reversed the order and put the tiny letters up top, and guess what happened? People could see more of the smaller letters when they were placed near the top of the chart.10 Why? Because as you look down the standard eye chart, your mind anticipates not being able to read some of the letters. Your mind doesn’t have that limiting belief when the chart is flipped, so you can see more. Not everything, but more.

Your mind actually shapes your ability to see.

Dr. Langer went further, this time testing the ability of our minds to help us lose weight. Nearly three decades after her study on elderly men, she set up a health and fitness study with more than 80 chambermaids of various ages, chosen from seven carefully selected hotels.11 At the outset, she asked all the women how much exercise they got. A third of them responded “none,” and the other two-thirds responded that they did not work out regularly. These were all hardworking women putting in very long hours, so you can imagine their responses: “Exercise? What are you, joking? We’re here early in the morning and work all day. Who has time to exercise?”

Dr. Langer took several measures of the women’s basic fitness levels and then split them into two groups. The first group she dismissed, letting them go about their days as before. The second group, however, was given a presentation that showed just how much exercise they were getting from their jobs. She showed them that cleaning 15 rooms daily, pushing vacuum cleaners, scrubbing tubs, and pulling sheets actually constitutes more than enough activity to meet the accepted recommendation of a “healthy” daily half hour of physical activity. The researchers even provided specifics: 15 minutes of scrubbing burns 60 calories, 15 minutes of vacuuming burns 50 calories, etc. The basic message and the details were posted in the maids’ lounges in the hotels where the second group of women worked, to serve as reminders, while the first group was left in the dark.

A month later, Dr. Langer checked back with the women. Every single woman in the second group—the group that had been told their daily work routine was, in fact, healthy “exercise”—lost weight. On average, the study’s subjects lost 2 pounds, and their systolic blood pressure dropped by 10 points. They were “significantly healthier” by all measures. The women in the first group, however, those who were not taught that their daily tasks constituted exercise, saw no change in weight or health during that same period.

In surveys at the end of the study, none of the women reported any changes in behavior. No one had joined a gym. No one had made any big changes to their diets. They were all doing the same amount of cleaning. They were all doing the same amount of vacuuming. They were all making the same number of beds. Nothing changed but their thoughts!

That single mental shift changed their health.

So consider this: Right now, right this very second, your mind is shaping everything you do, everything you see and hear, and everything you think you know about reality.

And if your mind is shaping your reality, it begs one very important question: What is reality?


CHAPTER 2

JEAN PIAGET, THE FALLING TREE, AND THE SUPER BOWL CATCH

“We see only what is suggested by our thoughts.”

THE TALMUD

Super Bowl XLII. Giants vs. Patriots. It was February 3, 2008, yet I remember it like it was yesterday.

The score is 14–10 Patriots, with one minute, fifteen seconds left to play.

The Giants have the ball on their own 44-yard line.

The 63,000-strong stadium rises to its feet in a wash of deafening noise, while millions of us all over the country ride the edge of our sofas in anticipation.

Let me give you some background. I come from New York, and New Yorkers have two principles in sports: love New York, hate Boston. It doesn’t matter if it’s the Giants and Patriots or the Yankees and Red Sox, it’s bad blood. (Only sports-wise, of course. We love you, Boston!) But this wasn’t just a game. This was the Super Bowl—the High Holidays of American sports. And despite the fact that the Pats came into that game undefeated and a 12-point favorite to win, my Giants were knockin’ hard on Boston’s door.

It was third down and five, and quarterback Eli Manning (of the Giants) was feeling the pressure. He escaped one tackle, spun away from another, and was finally forced to run from the pocket toward the sideline. Just when everyone thought the play (and the game) was over, Manning stopped and fired a pass across the field to David Tyree, who leaped in the air and made an unthinkable catch. First down!

The dozen or so guys around me jumped off the sofa in unison. You could feel it. This comeback was happening.

There was one guy in the room still sitting. He was a friend of mine who grew up in Boston. A die-hard Patriots fan. He looked sick to his stomach.

Four plays later, Manning found Plaxico Burress in the end zone for the go-ahead touchdown, and the Giants won. I just about lost my mind, as did every other New Yorker. You could hear shouts of joy echoing up and down streets from the Jersey Shore to eastern Long Island. It was beyond amazing. I’m not sure what heaven feels like, but I’m sure it’s pretty close to how I was feeling that day.

In my excitement I looked over at my friend, the Patriots fan, and he looked like he’d just received word that he’d lost a family member. He was crushed. The color drained from his face.

I would go on to remember that day as one of the great days of my life; my friend would remember it as one of his worst.

The next morning, I had a thought: My friend and I were both sitting in the same room, watching the same event on the same television, at the exact same moment in time. We are both about the same age. We’ve known each other for more than 20 years. Our wives are friends. Our kids go to the same school. We were both living in the same “reality.” So how could our experiences be so far apart? How could my experience be exhilarating while his was painful?

The answer may sound intuitive, even simple, but it’s anything but. It has been the subject of discussion and debate among philosophers for generations and yet something that we rarely think about as we go about our lives.

The reason why my friend and I had vastly different feelings is because we each experienced a different version of reality. As close as we were in time and space, we each saw the game (and the world) through our own unique perspectives. We didn’t experience the Super Bowl, we experienced our own individualized perceptions of the Super Bowl.

Our minds—filled with all of our beliefs, insecurities, habits, predispositions, prejudices, and preconceived notions—form a mental filter, and we experience life through that filter.

What separated the two of us in that game was not much more than a matter of geography: I was born in New York, and he was born in Boston. If my parents had lived four hours north, I’d remember that game totally differently. As a kid in Brooklyn, I was told that we root for the Giants, with our team colors and players. As a kid in Boston, he was told to root for the Patriots, with their team colors and players. We both brought our respective histories to game day, and those histories created the filters through which we experienced the same game in two very different ways.

This morning-after thought was about a lot more than football. This seemed to dig down to the root of how we experience everything.

We think we’re experiencing reality.

We’re not. What we experience is our perception of reality.

Every human being experiences their own version of reality, which they perceive through something called a “mental schema.”

YOUR MENTAL SCHEMA

A mental schema is sort of like a pair of sunglasses through which everything you experience in life gets filtered. The concept of the schema was first introduced by the 18th-century philosopher Immanuel Kant1 and later expanded on by researcher Jean Piaget, PhD, who studied children and their learning behaviors at the Grange-aux-Belles school for boys. Piaget adopted Kant’s philosophical concept and made it relevant to psychology.2

One late night, as Piaget was grading papers, he noticed that children in different age groups were all getting similar questions wrong—in particular, those that required logical analysis or extrapolation from an experience. It was remarkable to him. It wasn’t that any of these children suffered from an inability to learn certain material. The only difference between the students who were getting the answers to particular questions right and those who were getting them wrong was that they were in different stages of development, they had different life experiences, or they lacked certain life experiences, and that led them to think in certain ways and to therefore frame their answers differently.

Piaget decided to dig deeper, and by studying children at different ages and identifying the logic they used in order to answer certain types of questions, he came to the conclusion that all humans develop cognitive structures or frameworks through which they understand the world. These frameworks, these schemas, are not necessarily logical, and they vary from individual to individual. They are based on our knowledge, our experiences, and—importantly—our beliefs.

As we experience life, we create our own particular sunglasses—our schemas—by developing and adapting various cognitive structures with the information we gain and then store in our memories. The schema then provides us with mental shortcuts that are used to make future encounters with similar situations easier to navigate.3

As an example, your schema affects your commute to work: Once you go out and learn how to get to your office, your brain starts to learn how long it’s going to take and which route to follow. After a few weeks, you don’t have to consciously think about it. That’s why sometimes we find ourselves at our desks in the morning without a clear recollection of how we got there.

The schema reminds us of who to be scared of and who to trust; who is friend and who is foe. Without a schema, we wouldn’t be able to function, let alone succeed, in the world. We’d have to stop and relearn everything, all the time.

So how does your schema form?

When babies are born, they have very specific schemas. They interact with the world the only way they know how: through their mouths. As they grow older, they learn how to experience through other senses, and their mental structures adapt to their new ways of interacting with the world.

We all grow up the same way. We adapt to the stimuli around us. We make friends and learn what we need to do to gain social acceptance. We adopt religious and political beliefs. We choose careers.

Your schema is what you believe of the world.

Your schema is what you believe of yourself.

Your schema is the information you’ve built over your lifetime that is the filter through which you see the world. And because of that, your schema sets you up for different outcomes.

A kid who grows up in a supportive home may build a schema that says, “Taking risks is okay, because you’re more valuable than any particular success or failure.” So that person goes into life and looks at the world differently than someone who grew up in a home where they were always made to feel that they weren’t good enough. It’s not the world that’s different for those two people; it’s the same world. They’re just wearing two different sets of sunglasses.

Well, what would happen if you could change your schema?

The fact is, for better or worse, whether you’re choosing to do it or not, your schema is already in a process of evolving and changing—all the time. As experiences happen and new information is presented, new schemas are developed and old schemas are changed or modified through a process of what’s called “accommodation” or “assimilation.”4

Whenever the world around us meets our expectations, our schemas assimilate the information, reinforcing it in our minds. “I expected to be safe in my house and I was, so this is a safe place.” “Everyone around me agrees with my opinions, so I know I’m right, and someone with a different viewpoint is wrong.” Assimilation strengthens the memories and judgments and solidifies our schemas in those particular areas. When we are capable of predicting and explaining what happens to us, we are in a state of mental equilibrium, or cognitive balance. And that feels good. We want more of that. Without even thinking about it, we’ll act in a way that leads us to that state of equilibrium—even if it’s not good for us. Even if it’s wrong.

On the other hand, when our expectations are met with disappointment, and our environment sends us stimulus that we don’t want or that we’ve never encountered before, we enter into a state of disequilibrium. When any sort of new information cannot fit into our existing schemas, it creates an unpleasant feeling, and we seek to restore balance by a process called accommodation.5

Our best friend lied
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