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To my sister




Author’s Note

When I first encountered the science of adult attachment styles more than a decade ago, I experienced it as a revelation. It was like seeing our relational world in color after only observing shades of gray. The four styles—anxious (craving closeness but fearing rejection), avoidant (preferring independence over closeness), fearful avoidant (a mix of the two), and secure (comfortable with closeness and easygoing)—gave me a new language to understand how people connect. That insight eventually led to my first book, Attached.

Since then, attachment science—as well as my own growth and understanding of what it means to be secure—has expanded by leaps and bounds.

In these pages, I present for the first time a new set of tools that I developed to help you become more secure not only in romantic relationships but in all areas of life—with friends, family, colleagues, and even with yourself.

This framework is grounded in decades of neuroscience and attachment research and would not have been possible without the contributions of researchers in this field from across the globe. I am enormously grateful to the brilliant minds whose groundbreaking work has illuminated many new facets of our behavior and how the brain works. Their contributions form the foundation on which this book stands.

For the book’s notes and references, please visit amirlevinemd.com.

[image: ]
The examples and case studies in this book are composite stories drawn from common patterns and experiences. Any resemblance to specific individuals is coincidental.




Preface

Touched by Secure Magic

When I was twelve years old, I accompanied my older sister, who was fourteen, on a weeklong beach vacation with her friend Lila and Lila’s mom, Ruth. We stayed in an old, somewhat dilapidated beach house perched on the edge of a cliff overlooking the ocean. It was August, and every day we would race down a short, winding trail to the beach, ride the waves, and soak up the sun. Then we’d climb back up the hill, hose ourselves down in the garden to rinse off the salt water, pat ourselves dry, and run into the house to get ice cream. We ate hearty meals, played board games, and occasionally went into town to explore.

I was grateful to my sister for inviting me to join her, and to Ruth for agreeing to include me in her family’s vacation. It was no small feat to host two more teenagers, one of whom she had never met, on a weeklong summer getaway. Ruth, like her biblical counterpart, was an incredibly gracious host. We immediately felt at home. She exuded calmness and tranquility, wore a patient smile, and spoke in a way that showed she cared deeply and that we mattered. If there was even a hint of tension between us kids, she had a knack for defusing it effortlessly. She never really told us what to do or when to do it, but somehow we knew, and we wanted to do the right thing when we were around her.

I wasn’t the only one touched by Ruth’s essence. She was a third-grade teacher, and many of her students kept in touch with her decades after they graduated. She seemed to effortlessly serve as a nurturing presence in the lives of everyone around her. It’s not that her life was without challenges. After her husband died at forty-six from heart disease, she was left to care for two daughters on her own and had to change her vocation to support them. She became a TV producer at a prominent network, which at the time was primarily a man’s world, and she produced a collection of award-winning documentaries.

I have since visited many beautiful places around the world and had other wonderful vacations, but this magical summer holiday with Ruth looms large in my memory. It was only decades later, when I stumbled across research about secure attachment, that I came to realize why that vacation stands out so strongly in my mind. It was because of Ruth.

Knowing what I know today, I realize that Ruth, who is no longer with us, was secure. “Secures” have a knack for elevating everyone around them. If you think back on your past, you can most likely spot some of your own secure experiences. And digging deeper, I suspect you will see that they were also some of the happiest moments in your life.

My sister, the reason why I was on that particular holiday in the first place, possesses the same biological talent as Ruth and has been a secure presence in my life for as long as I can remember. Since I was a small child, she’s always allowed me to tag along with her wherever she went. I have never been excluded from any of her comings and goings. Some of my earliest memories are of joining her when I was four or five years old to visit her friend, because they had three cute dachshund puppies that I wanted to play with, and of tagging along with a group of her girlfriends when they went to the park.

Indeed, a whole body of research from the past few decades reveals how essential even the most minuscule secure interactions are to our happiness and well-being. The research goes a step further—it supposes that these secure interactions that occur throughout our lifetime may leave a kernel of security within us, something we can cultivate and use to become more secure ourselves.

In this book, I combine insights from secure experiences in my own life with those of my patients, students, and interviewees, along with research findings about secure attachment and the brain, to help you become more secure in an enduring way. I also draw on a method developed in my work with patients called Secure Priming Therapy, or Secure Therapy for short,fn1 which encourages the sharing of secure memories as we seek to unearth those kernels of security within us and then use these experiences as stepping stones to become more secure in our everyday lives.

Over the years, my patients have recounted dozens of secure experiences in treatment. Some had exceptional parents; others had grandparents who were wholly devoted to them. Many described incredibly nurturing teachers and professors, spouses, mentors, bosses, and siblings who bestowed their secure talents upon them. As time has passed, my admiration for the secures of this world has grown tremendously. As I continue to listen with awe to testimonies of secure attachment, I’ve come to fall in love with the secures all around us. They are the ones who always show up for us—they rarely fail us or fight with us. I’ve realized that this talent often goes unappreciated, perhaps even ignored, possibly because secures are so solid. There’s very little drama around them, leading their many gifts to go unnoticed. In contrast, in Secure Therapy, the secures in this world take center stage as they model safety and ease in their relationships with us, teaching us how to live more securely. This approach not only guides us in developing secure relationships but also sparks changes in our brains that help us recover from past adversity.

This book, like the work I do with my patients, will help you tap into these secure kernels both in you and in your world, and expand and build upon them so that you, too, can become more secure, like Ruth, my sister, and others. Living life this way, in what I have come to call secure mode, means that you move through the world—loving, working, befriending, and taking care of both yourself and others—in a more secure fashion.

THE FAR-REACHING EFFECTS OF LIVING IN SECURE MODE

Recent scientific discoveries have revealed that living life in secure mode has the power to positively impact many different facets of our lives. The studies show that the advantage of living securely extends far and wide, well beyond the scope of just romantic relationships, affecting how you view yourself, the world around you, and your relationships in general. For example, studies find that if you’re secure, you tend to navigate social media better, avoiding the negative impacts that insecure individuals often experience—like obsessing over how they may be perceived by others or interpreting a lack of likes as rejection. When it comes to shopping, you’re less swayed by consumerism; logos and brands hold much less appeal. In terms of health and disease, you tend to be healthier over time and have a better relationship with your health-care providers. When you do have a difficult illness, whether cancer or a chronic, painful condition such as fibromyalgia, you have fewer physical symptoms and you handle the ailment better emotionally—you get less depressed, and your overall outlook on life is less affected by your illness. Even when you’re looking for a job, if you’re secure, you tend to be much more upbeat about it. You’re more effective in your search and the process doesn’t negatively impact you as much—it doesn’t take away from your self-esteem.

So, to summarize dozens of studies, life is much less emotionally taxing when you’re secure! Living securely, it seems, frees you up to devote time to things that really matter, giving you the opportunity to befriend, parent, create, and explore.

But how can you become more consistently secure?

Brain imaging studies show time and again that people who are securely attached differ from those who are insecurely attached in both the way their brain is structured and how it functions. Certain areas of the brain that are related to anxiety and stress are especially affected. To become more secure, you literally have to find a way to change the structure and workings of your brain. But how does one go about doing that? The answer came to me in a most fortuitous way.




Introduction

Changing the Brain for Greater Security: From Psychoanalysis to Neuroscience and Back

How can you change your brain to become more secure and improve your life? By changing the physical structure of it. But how does one achieve that? You’d think this was something I learned in my training to become a psychiatrist, but that wasn’t entirely the case. Instead, I stumbled upon the answer in the way things often happen—by chance.

Since early in my adult life, I wanted to become a psychoanalyst. The idea of helping people find more satisfaction in their lives by changing unhelpful patterns through talk therapy was very appealing to me. I even went into a yearlong analysis, lying on the infamous couch four times a week, a prerequisite for analytic school. I immersed myself in the writings of Freud and his followers, and my supervisors in residency all expected me to go on to analytic training. I had my future mapped out. Never in a thousand years did I think I would end up at a lab bench, pipetting samples of DNA, RNA, and protein into small tubes to examine the molecular underpinnings of how the brain changes. But that’s exactly what happened.

In many ways, I owe my career choice to my own analysis. During that year of preparing for analytic school, I had to choose a subject for research at the university. In my free associations on the couch, I rediscovered my love and aptitude for basic biology and chemistry, and because of that, I found the courage to pursue a career for which I had little skill. At the time, I couldn’t tell one piece of lab equipment from another, let alone run elaborate molecular experiments from start to finish.

One of my mentors in residency, Professor Abby Fyer, gave me some advice about deciding on a research topic. “A researcher’s life is a hard life,” she said. “You will be the recipient of a lot of rejection and criticism and will experience many setbacks. To survive, you need to choose something that you really have a passion for, something that provides you with the motivation to put in the sustained, often unrewarded effort that is an integral part of our profession.” Heeding her warning, I set off to find a topic that I was passionate about. I read dozens of research papers published by people in my department on topics that interested me. One paper in the journal Cell stood out—it was about how lasting memories are formed at the molecular level.

I asked to meet with the senior author on that paper, Eric Kandel, a Nobel laureate. Nervously, I began telling him about my interest in his work, especially in the Cell publication, but also about my lack of experience. After two minutes, he got up and asked me to follow him. He took me up a flight of stairs to introduce me to the person who masterminded the project, James Schwartz, whom everyone called Jimmy.

EPIGENETICS, THE ENVIRONMENT, AND YOUR BRAIN

Jimmy’s paper was about how adding certain molecular tags (or switches) to DNA in the brain is a prerequisite for the formation of long-term memory. Jimmy and his postdoc, Zhonghui Guan, in collaboration with Eric Kandel’s lab, showed that if you excite the huge neurons in the sea slug Aplysia, molecular tags are added on top of the DNA in those cells. The addition of the DNA tags boosts gene expression, which in turn leads to long-term memory and learning. The researchers went on to suggest that the same process occurs in humans when learning takes place. This means that if you remember any of this introduction tomorrow, specific molecular tags must have been added to the DNA in your brain. In essence, they demonstrated that this process, a form of epigenetic change,fn1 is crucial for memory formation. Think of these tags as tiny bookmarks or switches that help your brain know which pages to reread and which circuits to turn on so a new memory can stick.

I didn’t know it at the time, but this paper and one that followed from Eric Kandel’s lab were seminal works that, along with other papers from that period, launched the field of epigenetics in neuroscience. After these two papers came out, the entire field exploded: Findings about epigenetics in addiction, memory and learning, maternal behavior, and other areas in neuroscience were reported by dozens of groups around the globe. Over the next decade it became apparent that epigenetic changes in the central nervous system are the primary mechanism that keeps the brain plastic—an important way in which life events can structurally mold our brains and help us change who we are across our lifespans, even in old age. The catch is to find environments that will facilitate favorable changes in our brains.

Of course, back when I first read the Aplysia paper in Cell, I had no way of knowing what the future would hold. In that specific moment, I simply found the work interesting and creative, and I thought it was what I’d like to focus on. I discussed the paper with Jimmy, enthusiastically suggesting some ideas and critiques of my own, and at the end of the conversation he offered me work in his lab for three months—a trial run to see how I would fare.

So there I was—in a lab, at the bench, learning how to conduct molecular biology experiments. Jimmy and I also began to meet regularly to discuss science, literature, and other interesting topics. We brainstormed about potential research projects. Three months flew by. Jimmy was an incredible mentor and an original thinker. He took a chance on me when most investigators would have politely refused to employ such a rookie in their lab. The work was far from easy. I remember the first time I really messed up: I was doing a labor-intensive and expensive three-day experiment isolating a special formulation of DNA, along with its tags, from brain tissue. At the end of the third day, I threw out the supernatant—the liquid that was lying on top—and proudly showed the technician the beautiful pellet that was sitting at the bottom of the tube, only to find out that the supernatant was where my desired DNA was, and the pellet was just cellular debris to be disposed of. I was mortified, thinking Jimmy would throw me out of the lab, but instead he told me, “Don’t worry, you’ll get the hang of it. You made an error; it’s not the end of the world.” He then added, “Being a good scientist is not only about practical knowledge. Being a good scientist has a lot to do with what’s in there.” He gestured toward my head. “It’s about being creative, daring, and inquisitive.” And so it is.

I stayed past the three months, and with time, I became better at the technical work. I now know that it was because of the secure environment that Jimmy created in the lab that I was able to learn a new field from scratch. Indeed, thanks to his unwavering support, I did quite well, and within a relatively short period of time, I published my first paper.

In parallel to my work as a scientist who studies the brain on a molecular level, I maintained my interest in clinical work and helping people, and my passion as a therapist found an additional outlet in writing. While doing a rotation in the therapeutic nursery in my child and adolescent psychiatry fellowship at Columbia, I serendipitously came across research emerging from the field of social psychology. This research concerned the fact that we all possess attachment styles—anxious, avoidant, and secure—that hugely impact the way we behave in adult relationships. Anxious people seek closeness but are very sensitive to rejection, afraid of being unloved. Avoidant people find it difficult to be close, so they emphasize self-reliance and tend to push people away. Secure people are warm and loving; they want to be close and are not afraid of being rejected.

This information came to me at just the right moment in my personal life, as I was going through a breakup. I experienced attachment research as immensely helpful, a true eye-opener, which led to an epiphany: If knowing this information was so helpful to me, it would undoubtedly be helpful to others. The only problem was that in its academic form, this information wasn’t accessible or readily useful to people’s everyday lives. The research data about attachment styles, buried in academic lingo, was a diamond in the rough. It needed to be excavated and transformed into a clinical tool that people could use to navigate relationships better. Over a period of close to five years, my coauthor, Rachel Heller, and I translated the information and wrote Attached. It was the first time that I created a clinical tool based on scientific findings. Attached helped a lot of people see how an understanding of attachment styles in day-to-day life can improve their ability to manage romantic relationships. But in sessions with patients, emails from readers, and interviews, the question that always arose was “How do I become more secure?”

I didn’t have a complete answer to that.

The answer came in the way that I least expected. Without fully realizing it, in treatment with patients, I found myself tapping into my knowledge from the lab to better illuminate things they were experiencing. I noticed I was veering off from the usual therapeutic techniques to explain brain function as it relates to our everyday lives. Over time, this approach took center stage.

BECOMING SECURE WITH SCIENCE—METACOGNITIVE NEUROSCIENCE

Almost two decades after I first started to work at the lab bench, I’ve come full circle, back to my first passion: helping people improve their lives. I do this not only through psychoanalysis but also by harnessing my knowledge of neuroscience to help people understand how to create an environment that will nourish secure brain changes. By merging three fields of knowledge—clinical psychiatry, attachment science, and basic neuroscience—I was able to devise specific tools to help align our thoughts and beliefs with the workings of our brain. I’ve come to call this merged field secure-focused neuroscience and its clinical counterpart Secure Therapy. Secure-focused neuroscience uses metacognitive tools that build on our ability to think about our own thoughts—to help us reflect on what we’re doing and why through a more secure, brain-based lens.

I was surprised by how much of a difference secure-focused neuroscience and Secure Therapy made in the lives of my students, my patients, and my supervisees’ patients. One person who had struggled with OCD for years was finally able to find the right treatment. Another, who had nearly flunked out of medical school, turned things around, graduated, and went on to residency. Patients who had dealt with social isolation were able to build rich, gratifying social lives. It didn’t happen overnight, nor was it without effort on their part, but the secure-focused neuroscience knowledge and tools were remarkably helpful in freeing them from unproductive beliefs, attitudes, and notions, allowing them a greater degree of security and sustained long-term improvement.

I decided to write about this new therapy and the tools I’ve devised alongside it so that people beyond my immediate corner of the world could better understand the workings of their brains and apply this knowledge to their everyday lives. These tools will help you change your thoughts, perceptions, emotions, behaviors, and, no less important, social milieu, ultimately helping you become more secure.


SECURE PRIMING THERAPY

Secure Priming Therapy—also referred to as Secure Therapy—is a new treatment approach that merges three fields of knowledge: clinical psychology, attachment science, and basic neuroscience. This therapeutic modality, detailed throughout the book, offers practical tools designed to align our thoughts and beliefs with how the brain actually works. Secure Therapy also draws from secure priming strategies that have been proven in studies to help people become more secure.


HOW THIS BOOK IS STRUCTURED TO HELP YOU BECOME MORE SECURE

This book is divided into three parts. In part 1, “The Secure Brain,” I share my top three must-have brain-based lessons for creating a secure life. This section of the book contains three chapters, one for each lesson. It is relevant to all of us, including the secures of the world, because it speaks to the universal workings of our brain that affect us no matter what attachment style we are. It also explains how we can influence the structure of the brain epigenetically by surrounding it with the secure environment it needs to flourish. The lesson of chapter 1 is that exclusion or feeling ignored can have a pernicious effect on your brain. I’ve come to call exclusion the Cyberball effect and feeling ignored stillfacing, in reference to two groundbreaking experiments that I will outline. The antidote for these social harms is prioritizing connections with others that are the opposite of exclusionary, relationships that have a secure default mode of consistency, availability, responsiveness, reliability, and predictability, which I refer to with the acronym CARRP. This important concept is the focus of the second lesson, outlined in chapter 2. Finally, in chapter 3, you will learn how to create an enriched environment for yourself that will protect your brain—and you—by ensuring that the vast majority of what I’ve come to call the seemingly insignificant minor interactions of everyday life, or SIMIs for short, are CARRP.

Part 2 is about how to get into a more secure mode if you have an insecure attachment orientation. If you have an insecure style, whether anxious, avoidant, or fearful avoidant, this part of the book will lay out the steps you need to take, using the secure brain tools you learned in part 1, to build a more secure environment for yourself. Chapter 4 will explain how the brain uses energy and why understanding that is important for attaining greater security. Then, in chapter 5, you will identify your own attachment style using a research-based questionnaire known as the gold standard for determining attachment styles across various relationships: the Relationship Structures Questionnaire. Based on your attachment style, the rest of part 2 will show you how to use the tools you learned in part 1 for your betterment, with specific insights and instructions on each insecure attachment style. However, it’s also important to read about the other attachment styles and how people with these styles can use the tools to gain a better understanding of the challenges they face in their quest for greater security. This will give you insight into how to get along with them better and support them on their journey to becoming more secure.

Part 3 of the book aims to secure your mind. Here you will be asked to reexamine your past like a scientist. You will learn how your brain monitors relationships around you from a collaborative perspective as well as how to use a ruling principle in biology—molecular diversity—to find secure sparks of talent within you. This section also focuses on a new type of attachment neuroscience–based treatment, Secure Therapy and Coaching. You’ll already have been introduced to many of its core ideas and tools throughout parts 1 and 2, but here you’ll take it a step further, learning additional strategies to help you manage real-life situations and respond in real time—as they unfold.

My hope is that by implementing the various lessons in this book, you, too, can become more secure. I’ve peppered the chapters with workshops and questions so you can practice the material and make it more your own.

And now, without further ado, let’s turn to part 1, “The Secure Brain.”




Part I



THE SECURE BRAIN

We tend to think of the brain as a well-protected organ, sealed off inside a thick skull, shielded from the outside world. Unlike our skin, which is exposed to the elements—requiring sunscreen, clothing, and regular care—we don’t treat our brain as something that needs daily protection.

But the truth is, the brain may be the most environmentally sensitive organ in the body. It sends out delicate tendrils—our senses—to constantly monitor our surroundings, and it’s being shaped by what it encounters every second. Even reading these words is changing your brain on a molecular level.

I think of part 1 as your neuroscience care manual—a guide to protecting and nurturing your social brain the way you might care for your skin. What’s the social brain’s version of harm? What is its “sunscreen”? Which interactions at home, at work, and with friends will keep it healthy and resilient? Part 1 will give you the tools you need to protect your social brain and, by extension, your life. This section of the book came out of a question a student once asked me: If I had to boil neuroscience findings down to a few practical insights that could help someone improve their brain and their life, what would I say?

I thought long and hard. Over the past few decades, our understanding of brain function has expanded dramatically. There are so many fascinating discoveries—so many insights into how our “control center” works. I sifted through dozens of findings and, in the end, I landed on the ones presented in this section. I’ve condensed them into three key lessons. These lessons form the backbone of the book—the core concepts and tools that we will use and refer to throughout the chapters that follow.




1

The Cyberball Effect

THE FRISBEE GAME THAT CHANGED EVERYTHING

Imagine a video game where you are one of three two-dimensional figures playing catch. Suddenly, the other two figures stop passing the ball to you. They continue to play with each other while you stand there, arms outstretched, waiting for the ball to be thrown in your direction, but, alas, you’re completely ignored!

Dr. Kipling (“Kip”) D. Williams of Purdue University, the scientist who created this video game as part of an experiment, credits the idea to an experience he had several years earlier. Williams was in the park with his dog when a Frisbee came sailing in his direction. He happily picked it up and threw it back to the two Frisbee players. They began to include Williams in their game of catch, but soon, just as suddenly as they had begun to pass him the Frisbee, they stopped. Williams remembers that being left out of the game made him feel surprisingly bad, despite not knowing the other two players and having expected that they would eventually resume their own game. This incident led him to design the video game protocol that he called the Cyberball experiment.

The Cyberball experiment is not done in an immersive, virtual reality environment. Instead, it is a rudimentary, two-dimensional game. Nothing in it seems like real life. Yet thanks to its simplicity, this game has led to one of the most far-reaching insights into how our brain responds to exclusion. When participants take part in this experiment while undergoing a functional MRI (fMRI), areas in the brain associated with pain, distress, and self-evaluation light up when their avatar is excluded. In other words, they experience exclusion as so painful that it triggers feelings of self-doubt and diminished self-worth.

It doesn’t end there. Our brains are so sensitive to exclusion that there seems to be little that can be done to soften the blow. Research studies show that this Cyberball effect is immune to potential mitigating circumstances. Many interventions that one might think would lessen the painful response to exclusion don’t seem to make even the slightest dent in the Cyberball effect. For example, you would think that if someone you don’t particularly care for excludes you, you wouldn’t mind, right?

Two studies, one by Karen Gonsalkorale and Kip Williams from the University of California, Davis, and one by Marie-Pierre Fayant from Université de Paris and colleagues, put this assumption to the test. In their experiment, students were told that the other players tossing the ball were members of the Ku Klux Klan. You might be surprised to learn that their reaction to being left out was just as strong as if they had been playing with their best friends. Exclusion by a despised group of people is just as hurtful as exclusion by people you actually like.

What about money? Will financial compensation offered in exchange for exclusion lessen its effects? In another set of studies, participants who were excluded in a Cyberball experiment received a financial incentive


STILLFACING





Being Stillfaced Without Knowing It




AN EYE-OPENING WALK IN THE WILD





EXCLUSION HURTS YOUR SOUL



	How much you feel that life is meaningful

	How much you feel that you’re in control of your life

	Your self-esteem






WHERE DO YOU GO FROM HERE?









EXCLUSION CHEAT SHEET



	feel you don’t belong;

	feel less control over your life;

	feel a diminished sense of self-worth; and

	feel that life is less meaningful.
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Footnotes

Preface


fn1
 Secure Priming Therapy, or Secure Therapy for short, expands on social psychology research to demonstrate how secure priming methods help individuals become more secure. It also incorporates broader scientific findings, especially those related to the brain, to enhance security priming.


Introduction


fn1 Epigenetic changes are ones that occur “on top of” the DNA, like the molecular tags mentioned earlier. These tags change the expression of our genes—and ultimately us—without altering our genetic code.


Chapter 2: A Life of CARRP: Fostering Hyperconnectedness


fn1 CARRP = Consistent, Available, Responsive, Reliable, and Predictable


Chapter 3: Neuroplasticity: The Science (and Art) of SIMIs


fn1
 DNA methylation, a kind of switch that binds to DNA and turns genes on or off.



fn2
 A brain region crucial for memory and learning and managing stress.


Chapter 4: Harnessing Your Brain’s Energy to Maximize Your Potential


fn1 R. M. Leach and D. F. Treacher, “Oxygen Transport-2: Tissue Hypoxia,” British Medical Journal 317, no. 7169 (November 14, 1998): 1370–73.


Chapter 5: Discover Your Attachment Style—in All Areas of Your Life



fn1 Used with permission from R. C. Fraley based on: R. C. Fraley et al., “The Experiences in Close Relationships–Relationship Structures Questionnaire: A Method for Assessing Attachment Orientations Across Relationships,” Psychological Assessment 23, no. 3 (September 2011): 615–25, doi: 10.1037/a0022898.


Chapter 6: The Anxious Attachment Style: Living with Perceptual Superpowers



fn1 CARRP = Consistent, Available, Responsive, Reliable, and Predictable SIMIs = Seemingly Insignificant Minor Interactions (of everyday life)


Chapter 7: The Avoidant Attachment Style: Living Comfortably with a Measure of Distance



fn1 CARRP = Consistent, Available, Responsive, Reliable, and Predictable
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