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Suppose, for example, that I am climbing in the Alps, and have had the ill-luck to work myself into a position from which the only escape is by a terrible leap. Being without similar experience, I have no evidence of my ability to perform it successfully; but hope and confidence in myself make me sure I shall not miss my aim, and nerve my feet to execute what without those subjective emotions would perhaps have been impossible. But suppose that, on the contrary, the emotions of fear and mistrust preponderate; or suppose that . . . I feel it would be sinful to act upon an assumption unverified by previous experience, why—then I shall hesitate so long that at last, exhausted and trembling, and launching myself in a moment of despair, I miss my foothold and roll into the abyss. . . . There are then cases where faith creates its own verification. Believe, and you shall be right, for you shall save yourself; doubt, and you shall again be right, for you shall perish.

WILLIAM JAMES

No hope without fear, nor fear without hope.

BARUCH SPINOZA
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INTRODUCTION

THE INFINITE POWER OF SAMENESS

I went to a bookstore and asked the saleswoman, “Where’s the self-help section?” She said if she told me, it would defeat the purpose.

—George Carlin

You’re eager to make the change. You know all the ways it will benefit you. Your life will be smoother, happier, more successful; you’ll finally reach that perfect crow pose, lose that beer belly, schedule your time better, finally get out of the house and meet your perfect match, take that long-awaited step into a new career. The change will make you proud, raise your self-esteem, align your life with your values, bring you fulfillment and a sense of accomplishment. So you plan. You set up a daily schedule, enlist the help of a trusted ally, set reminders on your cell phone, buy a journal so you can record your successes. This time, you’re going to do it.

And then . . . nothing. No follow-through, no breakthrough. As much as you wish to change, you just don’t do it.

If this sounds familiar, then you probably also know the feeling that comes when a well-intentioned friend or relative suggests a few “easy” things you can do to make that change: “Why don’t you just (drink less, eat less, work out more, go on Match.com?),” which always sounds suspiciously close to “What’s wrong with you? Why can’t you?”

When someone suggests that personal change is easy, only requiring a bit of knowledge or skill, they usually mean well. But they’re also usually missing a very important point. Sadly, a lot of experts miss this point too.

We’re often presented with well-intentioned self-help programs, as if a set of prescribed tactics works for all. For most of us, however, change isn’t a follow-the-instructions sort of thing. That’s because there are no simple answers to personal change. As we’ve learned from over a century of psychotherapeutic thought, change isn’t as superficial as doing what an expert tells you to do, or learning new skills.

True self-help is just that: helping yourself. It’s an act of personal leadership and direction. It certainly requires that you consider advice and contemplate the ideas of others. But being a sheep—following the newest advice as if it will magically spur your change—is not engaging in self-help. Instead, truly helping yourself requires that you courageously grasp the shepherd’s crook in your own fist on your own journey. In fact, of all the behaviors you engage in life, changing is the one that most brings you face-to-face with your sole responsibility to make your life work.

That’s why change isn’t easy or simple. As you forge your own path, changing is often strenuous and can leave you vulnerable: The act of even attempting change makes you repeatedly—and uncomfortably—aware that the success and failure of your actions belongs to no one but yourself.

There’s wisdom in that old joke: How many therapists does it take to change a lightbulb? One, but the lightbulb has to want to change. No matter how many experts you follow, how many therapists and counselors you see, or how many friends and relatives support you, you are alone and responsible for the change you make.

Aloneness. Responsibility. These aren’t words we necessarily embrace with gusto, and they are hardly a match for books and talk-show interviews guaranteeing that success is a matter of easy steps toward “a thinner,” “more blissful,” “more powerful,” you—even if, deep down, you know those guarantees are empty promises. Instead, our responsibility to, and for, ourselves is at the very core of all personal change. That makes change difficult; never easy. As you walk toward change, you also walk toward feelings and experiences most of us try to avoid—profound adult things like the anxiety stirred by realizing you are the master of your own fate—and away from feelings and experiences that we typically find attractive, like comfort, a sense of certainty, the shirking of responsibility, the blaming of others, and the painlessness of a numbing routine.

The kind but misguided suggestions of your friends and relatives and the “easy, step-by-step” how-to instructions of experts typically ignore the fact that there are very real, very powerful forces holding you back from changing. These forces don’t represent some weakness or laziness in you, but are central struggles we all deal with all the time.

And here’s the clincher: That force within us that’s happy to maintain the status quo usually wins the battle more often than does change. That’s why we often don’t change, despite our longings to do so and all the evidence that we should.

Consider drug and alcohol abuse. Today, addiction treatment in the United States is a $35-billion industry,1 with over a million active members of Alcoholics Anonymous.2 Yet only a third of people with an addictive habit kick it successfully.3

Let’s look at exercise. We spend more than $30 billion annually on whipping ourselves into shape,4 but 73 percent of us do not reach our fitness goals.5 The weight-loss industry rakes in $66 billion a year,6 while 69 percent of us quit our diets.7 And those brave souls who stay loyal to kale and quinoa? Eight out of ten of them end up regaining whatever weight they lost.8

New Year’s resolutions? Ninety-three percent of people who make them, break them.9

The pull to stay the same doesn’t just keep you from achieving those big wellness and behavioral goals, like more exercise, dieting, or breaking a dangerous habit; or deeper personal goals involving your growth as a human being, such as greater fulfillment in your work and love life, or even your pursuit of greater meaning and purpose. That pull is also present in the very minutiae of your life. How many times have you told yourself you need to turn off Hulu and read more, pay more attention to your kids, order less takeout, or put the dishes in the dishwasher and not the sink? And how many times have you stuck to these new changes for a week or two, only to find yourself back to square one? I place my money on more often than not. Staying the same is the norm, not the exception, no matter the size or gravitas of the goal.

Now consider this: Even though sameness is the winner in most of your battles to change, the actual consequences of staying the same are typically riskier than the outcomes of changing. People die of heart attacks for all kinds of reasons, but nobody has ever keeled over because they stopped eating cronuts.

The negative results of sameness aren’t just personal; they’re global, witnessed most clearly in every inch of rising sea levels. We’ve received the definitive diagnosis regarding climate change, and the experts offer realistic strategies to fight it,10 yet we keep collectively engaging in old and destructive habits.

Despite all the potential risks of staying the same, and regardless of innumerable rewards we can attain by changing, we typically don’t alter our behaviors. And Lord knows, it’s not from lack of trying. In fact, trying to change, feeling guilty that we aren’t trying hard enough, or feverishly planning the next strategy to try again often consumes us. So why does all our effort seem to end up in failure more than success?

The answer is that sameness has its own logic. While there are often very good reasons to change, there are often equally if not more attractive and even sensible reasons to stay the same: wanting to feel secure and stable in the predictability of old patterns, avoiding seeing yourself as a failure, or avoiding the pain of disappointing your friends and family if you don’t change. There are other even more powerful reasons to stay the same as well—deeper reasons that mostly lie below the threshold of your awareness.

Advice and instruction speak to none of that. In fact, when you follow advice without fully and dispassionately considering whether you really want to change, you treat the choice to change as the only reasonable one to make, and sameness as an unreasonable option.

That view of change as a foregone conclusion—as the sole definition of success—typically doesn’t work.

Research shows us that deep and lasting change is typically the result of contemplation,11,12,13 the dispassionate weighing of the pros and cons of a situation. That doesn't mean advice is totally useless. It’s just that you’re not going to take and use it in a way that actually helps until you’ve contemplated both sides of an argument in which sameness has been winning so far.

Pick a diet, any diet. Follow it and you’ll lose weight. Choose a gym routine. You’ll get more fit if you follow it. Follow advice on quitting a habit. Habit gone. How-to instructions are as easy as one, two, three. But following them isn’t. That’s because personal change only happens from within. To make a personal change in your life is to make a decision and to commit to that decision. The only way to make a committed decision that can lead to change is to do the hard, very human work of contemplating the pros and cons of your situation before you act. There’s no chicken-and-egg riddle between contemplation and advice. Contemplation always comes first when you succeed in making the change you want to make.

The Strengths of Contemplation, the Weakness of Advice

Here’s a statistic that might startle you.14 It’s about a behavior we commonly see as the most difficult one to change: addiction. It turns out that most people in the United States who quit habitual drinking do so without treatment. That’s right: Most people quit this highly addictive habit on their own. What’s more, people who quit drinking on their own stay sober longer than those who enter treatment. They take a serious, hard look at themselves and decide that not drinking is better for them than drinking. Their sobriety likely lasts longer than that of people who achieve sobriety in treatment because the self-propelled sober person holds firmly to their own internal compass throughout their recovery, instead of following someone else’s advice. In other words—it’s an inside job.

You’re that lightbulb in the therapist’s office: To change, you have to want to change, and you can only get to wanting change by considering the reasons you’re resisting it.

This book helps you do just that.

I offer you Ten Reasons Not to Change, which will help you to contemplate your situation no matter the change you want to make. By getting up close and specific about why we resist change, the Ten Reasons give you the ability to locate why you may be choosing to stay the same in a particular situation. No longer does your resistance to change feel like some giant mysterious force you can’t control. Instead, it is framed in ten portraits—a gallery you peruse while contemplating which portrait might match your experience. If you can match the portrait with the reason (or reasons) for not changing that you’re struggling with, your path to change will be much more effective.

HOW THE TEN REASONS NOT TO CHANGE HELP YOU CHANGE

“If you know yourself but not the enemy, for every victory gained you will also suffer a defeat,” Sun Tzu famously wrote in The Art of War.15 Sun Tzu’s adage applies to the struggle for change. Knowing what you want—healthier lifestyle, happier relationships, more engaging work—is only half the battle. Knowing what roadblocks you erect (the enemy) that thwart these changes and keep you stuck is the crucial complement. We tell ourselves we oppose sameness—same sedentary lifestyle, same unfulfilling social connections, or same unsatisfying work. But in reality, there are some not-so-obvious reasons for our stuckness. Exploring these reasons and letting yourself identify, understand, and even embrace the seductions of sameness is tremendously helpful if you want to change.

Here are four ways this exploration of the intricacies of sameness will get you closer to making the change you want to make:


1. Killing shame with open air. When one or more of my ten portraits matches your experience, that means there is, at the very least, a community of you and me. If we are in this together, then I can help you feel less shameful about failing to change.

Unlike guilt—a bad feeling you have when you’ve done something wrong or immoral—shame is the feeling that there’s something broken or soiled about you as a person. Ridding yourself of shame about the things you want to change is important, since shame is a sneaky, dangerous feeling. A wolf in another wolf’s clothing, shame is often regarded as a scary motivator—a kind of psychic threat that compels you to move forward. But it’s actually a motivation killer. “You’re broken,” it tells you, “so give up.”

As a self-kept secret about a feeling of singular taintedness, shame is harbored and cultivated in the dank gloom of isolation. In the darkness, undisturbed by reality and a sense of commonality, it grows bigger. Thus, the more you can view seemingly shameful behaviors in the open air of others, the less power shame has over your life.

Imagine that you’re in a support group for people who want to quit smoking. The counselor instructs you and the other participants to engage in a process of guided imagery. Eyes closed, you envision the success of quitting smoking, and how you would feel, both psychologically and physically, on that successful day. Eyes open, you look around at your fellow support group members. Do you now feel any closer to them, any sense that you and they are on a similar journey? Perhaps a bit. Do you gain any motivation to quit smoking during this exercise? Maybe a little. But what if the instructor asked the group to list the reasons they don’t quit, putting these on the board and finding their similarities? Someone says the delicious first drag; someone else, the way it calms them down. Another talks about the ritual of pulling a cigarette out of the pack and lighting it. You mention how it helps you focus while working. Heads are nodding in recognition; there are some smiles of agreement. How would you feel then? Probably connected and, as a result, less ashamed. Your shameful act, in other words, is brought into the light and shared, and that sharing lessens the shame. Even though you would be talking about something you might believe is a mark of your bad character, you might feel a lift in your morale as the burden of shame lifts.

By decreasing shame, feelings of connectedness are fuel for motivation—the feeling that “I can do this”—and they are stoked when we find that otherwise personal issues are actually things others experience too. There’s a reason people introduce themselves at AA meetings with “I am an alcoholic.” Admitting to something that causes them shame in a group of others with the same problem bonds them in a fellowship of mutual support toward change.

By showing you ten ways in which others wrestle with change versus sameness, I offer you ways to feed motivation by lifting the smothering effects of shame with the recognition that you are not alone.

2. Taking a both-and position toward change. When you attempt to alter your behavior, the resistance to change always makes itself felt. Always. You can’t escape it. This leads to an important insight: If change inevitably involves resistance to change, we can see the orientation toward sameness as part of changing. Thus, change and sameness are not in an either-or relationship, but a both-and one. They are equal parts of a whole.

That concept of two opposing forces that are segments of one thing is a difficult concept for us in the modern Western world to swallow. We have a tendency to think in dichotomies: clean-dirty, success-failure, beautiful-ugly. That tendency is only exacerbated by the omnipresence of advertising, much of which projects a fictionalized reality of unambiguously clean, healthy, successful people in order to sell goods (with much of self-help literature suspiciously fitting this mold). While I don’t want to dwell too much on the dichotomy between Western and Eastern thought, it’s worthwhile to consider that there are parts of Chinese philosophy, in particular, that counter black-and-white thinking and offer us a different window on change. The yin and yang symbol is the most famous embodiment of this approach.

In yin-yang, dark is found in light, and light is found in dark, and together they form a whole. Two seemingly opposite things are in dialogue with each other and are impossible to fully comprehend without being seen as connected.

Let’s take this notion down to earth: Think of an artist. She can’t express light without painting shadow; and she can’t portray shadow without capturing light. It’s called chiaroscuro in Italian, the word’s literal meaning embodying this duality: bright-dark. Art is always a both-and process.

The art of change is no different. You can’t understand change without understanding sameness; you can’t really grasp what it means to stay the same without getting to know change; and you can’t deeply comprehend change or sameness without seeing them as parts of a whole.

Change comes more easily, and the change you enact becomes more sustainable, if you do the hard work of understanding this marriage between change and staying the same. In the following chapters, you’ll see how recognizing this duality helps you move forward in your life.

3. Seeing the universal in the personal. There’s an important message about our humanity in the bottle of sameness. In full yin-yang mode, grasping that message will help you deal with the most minute behaviors you want to change.

“The more specific you are, the more universal you are,” says novelist Nancy Hale.16 That idea is certainly true for all art. But it’s also true for the therapeutic professions (“What is most personal is most universal,” writes the great humanist psychologist Carl Rogers17). As this book guides you to get extremely specific about why you resist change, you’ll discover the universal reasons for sameness.

Each of the Ten Reasons explored in the next chapters originates in the same philosophical basin. Each carries something about what it means to be human. Taken as a whole, they honor what all of us struggle with as conscious human beings: our accountability for our lives, the pain of our aloneness, our tendency toward shame, the call to be courageous in the face of vulnerability, and our struggle over hope and faith. Understanding the Ten Reasons as a whole offers you a portal into these very human, profoundly existential issues and how they play out in your life. I hope that by understanding these issues, you’ll gain new clarity about why you resist the currents of change, whether it’s your repeatedly failed attempts to organize your closet or your unmet vow to volunteer on a political campaign and help change the world for the better.

I like to think of the Ten Reasons Not to Change as similar to those paintings by the master artist Chuck Close. Each of his late portraits is actually made up of smaller works of art. When you stand close to Close’s paintings (yes, a pun-like surname), these smaller works can be appreciated as precious individual works of art. As you back up a bit and look at the small pieces next to one another, each actually makes more sense and gains more value—like beads in a bazaar, an abundance of tiny things to compare and contrast. Then, as you back up even farther, they become part of a lovely portrait, at once a little abstract but also uncanny in its accuracy. Step back farther, viewing the piece on the wall of the museum, and it’s almost indistinguishable from a photograph. Change is like that. It’s serious business, because even the smallest attempt at behavioral change is intimately connected to larger, deeper issues.

This concept of smaller pieces contributing to a comprehensive whole reminds me of something written by the sixteenth-century rabbi Simcha Bunim Bonhart.18 He wrote that people should carry in each of their pockets a slip of paper. On one piece, they should write, “I am but dust and ashes.” On the other piece they should write, “The world was created for me.” The secret to life is knowing that both are true, knowing that they are only true when held at the same time (in each pocket), and knowing when to read which piece of paper.

We are made of stardust. Each of us contains the universe, while each of us is also powder. Our special circumstances are a yin to the yang of cosmic issues. In regard to personal change, sometimes it’s fine to try to make it happen by looking only at the dust of isolated behavior, but often it’s better to see your behavior as connected to and responding to a world created for you.

Associating smartphone addiction, getting organized, or losing weight with the deepest issues of our humanity might seem like an awfully serious take on change. But life is serious, and the fact is, we all do approach often seemingly minute issues about change rather seriously: They are in the background and forefront of our minds all the time. Let’s honor the minutiae as a way to enhance, rather than diminish, the beautifully complex world we call the human experience.

You might feel I’m asking you to take your eyes off the target when I suggest you place the specific content of the change you want within the realm of universal concerns. I know that feels risky. I know this because I see it in myself all the time. The minute I want to change something, it’s like I’m playing darts: I tend to squint my perspective, focus myself on the target, and cut out any possible distraction as I aim for the bull’s-eye. And you know what? That approach is great on a Friday night at an Irish bar. It never works with personal change.

Let me give you a guarantee: I promise you will not get fatter, uglier, more lonely, or less fulfilled if you consider universal issues while you attempt to make personal change. In fact, I promise you that understanding a bit of what it means to be human, and connecting your humanity to the reasons you resist change, will help you move forward. Who knows: It may even help you change some of your ideas on what needs changing. Once you have a picture of larger human concerns and how these concerns connect to your own ability to change, you might discover that the issue isn’t your weight, but whether you can find better ways to love your body; isn’t your looks, but worrying less about your image; isn’t loneliness, but your inability to rest in solitude; isn’t a lack of fulfillment, but the need for you to love the sameness-loving part of you. Then again, maybe you do want to lose a few pounds. Either way, you’re more free to move forward toward the change you want when you see it as part of larger issues.

A famous TV personality and self-help guru clearly had “work” done recently—some sort of plastic surgery to bring back his youth. He does look a bit younger, but his face now appears almost inhuman—a permanent, distorted mask, a cartoon version of his previous self. To me, it’s the image of change without depth: an alteration that’s askew, unconnected to bigger issues of his humanity, a mutilation. The result of age removed with a scalpel, it’s a warning about the lure of silver bullets and magic pills. Neither is offered in this book. Instead, I’m looking to help you achieve a different kind of change, one that is more gentle, more nurturing, less violent or forceful, but likely more profound and more satisfying. That kind of change happens in the context of other human experiences, including the experience of staying the same even though every bone in your body aches to change.

4. Untying the sameness knot. When you see that sameness is part of being human, you’re also not doing something else: seeing your resistance to change as an abnormality. If you want to enter the change-generating space of contemplation, you need to release the knee-jerk belief that change has to happen and has to happen now. It’s important for you to get rid of the idea that there is something wrong with you if you don’t change. Contemplating change means contemplating all the options, including sameness.

You’re not going to do the important work of contemplating change if you tip the scale toward change, seeing it as the only correct conclusion, and sameness as only a dead end. To abide by the contemplative’s motto “On the one hand; on the other,” you have to give sameness the weight and seriousness it deserves. There’s nothing to contemplate if you don’t.

That means that sameness—the force that frustratingly halts that seemingly positive change you’re attempting to make—isn’t really an enemy. Truly knowing yourself means knowing the part of you that will always find reasons to stay the same. The more you know this part, the less likely you are to “suffer defeat,” to paraphrase Sun Tzu.19

Of all the ways the Ten Reasons Not to Change can help you, this idea is the most important: Sameness is something to consider as reasonable, and by considering it so, you have a better chance of changing.

Understanding ten reasonable reasons to stay the same gets you out of the self-fulfilling knot tying you to change as the only legitimate option. Sameness is in your life for good, and it’s in your life for good reasons. As you’ll read, it comes from your self-love, and from that, your wish to protect yourself from some really awful feelings.

As an expression of your self-love, sameness often does a lousy job of showing it—halting important changes, getting in the way of your unalienable right to grow. Nonetheless, it’s part of you, not apart from you. And it’s definitely not out to hurt you, even though it often does end up hurting in some serious ways. I want you to avoid placing sameness in a box of defective things. That’s the wrong place for it to be. Sameness deserves your affection, since it comes from an affectionate part of you. If you reject its caring, broken reach and exile it from your consciousness, you won’t be able to contemplate changing.

Which, as I’ve already mentioned, means you won’t be able to change.

Here’s some breaking news: Humans aren’t machines (at least yet!). If you treat them as machines, each one the same and so simple that one instruction manual works for all their broken parts, not only are you acting in an inhumane way regarding their needs, but the interventions you use won’t work.

They won’t work because the source of change resides in the human being part of you—right at the center of how you experience and interpret the world around you—not in a doing part, the mechanics of thoughtless, robotic action.

How We Change calls out for you to do the complex and often painful work of making changes in an actual, thinking, feeling, and autonomous human being. That’s not easy, not by a long shot. And it’s made more difficult by a world in which people are increasingly treated as things.



From Persons to Machine: The Loss of Contemplation

Over forty years ago, the great psychoanalyst and social critic Erich Fromm wrote about the growing threat of a society that preferred “having” to “being.”20 In the world of “having,” not only are you oriented toward getting more things, but the doing part of you—how you behave, look, reason—is a sign of your usefulness as a thing, as a device through which you and others can achieve goals. In fact, Fromm, along with many public thinkers in the 1950s, ’60s, and ’70s, was worried about a threat that today might seem all but quaint: “conformity.” These thinkers were scared about a coming world in which everyone would try to act and look like one another. What worried them about conformity also worried them about many other things they saw emerging in the twentieth century: a vast trend in which efforts to fit in or fit an ideal caused people to neglect their own unique humanity and made them increasingly blind or disdainful of the unique humanity in others. The term for that phenomenon, when people become disconnected from themselves and from others, is alienation, which Fromm defined as “a mode of experience in which the person experiences himself as an alien.”21

Concerns about conformity and alienation enjoyed a good thirty-year run as part of the zeitgeist, easily deciphered in the Beat generation, the women’s movement, the antiwar and civil rights movements, even Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood and the central philosophical groundwork for Martin Luther King. It was expressed in movies about loners and rebels, from Twelve Angry Men and The Graduate to One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest.

But the times they are a-changin’. A Banana Republic on every corner, the Kardashians on every screen, Say Yes to the Dress, liposuction, CoolSculpting, Botox—all now as accessible as shampoo; the push to brand yourself as a product not only accepted, but celebrated; all the books, videos, and YouTube channels giving instruction on how to mold yourself into some ideal; and, most glaring, a triumphant presidential campaign largely based on shamelessly dehumanizing others. Can you agree with me that the warnings of our humanist forebears about people becoming things were on the mark?

The world of “having” seems to have won the culture battle over the world of “being,” so much so that we now live in a kind of collective amnesia, in which we no longer recognize that there is a more humane, more connected option than buying and selling things, and buying and selling ourselves as things. In this climate, we become obsessed with our packaging and neglect the contents of our being.

So what does this have to do with personal change? In the world of having, we tend to approach personal change as if it were an item on a shelf at Home Depot, judging ourselves for our uniformity and usefulness. Are you a beautiful, well-oiled riding mower? Or are you rusted and corroded inside and out? In this consumerist world, personal change means you fix what you then own and trade: A new body! A new skill! A new attitude! A NEW YOU!

How We Change hearkens back to a bygone era when books like Fromm’s were read by a wide and general audience. This was an era in which deep thinkers like Rollo May,22 Martin Buber,23 Paul Tillich,24 and Ivan Illich25 joined Fromm in writing books for the general public about reaching their potential through acts of courage, not by following step-by-step instructions. It was a time when May’s book The Meaning of Anxiety,26 which described anxiety as an important part of human experience (and not—as we do today—a disease to cure with the quick fix of a pill), was read around the world.

These authors celebrated the being part of what it means to be human. They resisted approaches that saw humans as merely things to fix. Addressing the humanity in their readers, their goal was to help them contemplate their situation, in the hope that they might make decisions that would bring their lives more depth and meaning. That’s a far cry from telling them the steps they need to take in order to function better so they can fit in.

Now I’m going to take an educated guess: I place good odds on the fact that you’re reading this book because you want to make some sort of change in your life. That change may be about habits—like eating healthier, or sticking with a meditation practice. It might be about getting better at something or learning something new—like improving a skill or learning a craft. It could be about reaching deeper goals having to do with growth—like finding a romantic partner or taking a different career course. Or the change you seek might be about even deeper stuff—like your struggle over building a meaningful, purposeful life.

In any of these cases, you’re likely not interested in the philosophies of the postwar public intellectuals. That’s more than fine. I promise you that you’re in the right place: I wrote this book to help you make such changes. But the fact remains that change doesn’t happen if you’re treating the thing you want to change as if it’s, well, a thing, alien from you, separate from your humanity.

This book would have been so much easier to write if I didn’t have to dive into the trench of our humanity. It would have ended up being such a nice, concise tome of advice if I wasn’t so focused on you as a human being, and on helping you do the very human act of contemplating. I have to admit, I was tempted at times to stay on the surface and just tell you “how to.” Wouldn’t that be paradise? A world in which change is a grape I can peel for you. But life isn’t paradise. Life is beautiful, awe-inspiring, and deep, and it’s also a struggle with ugliness, emptiness, and superficiality. Life is a both-and proposition. So is change.

The Road Ahead

How We Change is divided into two sections. Section I gives you a bird’s-eye view of change: what gets in the way of change, and what pushes you toward it. You’ll learn about important existential concepts regarding experiences of aloneness and accountability and their influence on anxiety, and you’ll read about “fear of hope,” a concept I’ve developed and researched with a team at Rutgers University that I believe is central to change. In Section II, I zoom in on the Ten Reasons Not to Change, a gallery of distinct portraits of why we sometimes stay the same that will help you contemplate your particular situation in regard to change. The final chapter presents an eleventh portrait that depicts the importance of the social resources one typically needs to change.


SECTION I

THE INEVITABLE TENSION OF CHANGE AND THE FEAR OF HOPE


CHAPTER 1

HOW I GOT HERE

To him who feels himself preordained to contemplation and not to belief, all believers are too noisy and obtrusive; he guards against them.

—Friedrich Nietzsche

My appreciation for the awesome power of sameness comes from over thirty years of clinical experience, first as a social worker helping people who had been treated for extensive periods of time, then as the founder and CEO of a program that works with such individuals. While I’ve always had a small, private psychotherapy practice in which I work with self-sufficient people who need nothing more than a weekly visit, it’s the former group, those dealing with severe psychological conditions, who truly taught me about the hidden appeal, the seductive reasonableness, of staying the same.

It is not easy being a psychiatric patient. Our society tends to stigmatize mental illness; neglects to accommodate people experiencing difficult psychiatric symptoms in schools, workplaces, and neighborhoods; and adopts an overly medicalized approach to behaviors and feelings that don’t fit some idealized norm. Shunned by the world, limited in their opportunities, and receiving the unspoken message from so-called mental health experts that they’re hopelessly “broken,” my clients are at the very limits of what we humans can withstand in regard to experiences of personal disappointment and social exclusion. Pushed to these limits, they have important lessons to teach us. While most of us have been lucky enough never to need to learn these lessons so acutely, they are nonetheless filled with universal wisdom.

Many of the people I work with find miraculous ways to make changes that enable them to move forward in life despite crushingly demoralizing personal experiences. They get back to school, work, and careers; start exercising again; make friends; enter romantic relationships. Many others, however, turn away from change, seeing sameness as their most trusted sanctuary or ally. Whether propelled to change or to remain the same, all of them have something to teach us about the complex, often paradoxical dynamics of personal change.

I started formulating ideas about the dynamics of change as a young social worker in Waltham, Massachusetts, facilitating a therapy group in a day treatment program for people with extensive histories in the mental health system. This was an open group, so new participants were always arriving and old ones leaving. Over time, I began to wonder about a specific issue: Why did participants in the group consistently resist changes in their lives that seemed so obviously positive?

I asked the participants this question repeatedly over the years. No matter who was attending my group, their responses were remarkably similar.

One night, I sat down and categorized these responses. As I looked at the list, I came to see that each reason a person resisted change had its own internal logic, its own reasonableness. Staying the same began to make sense to me as a course of action, a solution for certain experiences that, in fact, could not be attained by changing. This was true even in situations in which changing seemed like such an obvious choice. I called the resulting document “The Ten Reasons Not to Change” and shared it with the group.


  1.   Staying the same protects you from awareness of your aloneness and sole accountability for your own life.

  2.   Staying the same protects you from the accountability for “what’s next.”

  3.   Staying the same protects you from the unknown.

  4.   Staying the same protects you from your own expectations.

  5.   Staying the same protects you from the expectations of others.

  6.   Staying the same protects you from seeing where you are.

  7.   Staying the same protects you from the insult of small steps.

  8.   Staying the same protects a monument to your pain.

  9.   Staying the same protects you from changing your relationship with others.

10.   Staying the same protects you from changing your relationship with yourself.



The Ten Reasons operated as a powerful tool as we contemplated the places where they felt stuck. Freed from the Tarzan dichotomy of “change good/same bad,” we were able to place sameness on the table, think about it, approach it with curiosity, and let it play in our minds. Once we could do that, something remarkable occurred: By imagining sameness as a potentially sensible course of action, my clients often found it easier to make changes in their lives. Thinking about not changing and why they may have wanted to stay the same seemed to loosen the restraints to motivation, and to do so in a more effective manner than all the advice or instruction to change. Like Houdini in a straitjacket, relaxing in order to escape, his body compressed in alliance with the pressure of belts, chains, and canvas, moving in the opposite direction from where you want to go often frees you to get there.

I began to see the key to change waiting for us within this paradox.

Later, I brought the Ten Reasons into my private psychotherapy practice, with those folks who see me once a week. The Ten Reasons had similar results, freeing people up to see their resistance to change as tied to the attractive reasonableness of sameness. I also welcomed the Ten Reasons into my own life, finding them to be instrumental in making changes I’d long wanted to make but never could.

My realization about the paradox of change is not new. In fact, it’s a reflection of a central value in social work. The adage to “Start where the client is” is a root concept in my field, and suggests that professionals understand and sit with a person’s experience in a nonjudgmental manner rather than push them toward change. The Ten Reasons also reflect values in other therapeutic fields, from paradoxical interventions1 (a fancy term for reverse psychology) in family therapy, where clinicians tell their clients to continue behaviors the clients say they wish to resolve, in order to help these individuals see their often destructive behavior as having its own logic; the tenet in humanistic psychology of “unconditional positive regard”2; the notion in psychotherapy, mirrored in Buddhist-oriented approaches, of “going with the resistance”3; to an approach used in the addiction field called “motivational interviewing,”4 in which the pros and cons of substance use are weighed in nonjudgmental conversation with a clinician, as opposed to using a strong confrontational approach for a supposedly hijacked, and thus unreasoning, brain.

The idea of approaching a person “where they are,” being inquisitive about why they may want to stay the same, and even thinking about sameness as a reasonable course of action, is not my invention. But I do see the Ten Reasons giving form to these larger traditions by breaking resistance to change into ten smaller units. By doing so, change and sameness become objects you can mentally hold, manage, and shape.

Why the Ten Reasons Are Reasonable

For over two decades, I kept the Ten Reasons in my front pocket, an effective tool I would pull out time and time again that gave me and my clients an understandable frame around experiences of stuckness. There was something reassuring and comprehensible about this tool: the Dewey-like tidiness of a decimal. But over time, I grew to feel the Reasons were also a little too pat to capture the very deep and often dark processes undergirding change. What began as an attempt to give form to the behavioral results of the formless anguish of massive disappointment was now something you could count on two hands.

It’s not that the Ten Reasons ever existed in a theoretical vacuum: I always knew they were linked to certain important experiences related to our capacity to hope, and to the power of disappointment to injure us in a way that makes us actually fear hoping. In fact, the idea that we could fear hope, and that this fear makes us want to stay the same, was something I would talk about freely with people when I discussed the Ten Reasons. But it remained theoretical, an interesting idea.

That all changed recently.

FEAR OF HOPE RESEARCH

In the fall of 2018 I gave a guest lecture on the Ten Reasons at a course at Rutgers University at Newark called the Psychology of Emotions, taught by Professor Kent Harber, a social psychologist who studies psychological resources. Kent lit up when I mentioned my ideas about fearing hope, and suggested my otherwise theoretical concept could be scientifically measured and studied. And so began a research collaboration that is confirming lessons I learned from clients regarding their troubled relation to hope.5 Our research group has been able to show that fear of hope can be reliably measured using a unique scale that lets us determine whether and to what degree people fear hope, knowledge that is giving us new insight into the relationship between fear of hope and an array of other emotions and ways of thinking.6 Everything we’ve discovered provides a very strong explanation for why sameness can appear—and can even be—a reasonable choice.

Our research began to color in the spaces outlined by the Ten Reasons Not to Change for me, illuminating the reasons behind the Reasons. Why would we actually resist changes that will so obviously enhance our existences? Because something in our lives has made us fear hoping. That “something” doesn’t have to be some giant disappointment—in fact it might be something we can’t even identify—but it is an experience that whispers to us that it’s dangerous to follow hope into action.

I’ll discuss this in much more detail later, but when you hope, you hope for something that you feel is missing in your life. Hope is thus always wrapped up in a kind of tension. The mother of yearning and longing, hope is about wanting something you lack. That makes hope risky, since acting on your hope and “going for it” raises the real possibility that you won’t succeed at attaining something you feel is missing in your life. And nowhere is the hope-generating tension between where you are right now—not having something you feel is lacking in your life—and where you want to be—having it in your life—more perilous than when you hope for personal change.

So that’s the brief story of how the Ten Reason Not to Change formed in my mind, and then became a tool to help people contemplate the changes they want to make. There are, of course, lots of missing elements to this story, ones you don’t know about now; many you will learn about later. For now, let’s just say it’s a very typical story of how one mind noticed something unexplained in its environment, took what it noticed and tried to explain it, forming an idea about it, then playing with that idea, sculpting it into something meaningful and comprehensible. We all do that all the time when novel information appears to us in worlds that seem well-worn and settled: We make this information fit, our minds often obsessively seeking to contain it within an understandable whole.

As you’ll read in the next chapter, our minds are built with a drive toward wholeness at their core. Understanding that drive is central to understanding personal change.


CHAPTER 2

THE WHERE YOU ARE/WHERE YOU WANT TO BE TENSION

We need the sweet pain of anticipation to tell us we are really alive.

—Albert Camus

It’s the early 1930s and Kurt Lewin, a psychology professor at the University of Berlin, is sitting in a café with a large group of his students.1 They give their orders to the waiter, who listens carefully but writes nothing down, then goes off to fetch their separate selections. He returns fifteen minutes later, tray in hand, and places each plate in front of the person who ordered it. Later, after their table has been cleared but before the check has been paid, Lewin asks the waiter what each of their party ordered—and the waiter provides a perfect recounting. Then Lewin asks the waiter what a large party at a nearby table ordered. “Why sir, I have no idea,” replied the waiter, astounded at the question. “Those people already paid!” For Lewin, who had a genius for seeing the profound in the mundane, this was a major aha moment. How is it, Lewin wonders, that the waiter remembers everything in such detail, but only before the bill is paid? Lewin postulates that between taking the orders and settling the bill, a tension is created in the waiter that promotes recall. But when the task is finished (i.e., the bill is paid) the tension is gone, and the memory immediately disappears.

Lewin’s musings about the mundane task of remembering orders at a café led him and others to theories about how people pursue goals in general. Lewin is the father of modern social psychology and a pivotal figure in organizational psychology. Much of his most influential work focuses on the tension between where we are in relationship to a particular goal, and how the strength or weakness of this tension influences our motivation to reach that goal.2

Lewin was influenced by what is called gestalt psychology,3 which was a radical approach to understanding human vision, learning, and problem solving. Understanding the concept of a gestalt is important in grasping Lewin’s ideas about motivation. And understanding his ideas about how tension, goals, and motivation work will help you understand my insights on personal change.

“Gestalt” means “shape” in German, indicating something complete, identifiable, and comprehensible. Gestalt theorists see our minds as designed to look at groups of separate things and construct wholes out of them. You enter a room and see four cylindrical pieces of wood standing upright, on top of which is a horizontal wooden slab, with more but smaller wooden cylinders projecting from one side joined at the top by a flat wooden piece. Your mind does not say, “bunch of connected wooden pieces.” It says “chair,” and you also see a chair; that’s a gestalt—a whole made up of individual parts. When you entered the room, your mind took in the walls, the ceiling, and the floor, and you knew you were in “a room,” rather than “drywall, sockets, sashes, hinges.” That, too, was a gestalt. And the experience of the “you” that entered the room? A gestalt.

Since the mind is always looking to form this kind of whole, it doesn’t like discrepancies in our lives—some disparity between two or more things that we feel should fit together. Indeed, some psychologists believe that all emotions arise when we encounter a discrepancy between what we expect and what we encounter, and that those emotions stay active until the discrepancy has been resolved.4 When the psyche encounters these discrepancies, it wants to fix them, to integrate them into something complete, to reduce the tension that they create. To make discrepant things meaningful. We need that. Without it, the world would look completely dispersed and undifferentiated, the chaos and formlessness of dust in the light: no chair, no room, no you.

And here lies a delightful paradox of humanity. Our psyche abhors discrepancies and compels us to remedy them. Yet rather than living in quiet complacency, what do we do? We set goals. We aspire to change. Setting a goal inherently involves a discrepancy—between where you are now and where you want to be. The tension caused by this particular discrepancy, and your drive to rid yourself of this tension, often leads to a good thing: the motivation to reach the goal. If you can get to the goal, the tension is resolved. That’s why the waiter is able to keep the memory going during his task—he’s motivated to end the discrepancy between taking the order and announcing the bill, and his memory is the means to get there. That’s also why the waiter forgets the orders once the bill is announced. There is no longer a discrepancy—and therefore no tension—once he’s completed his task.

So, successfully reaching a goal is one very important way a person can relieve the tension between where they are in relationship to that goal and the goal itself. Of course, there is another, less effortful way to rid this tension: by giving up. No goal means no discrepancy, which, in turn, results in no tension. Giving up and surrendering are important elements of this book, and I’ll return to them. But for now let’s stick with the motivating fuel of the tension between your current state and where you want to be.

The idea that your motivation depends on the tension between where you are now and your goal, and the fact that your motivation ends once you reach your goal, may seem obvious. You crave your favorite bacon burger. You’re motivated to cook it because you want it for dinner, and there thus exists a discrepancy between your present hunger and your final, satisfied swallow. Once you finish the burger, however, you are no longer motivated to cook it, because there is no longer a discrepancy between your metabolic need and the satisfaction of that need. You were hungry, you ate, and the burger is no longer on your mind. That’s the theory: You want something, the tension between wanting it and getting it motivates you to action, and you no longer feel motivated to achieve the goal once you’ve attained it.

It’s that simple.

Well, actually, it’s not. The transition from doing nothing to doing something, or from doing something negative to doing something positive, involves a complex array of forces and counterforces. Lewin referred to these pushes and pulls as vectors,5 a term he adopted from math and physics and applied to human action.

A vector is something that has both a level of force (called magnitude) and a direction.6 The classic SAT math problem about when two trains will pass each other, one leaving Cleveland at 45 miles per hour and the other leaving from Wichita Falls at 60 miles per hour, is a story of vectors. Let’s say you’re coming to visit me in your car, and I ask when you think you’ll get here. If you answer, “I’m taking the Ventura Freeway south,” you’re only giving me a partial answer, since you haven’t told me how fast you’ll be going. The same is true if you say “I’ll be going sixty-five miles an hour,” but neglect to tell me your present location. But if you say, “I’m taking the Ventura Freeway south from my house, and I’m going sixty-five,” you will have described a vector, and I’ll know when to start shaking the martinis.

When it comes to thinking about personal goals, vectors are quite handy, allowing us to look at both where a person wants to go and the level of energy or strength they have to get there. Yet human endeavors cannot easily be reduced into neat little math problems. Both the strength of our motivation and the direction in which we are going are too complex to fully map or measure. A car going 65 miles an hour on the Ventura Freeway exists in an easily rendered vector. But the complex, meaning-making person driving the car has all kinds of things affecting the course she takes, such as the magnitude of the force pushing her forward on this course, and even changes in the magnitude of that force. Why is one driver racing to meet a client, and why is another racing to escape an unhappy marriage? Both motivations are vectors, yet neither is easily translated into the algebra of velocity and direction. Fiction writers, such as Marcel Proust, William Faulkner, and Philip Roth, have dedicated pages upon pages to all the multiple forces that push someone toward or away from some particular action. For us humans, goal attainment is, therefore, rarely as simple as a line between Cleveland and Wichita Falls. That is why Siri can tell us how to drive across country, but not why to get out of bed. For those of us seeking to make changes, the vectors of our inner drives and often vague directions are far more complicated than instructions to “walk 10,000 steps” or “weigh out 10 ounces of ground beef” would suggest.

Fields and Force Fields

Let’s return to that 1930s Berlin café. Lewin’s aha moment comes when he perceives a sort of invisible bubble around the waiter, a “life space,” or “field,” as he later calls it.7 This field consists of the waiter’s own psychological strengths and weaknesses, what’s happening around him in his environment, and the ways he responds to the environment and the environment responds to him. Lewin even came up with a formula for these fields: B=f(P, E), meaning behavior (B) is a function (f) of a person (P) and his or her environment (E). This was a radical formula for the time that defied the stimulus-response model popular then. Humans, for Lewin, were not simply organisms zapped into action only by external rewards and punishments. They were “persons” with inner lives, inner thoughts, hopes, and fears that could act on their environments, and not just be acted upon by their environments. Thus, Lewin saw our movement toward goals as directed by dynamic thoughts, forces, and emotions that shifted depending on our own interaction with the environment around us.

This was also a radical departure from psychoanalysis,8 the other major approach to human psychology, which regarded behavior as reflecting personalities formed by neurotic worries and repressed impulses, and focused less on how people negotiate the very real challenges of day-to-day living. Lewin was arguing that our movement toward goals is partly a reflection of our current state, rather than strictly based on psychological traits. The present situation matters, said Lewin, a dictum that shaped modern social psychology. How many social psychologists does it take to change a lightbulb? The answer: Depends on the situation.

Sitting at the café, Lewin postulated that the waiter’s memory of the ordered items was dependent on a psychological field. This field was made up of the waiter’s desire to do a good job, the general demands of his job, and the specific task before him (i.e., getting schnitzel, sauerbraten, and Pilsner to that raucous table of psychologists). The waiter’s behavior, his remarkable memory, and his equally remarkable forgetting after payment all make sense when regarded in terms of the field he inhabits: the person he is (a waiter) and the situation he is negotiating (waiting tables). This is the gestalt of “waiter,” and it creates the memory-enhancing tension of the discrepancy between the order for food and drink and the delivery of the bill. To put it another way, there’s no tension between taking the order and remembering it without the waiter also carrying out the responsibilities of his job.

But what happens when the field changes? What happens when the waiter, let’s call him Fritz, shifts from being a waiter to some other role, and when the goals of that other role become salient. Suppose that Fritz the waiter is also one of Lewin
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