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Afterword: “Wonderful Possibilities and Inscrutable Depths,” Reprised

“Wonderful Possibilities and Inscrutable Depths,” Reprised

It was the final moments of a long few days in the Archives of the History of American Psychology at the University of Akron. I was tired—physically and mentally—from looking so deeply into the existence of this one human. So many correspondences, transcripts, journal entries, and unpublished essays. My head was spinning. Yet I was determined to find it. I had to find it—a document that had reached mythical proportions in my head but which I knew existed in the hundreds and hundreds of folders.1

As the clock was running down on my time in the library, I raced through the remaining folders on my desk. And there it was: Maslow’s last writings. At the top of the notepad was a handwritten note that read: “This was the last piece of writing A.H.M. did before he died June 8, 1970. B.G.M. [Bertha G. Maslow].”

I couldn’t bear to look at it. This really was it. The closing statement of an individual’s existence—and not just anyone’s existence. These were the final writings of a human being who had personally inspired me to formally investigate so many ideas, to see greater possibilities for myself and others, and to always be on the lookout for the farther reaches of human nature—while at the same time remaining fully aware of the realities of human struggles. Not only that, but I had grown quite fond of this person as a whole person, not in spite of, but precisely because of, the contradictions and paradoxes in which he courageously struggled throughout his life.
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But I looked anyway. As I flipped through the pages, my eyes welling up with tears, I saw that Maslow was working on a set of axioms or propositions that would lay the foundation for a humanistic revolution. Devouring his last words and the contents of the neighboring folders, I discovered that these axioms were part of a book he was working on that would offer a new image of humanity and society. Up to the very end, Maslow was working on a book that would take the foundational axioms of humanistic psychology and lay out the implications for as many swaths of human endeavor as possible—science, religion, management, politics, economics, education, art, journalism. I also saw that he was planning to write a book entirely dedicated to humanistic education.

He even planned on having a chapter of his book proposing the need for a fifth force in psychology—transhumanism—that would transcend human interests and focus on species-transcending values.2 “Being able to stand aside from the interests of the species,” Maslow wrote, “so that one can look through the eyes of the tiger who threatens us, and who, after all, has species values also, this is an extremely difficult thing to do. But to become Transhuman, though difficult, is at times and for moments possible and does happen.”

Sure, Maslow was grandiose, but such vision was, and remains, an important corrective to a psychology that truly sold humans short. At his eulogy at the Stanford Memorial Church in Palo Alto, California, on June 10, 1970, Warren Bennis noted that “two big things which Abe gave to all of us: the art and science of becoming more fully human, and the democratization of the soul. For these we will be forever indebted.”3

As I read a draft of a chapter in Maslow’s unpublished book entitled The Possibilities for Human Nature, I reached a summary statement of what he intended for the book. I was astounded—it was strikingly similar to the concluding paragraph of the essay the young twenty-year-old Abe Maslow wrote for his undergraduate philosophy class:

If I had to condense this whole book into a single sentence, I think I could come close to the essence of it by saying that it spells out the consequences of the discovery that man has a higher nature and that this is part of his essence. Or more simply, human beings can be wonderful out of their own human and biological nature. We need not take refuge in super-natural gods to explain our saints and sages and heroes and statesmen, as if to explain our disbelief that mere unaided human beings could be that good or wise.4

In so many ways, we change throughout our lives. But there are many ways in which the seeds are there all along, in need of actualization. After flipping through the pages of Maslow’s handwritten notes in his notepad, I reached a blank page. Then another blank page. And then another, and another. I imagined him putting down this very notepad I am holding in my hand on that last day of his life as he got up to do his physical exercises, only to forever leave the notepad behind. And it hit me: this is what life is about.

 

Each of us is capable of transcendence in this brief, suffering, and yet sometimes miraculous lifetime.

 

While we should not strive for perfection, each of us is capable of transcendence in this brief, suffering, and yet sometimes miraculous lifetime. We each have the potential to be a guide to future generations, to help them fill out the rest of the pages in their own style.

That’s precisely what Maslow has done for me, and I will forever be grateful for the privilege of witnessing his own life’s journey, and the inspiration and solid ground it provided for my own journey, the fruits of which lie in your hands. In return, I hope the information and humanity in this book inspires you to get out there and live your own full existence. There’s a wide world out there, with many blank pages for you to fill in your own style, and in such a way that you not only existed but existed well.
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Seven Principles for Becoming a Whole Person

As the German humanistic developmental psychologist Charlotte Bühler noted at the First International Conference on Humanistic Psychology in 1970, “One of the most generally agreed upon aspects of humanistic psychology is that we strive to find access to the study and understanding of the person as a whole.”1

 

Wholeness is an aspiration, not a destination.

 

Wholeness is an aspiration, not a destination; it’s a process, not a state that is ever achieved. If anyone tells you they are completely whole, you might want to check to see whether they have any electrical wires growing out of their back; they’re probably not human. The process of becoming a whole person is an ongoing journey of discovery, openness, and courage, in which you reach higher and higher levels of integration and harmony within yourself and with the outside world, allowing greater flexibility and freedom to become who you truly want to become. Since you are always in a state of change, you are always in a state of becoming.

In this appendix, I will outline seven core principles for becoming a whole person that can serve as a healthy foundation for your own personal journey to self-actualize in your own style, and to ultimately experience the most satisfying and profound moments of transcendence.

Principle #1: Accept Your Whole Self, Not Just Your Best Self2

In his book On Becoming a Person, Carl Rogers noted that while the problems people present during psychotherapy “run the gamut of life’s experiences”—troubles with school, or spouse, or employer, or with one’s own uncontrollable or bizarre behavior, or with one’s frightening feelings—“there is perhaps only one problem.”3 Rogers observes that below the level of the complaint, each person is really asking, “Who am I, really? How can I get in touch with this real self, underlying all my surface behavior? How can I become myself?”

In my view, this is the wrong question. All the aspects of your mind are part of you. It’s rather difficult to think of any intentional behavior that does not reflect some genuine part of your psychological makeup, whether it’s your dispositions, attitudes, values, or goals.4 We each contain multitudes. For personal growth, I believe a better question you should ask yourself is: “Which potentialities within me do I most wish to spend my limited time cultivating, developing, and actualizing in this world?” In order to have the greatest freedom in answering that question, you must plumb the depths of your own consciousness and accept your whole self.

Most people, however, only identify with the drives that make them feel the best about themselves. All around the globe, regardless of culture, people tend to show an authenticity positivity bias: people include their most positive and moral qualities—such as kind, giving, and honest—in their description of their “true self.”5 In fact, people judge their positive behaviors as more authentic than their negative behaviors even when both behaviors are consistent with their personal characteristics and desires.6 What we think of as our true self really just seems to be our most valued self.7

Contrary to common sense, we don’t feel most authentic when we are simply acting in accord with our actual nature, warts and all. Regardless of our individual personality, we all tend to feel most authentic and connected to ourselves when we are feeling content, calm, joyful, loving, self-accepting, sociable, free, competent, making progress toward a goal, mindful of the present moment, and open to new experiences.8 In other words, we tend to feel most authentic when our basic needs are being met and we feel as though we have freely chosen to behave in a particular way and are assuming ownership of our subjective experiences.9

Also, there is a distinctly social aspect to authenticity, which is to be expected considering how social we are as a species and how important reputation and acquiring a unique role within a group was across the course of human evolution.10 People tend to feel most authentic when they are spending time with close others, are in harmony with others and their environments, and acting in socially desirable ways.11 On the contrary, we tend to feel most inauthentic when we are feeling socially isolated, having conflicts and misunderstandings in our relationships, or are in an evaluative situation where we are falling short of our standards or the standards of others.12

Due to this strong link between feeling authentic and engaging in socially desirable behaviors, what people think of as their true self may actually just be what people want to be seen as.13 According to social psychologist Roy Baumeister, when the way others think of you matches how you want to be seen, you will feel authentic and satisfied. As he notes, it’s not enough for people to simply convince themselves that they have positive traits; people also tend to need others to hold them in the same high regard.14 If you think back on your own personal experiences of when you’ve felt most authentic, you can probably recall moments of glow when your most valued characteristics and talents were also being valued by others.

On the flip side, Baumeister argues that when people fail to achieve their desired reputation, they will dismiss their actions as inauthentic, as not reflecting their true self (“That’s not who I am”). As Baumeister notes, “As familiar examples, such repudiation seems central to many of the public appeals by celebrities and politicians caught abusing illegal drugs, having illicit sex, embezzling or bribing, and other reputation-damaging actions.”15

This would explain why people’s evaluations of their authenticity are so strongly linked to their morality and most valued goals and why merely reflecting on moral past experiences increases feelings of authenticity.16 After all, behaving in ways that are consistent with your “higher” goals (such as announcing your new humanitarian nonprofit) is typically perceived as more authentic by yourself and others than authentically watching Netflix while enjoying rocky road ice cream. Even though, sorry to say it, both behaviors are really you.

All of this casts great doubt indeed on the existence of a one true self.17 Nevertheless, at least feeling in touch with a true self is a strong predictor of many indicators of well-being.18 Also, the notion of the true self can serve as a useful guide to evaluate whether you are living up to your ideal.19 As the philosopher Valerie Tiberius has noted, the “value-full life” is a major source of well-being.20

 

I believe we each have best selves—aspects of who we are that are healthy, creative, and growth-motivated—that make us feel most connected to ourselves and to others.

 

Also, while the true self may be a convenient fiction, I truly believe that there are, within each of us, aspects of our self that are most conducive to health and growth as a whole person. I believe we each have best selves—aspects of who we are that are healthy, creative, and growth-motivated—that make us feel most connected to ourselves and to others.FN22 The more we can drop our social facades and the defenses that we erect to protect ourselves, the more we open ourselves up to greater opportunities for growth, development, and creativity.

An important first step to getting in touch with your best self is becoming aware as much as possible of your whole self and accepting the totality of your being. This includes accepting all of the aspects of yourself that you dislike and are too quick to disown. Indeed, the existential psychotherapist Irvin Yalom asked his successful patients to rank sixty factors in therapy according to their degree of effectiveness. He found that the single most frequently chosen item by far was “discovering and accepting previously unknown or unacceptable parts of myself.”21

Of course, acceptance doesn’t necessarily mean liking. It’s perfectly reasonable to be repulsed by your intense desire to eat a stack of glazed donuts topped with cheese, for instance.22 However, as Carl Rogers noted, “The curious paradox is that when I accept myself just as I am, then I can change.”23 Part of acceptance is taking responsibility for your whole self, not just the aspects of your mind or your actions that you like or make you feel the best about yourself.FN2324

Discovering and ultimately deciding which potentialities you most wish to spend your limited time actualizing in your lifetime is no easy task. You know that you have some large and unknown number of potentialities that are part of who you could become, but there are real external realities (environmental conditions) and internal realities (extreme traits that dominate your personality structure) that affect the probability of cultivating some potentialities. Even worse, some potential selves, if actualized, would surely conflict with one another. Rogers acknowledged these difficulties but argued that with the right environmental conditions, over time you can gradually learn to identify and trust those aspects of yourself that are most growth-oriented and bring you a sense of vitality, creativity, and wholeness.

Principle #2: Learn to Trust Your Self-Actualizing Tendency

At a very young age, we feel hungry, or tired, or fearful, but are often given messages by well-meaning (and, sadly, often not-so-well-meaning) parents and other caretakers that “if you feel that way, I won’t love you.” This can happen in a number of subtle and unsubtle ways anytime an expression of a need is disregarded as not as important as the needs of the caretaker. And so we start acting how we should feel, not how we actually feel. As a result, so many of us grow up being constantly swayed by the opinions and thoughts of others, driven by our own insecurities and fears of facing our actual self, that we introject the beliefs, needs, and values of others into the essence of our being. Not only do we lose touch with our real felt needs, but we also alienate ourselves from our best selves.

To the psychotherapist Carl Rogers, one of the founders of humanistic psychology, the loneliest state of all is not the loneliness of social relationships, but an almost complete separation from one’s own experience. Based on his observations with a large number of patients with healthy development of their whole self, he developed the notion of the “fully functioning person.”25 Like many of the other founding humanistic psychologists, Rogers was inspired by the existential philosopher Søren Kierkegaard, who noted that “to will to be that self which one truly is, is indeed the opposite of despair.”26 According to Rogers, the fully functioning person:

	•	Is open to all of the elements of their experience,


	•	Develops a trust in their own experiences as an instrument of sensitive living,


	•	Is accepting of the locus of evaluation as residing within themselves, and


	•	Is learning to live their life as a participant in a fluid, ongoing process, in which they are continually discovering new aspects of themselves in the flow of their experience.27


Rogers believed that we each have an innate self-actualizing tendency that can be explained by the existence of an organismic valuing process (OVP). According to Rogers, the OVP is a vital part of humanity and evolved in order to help the organism move in the direction of growth, constantly responding to feedback from the environment, and correcting choices that consistently move against the current of growth.28 Rogers believed that when people are inwardly free to choose their deepest values, they tend to value experiences and goals that further survival, growth, and development, as well as the survival and development of others.

Modern research supports the existence and importance of an OVP in humans. Positive organizational psychologists Reena Govindji and P. Alex Linley created a scale to measure OVP and found that it was positively correlated with greater happiness, knowledge and use of one’s greatest strengths, and a sense of vitality in daily life.29 Here are some statements that can give you a rough estimate of how in touch you are with your deepest feelings, needs, and values:

Organismic Valuing Scale

	•	I know the things that are right for me.


	•	I get what I need from life.


	•	The decisions I make are the right ones for me.


	•	I feel that I am in touch with myself.


	•	I feel integrated with myself.


	•	I do the things that are right for me.


	•	The decisions I make are based on what is right for me.


	•	I am able to listen to myself.


In another line of research on OVP, Kennon Sheldon conducted a series of clever experiments demonstrating that when given autonomy, people do tend to favor the growth choice over time.30 Sheldon gave people free choice over time to choose from a wide menu of goals and found that the goals naturally grouped into two main clusters: security vs. growth.

Security vs. Growth Goals

Security Goals

	•	Have well-respected opinions.


	•	Have many nice things.


	•	Be admired by many others.


	•	Be well-known to many.


	•	Be financially successful.


	•	Be well-liked and popular.


	•	Find a good, high-paying job.


Growth Goals

	•	Help those who need it.


	•	Show affection to loved ones.


	•	Feel much loved by intimates.


	•	Make others’ lives better.


	•	Be accepted for who I am.


	•	Help improve the world.


	•	Contribute something lasting.


Sheldon found that under conditions of complete freedom to choose, people tend to move toward growth, changing their minds over time in directions most likely to be growth-enhancing. Of course, the goal isn’t to become 100 percent growth-oriented and 0 percent security-driven; we need both security goals and growth goals. The point here is that under optimal conditions for choosing, the relative balance over time tends to tip toward growth. In fact, Sheldon found that those with the highest initial adoption of security goals shifted the most toward growth goals over time. As Sheldon notes, those holding “unrewarding values are most in need of [growth-relevant] motivational change and are thus most likely to evidence such change.”31 Therefore, the research suggests that when free of anxiety, fear, and guilt, most people do tend to not only move in the direction of the realization of their unique potential but also tend to move in the direction of goodness.

This should give us hope and point to what is possible under optimal conditions. But it should also give us a healthy dose of realism, considering that in the real world, most people are not entirely free to choose their most valued direction. The cultural climate matters a lot. For instance, many individuals with marginalized identities—whether based on ethnicity, race, religion, gender, socioeconomic status, sexual orientation, disability, or even special education status (“learning disabled,” “gifted,” “twice-exceptional”)—often do not receive the environmental support and encouragement they need to feel comfortable fully expressing themselves.32 For such individuals, they may have greater difficulty feeling authentic in environments where they truly do not feel as though they fit in, or in which their minority status is so salient to them and everyone around them.33

The culture of an institution can also have an effect on everyone within it. Sheldon found that new law students shifted toward security goals and away from growth goals during their first year of law school, presumably because “traditional legal education induces profound insecurity, which serves to alienate students from their feelings, values, and ideals.”34 As we’ll see later, there are many other harsh and unpredictable environmental conditions that can lead people to be more present-focused, less cooperative, and less connected to one’s whole self. Not only can environmental conditions impede the realization of our self-actualizing tendency, but even within ourselves, we have so many different (often unconscious) aspects of our mind constantly clamoring for our attention. Which is why awareness is so important, including awareness of our inner conflicts and extreme traits.

Principle #3: Become Aware of Your Inner Conflicts

To have conflicts is human. Conflicts with others, conflicts with ourselves. While there is a universal set of basic needs, we each have dramatically different ways of satisfying those needs. We also differ as to which needs we consider most important and when in our lives they are most prominent. Such differences can lead to considerable conflict among people. But equally important, and related, is the conflict within ourselves. Our inner conflicts typically penetrate the boundaries of self and cause us to take out our frustration and aggressive impulses on others. Our inner conflicts are a significant component of our struggle toward self-realization.

If sometimes it feels as though there are multiple personalities within you that are constantly warring with one another, well, that’s because there are multiple personalities within you that are constantly warring with one another! Each of us contains a bundle of dispositions, emotional tendencies, values, attitudes, beliefs, and motives that are often contradictory and incompatible.35 While the early psychoanalysts and humanistic psychologists talked a lot about our “inner conflicts,” modern psychological research—encompassing evolutionary psychology, social psychology, cognitive science, and cybernetics—shows empirically that our minds really are divided.36

Human beings, like every other living organism on the planet, are cybernetic systems—simply put, we are goal-directed systems.37 As such, humans have multiple, often conflicting goals, some of which are conscious, many of which are not. Each of our goals has its own imagined future of what the world would look like with the goal completed, and it has some representation of the steps to be taken that will hopefully allow us to reach the goal. While our vision of the future is not always clear, it nevertheless drives behavior and how we experience the world. We are constantly comparing our present experiences with where we want to be, directing our attention to the most relevant features of the world that will help us reduce the discrepancy between our current state and our goal state.

Since we have many goals, we have many drives. As Maslow put it, “Man is a wanting animal. . . . It is characteristic of the human being that he is practically always desiring something.”38 Many of our goals are preprogrammed into our DNA because they increased the survival and reproduction of our distant ancestors.39 However, it’s important to recognize that the more we engage in a particular “sub-self”—or evolved component of the mind—the stronger that sub-self becomes and the quicker it is to activate in the future. Vice versa, the less we engage in that corner of the mind, the weaker the signal.

Also, many of our goals are not preprogrammed. Human beings show a flexibility in goal pursuit that is unprecedented in the animal kingdom. The astounding variety of goals humans can invent—from running a successful humanitarian nonprofit, to Skee-Ball champion of the world, to biggest Instagram influencer, to having the world’s biggest bum40—often leads to profound inner conflicts. Just knowing that all of us face these conflicts should make us more forgiving of our own foibles as well as the foibles of others.

Given the brains we have, and our unique capacity for awareness of the often bewildering outputs arising from the complex computations of our brains, we actually do a pretty great job of managing our inner conflicts. To be sure, at times reality can feel unbearable, and despite the general satisfaction most people feel with their lives, mental illness is actually a lot more common than people realize. In fact, most people develop a diagnosable mental illness at some point in their lives.41 Nevertheless, most people report being fairly happy in life, show positive developmental change across their life-spans, and display extraordinary capacities for resilience, dignity, and grace.42 As resilience researcher Froma Walsh puts it, humans have the capacity to “struggle well.”43

If you want a really good example of the civil war that exists all across the spectrum of humanity, and which often leads to momentary states of insanity, look no further than the domain of romantic love! There are many sorts of relationships that contribute to becoming a whole person—between friends, siblings, parents, children, and all of humanity. But the most actively pursued, exhilarating, fulfilling, despairing, maddening, and confusing form of love is romantic love.FN24

The typical romantic relationship can be thought of as blending some combination of attachment, caregiving, lust, and romantic passion.44 While these elements are often deeply intertwined in romantic relationships, each element has, quite literally, a mind of its own. Each is the hallmark of a specific system that evolved to facilitate a specific problem associated with survival and reproduction.

Each of the elements of romantic love—attachment, caregiving, lust, and romantic passion—works with the others in differing degrees of intensity to produce the myriad ways people express romantic love around the world. The fact that each element of romantic love has different goals helps explain many human dramas seen around the globe. As anthropologist Helen Fisher puts it, “The relative neurological independence of these . . . mating drives helps to explain contemporary cross-cultural patterns of philandering, sexual jealousy, stalking, spousal abuse, love homicide, love suicide, and the clinical depression associated with unstable and disbanded partnerships.”45

Different environmental triggers can activate different goals within us, so that, as Fisher notes, “one can feel deep attachment for one individual while feeling romantic passion for someone else while feeling the sex drive for a range of others.”46 Any combination of the elements of romantic love is theoretically possible. We can become attached to people whom we do not like—or even those we despise—developing a dependency on them. We can care deeply about people we do not even know but are nevertheless motivated to alleviate their suffering, such as starving children in a third world country. We can become intensely lustful toward people we otherwise find repulsive and fall in love with people whom we do not sexually desire even one iota, even if the attraction violates our stated sexual orientation.47 Walt Whitman was right, humans contain multitudes.

Of course, there need not be such a war among the elements of romantic love, and the greatest satisfaction in relationships tends to occur when the elements are harmoniously aligned and integrated. A more whole, transcendent version of love is possible (see Chapter 5). Nevertheless, a failure to integrate these various systems in a healthy way in relationships and within ourselves can create enormous confusion and frustration.

Principle #4: Look Out for Lopsided Development

Swiss psychiatrist Carl Jung argued that a major goal of therapy is to help move a person toward the “path of individuation,” in which one accepts the inherent contradictions within themselves so that they are able to fulfill their unique potential. Jung proposed a general principle—the principle of enantiodromia—“running counter to”—which states that the presence of any extreme element in one’s personality also produces the opposite extreme in order to restore balance, even though the contradiction may remain hidden in the shadows of the subconscious.48 While Jung believed that the neurotic person is stranded in one-sided development, he believed therapy had the great potential to help people accept all sides of themselves and approximate wholeness.

Karen Horney extended Jung’s ideas and identified a number of lopsided patterns of human social behavior, which she referred to as “neurotic trends.” Horney argued that these trends are attitudes toward other people and life that provide a feeling of safety and security during times of confusion and distress but which ultimately stunt growth. She grouped a large number of these trends under three main categories: (a) The extreme need for compliance and to be liked by others (“Moving Toward People”), (b) The extreme need to be antagonistic toward others and to constantly be rebellious (“Moving Against People”), and (c) The extreme need to become detached from people and always prove one’s capacity for self-sufficiency (“Moving Away from People”).49

To be sure, it is perfectly normal and healthy to desire the affection and adulation of others, to value your solitude, and to want to express frustration and anger when your needs are thwarted. The problem is when these needs become so outsize that they become compulsive and have the ability to seize upon the whole person. Remember, one of the goals of becoming a whole person is having maximum freedom to move in the direction of growth toward your highest potentialities. The healthy personality is able to flexibly switch between various strivings and regulate behavior in a productive manner that actually moves the person toward growth as a whole person.

In the grip of a lopsided striving, we are often unaware of the extent to which it is determining and taking over our life. In such moments, we are so hung up on our “tyrannical shoulds” that we aren’t actually moving in the direction we truly value. Horney gives the example of the neurotic counterpart of the basic human striving for affection: “A wish for affection from others is meaningful only if there is affection for them, a feeling of having something in common with them. . . . But the neurotic need for affection is devoid of the value of reciprocity. For the neurotic person his own feelings of affection count as little as they would if he were surrounded by strange and dangerous animals. To be accurate, he does not even really want the others’ affection, but is merely concerned, keenly and strenuously, that they make no aggressive move against him. The singular value lying in mutual understanding, tolerance, concern, sympathy, has no place in the relationship.”50 The compulsive nature of our neurotic trends have two main characteristics:

	•	Neurotic trends are often pursued indiscriminately (e.g., we must have everyone like us, even if we don’t even like a person in return).


	•	Thwarting of the neurotic trend in any situation often leads to panic and anxiety (e.g., a person with a compulsive need for unlimited freedom panics at the slightest hint of a tie, whether it’s a marriage engagement or the need to sign a contract for a gym membership).51


As Horney points out, neurotic trends serve an immensely important function in maintaining a sense of safety and security, which is why such individuals feel great terror if their neurotic trend is threatened in any way. They are soothing illusions. George Vaillant, who has studied the “wisdom of our ego,” likens the mind’s defense mechanisms to the body’s immune mechanisms: “They protect us by providing a variety of illusions to filter pain and to allow self-soothing.” According to Vaillant, our “defenses creatively rearrange the sources of conflict so that they become manageable. . . . The ego struggles to cope and to reduce the forces that work on it into some kind of harmony.”52 Horney argues that there are two ways in which our neurotic trends create “artificial harmony”:

	•	We repress certain aspects of our personality and bring their opposite to the fore (e.g., we overemphasize our ability to be a kind, caring person who would never, ever, under any circumstance act aggressively toward others; we overemphasize our ability to control our environment and dominate others and make it clear that we will, under no circumstances, back down, apologize, or look “weak” by showing kindness), or


	•	We put such a distance between ourselves and others that we don’t even allow the conflicts to arise in the first place (e.g., we value solitude so much that we will never engage in anything that may even have the slightest hint of jeopardizing our precious space and bring attention to our neurotic trend).


Both strategies induce a false sense of unity that may allow a person to function in the moment. Ultimately, however, Horney believed in the great potential for growth and development. In fact, she referred to her theory as a “constructive” theory and believed the highest goal of therapy is the striving for wholeheartedness: “to be without pretense, to be emotionally sincere, to be able to put the whole of oneself into one’s feeling, one’s work, one’s beliefs.”53, 54 As accumulating research shows, this is not blind optimism, as long-lasting personality change is possible.

Principle #5: Create the Best Version of Yourself

All of us retain the capacity to change, even to change in fundamental ways, as long as we live.

—Karen Horney, Self-Analysis (1942)

Horney agreed with Jung that acceptance was a critical first step to self-realization, but she differed from him in one important aspect: she believed mere acceptance wasn’t enough. Horney argued that people also have to be willing to undergo extensive self-analysis and put in the considerable effort and hardship required for growth.55 Only then, she argued, can they begin the process of growing, gradually, by becoming more consciously aware of the triggers of their neurotic trends, testing their irrational beliefs, and changing their maladaptive attitudes about the world through experience and insight. Maslow echoed this approach to therapy when he wrote, “The process of therapy helps the adult to discover that the childish (repressed) necessity for the approval of others no longer need exist in the childish form and degree, and that the terror of losing these others with the accompanying fear of being weak, helpless and abandoned is no longer realistic and justified as it was for the child. For the adult, others can be and should be less important than for the child.”56

This approach is similar to modern-day cognitive-behavioral therapy, and indeed, the founder of CBT, Aaron Beck, told me that he was deeply influenced by humanistic thinkers such as Karen Horney, Abraham Maslow, and Gordon Allport.57 In his more recent research on recovery-oriented cognitive therapy, Beck has found that when he and his team treat their schizophrenic patients as human beings with real human concerns, they have witnessed tremendous growth among their patients.58 The patients need not only medication but also love, care, and treatment as a whole human being.

To be sure, modern-day science confirms that we aren’t born blank slates; each of us is born with the potential to become a human being, even though that potential is for the development of a unique variation on the theme.59 While this means no human has the potential to develop into an elephant or a tiger (and vice versa, in fact), and most of us don’t have the potential to become as good a basketball player as Michael Jordan, it does mean that, given favorable conditions, you have the potential to become the best you in the whole entire world. Put another way, no one else in the entire world has as much potential to become you than you. Through a lifetime of exquisitely intricate interactions among thousands of genes interacting with one another and with the environment, you make decisions that determine your existence.60, 61 During the process of becoming, you still very much create yourself.

Recent research shows that while enduring personality change isn’t easy, people really can change their personality in very substantial ways throughout life with intentional effort and therapy, as well as by making changes to one’s environment that have long-lasting influences on one’s personality, such as changing one’s job, social roles, or relationship partners, or by adopting new identities.62

 

We shouldn’t think of personality as something cast in stone or always consistent.

 

Modern personality psychologists prefer to think of personality traits as “density distributions.” While environmental triggers do have a substantial effect on which self comes to the fore in which moment, it nevertheless still makes sense to talk about personality differences between people, because when whole distributions of behavior are observed, there are consistent individual differences. For instance, everyone craves at least some solitude throughout the day, but some prefer a lot more solitude throughout the day.

Nevertheless, we shouldn’t think of personality as something cast in stone or always consistent.63 Throughout the course of the day, everyone fluctuates in their personality and even their intellectual functioning quite a lot.64 Personality psychologist William Fleeson has found that people fluctuate in their personality traits throughout the day just as much as people differ from one another. Acting out of character is actually quite common.65 This likely applies to all of our traits, including our morality. Even those we consider “saints” display many different levels of moral behavior throughout the day; they just display a much higher frequency of moral behaviors throughout the day compared to other people.66 As psychologists Dawn Berger and Robert McGrath put it, it’s better to think of virtue “as something we must continuously pursue rather than a state we ever achieve.”67 Indeed, Maslow repeatedly emphasized that self-actualized people are still human and are still very much prone to displaying imperfections (albeit less habitually so). This emerging understanding of personality is consistent with the humanistic psychology emphasis on experience. Viewing personality as our daily pattern of experiences, or states, we can talk about the experience of being extroverted, the experience of being moral, the experience of being cruel, the experience of being neurotic, etc., thus integrating the psychology of personality and the psychology of being.

This new understanding of personality, which has only emerged in the past thirty years or so, has deep implications for personality change because it suggests that we are only “extroverted,” “caring,” “conscientious,” “neurotic”—even “intelligent”—to the extent to which our repeated patterns of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors say we are.68 While genes can certainly have a strong influence on our patterns of behavior—we have what personality psychologist Brian Little refers to as our “biogenic” nature69—there is nothing sacred or unalterable about being a certain way; with enough adjustments to these patterns over time, we literally change our being.

Of course, this doesn’t mean personality change is easy. Trying to change yourself too quickly can be very draining, and you have to want to change. While it is true that all people tend to feel authentic when naturally experiencing certain states—such as being competent or connecting with others—recent research suggests that forcing people to continually act contrary to their natural dispositions over a prolonged period of time can lead to increased anxiety and tiredness and decreased feelings of authenticity.70

Some people may simply not wish to change their default way of being just to reach some societal ideal. For instance, many people who score high in introversion may be perfectly accepting of their levels of introversion and not see any reason why they should have to care more about socializing with strangers rather than cultivate their already existing relationships.71 Indeed, one study found that introverts who were comfortable with their introversion showed higher levels of authenticity than introverts who reported a greater desire to be more extroverted. The introverts who were more self-accepting were able to achieve a level of well-being that came close to the level experienced by extroverts.72

The key here is that for long-lasting personality change, you must want to change and be willing to follow through on your personality change goals and actively and successfully implement behaviors to change yourself.73 The good news, though, is that by making enough changes to our states over time, we are capable of making long-lasting changes not only to our traits but also to our most valued goals in life.74

Principle #6: Strive for Growth, Not Happiness

The founding humanistic psychologists were not focused on happiness or achievement, topics that receive so much attention in modern-day psychology and in self-help books. Instead, they were primarily interested in personal routes to health and growth. This process often involves experiencing uncomfortable emotions fully and accepting and integrating them with the rest of human experience.75 This is why I personally prefer terms that describe the emotional experience—such as “exuberant,” “comfortable,” “uncomfortable,” and “painful”—instead of outright labeling the emotions as “positive” or “negative.”

Researchers are increasingly taking a more nuanced understanding of our traits, emotions, and behaviors, one that takes into account the importance of context.76 Many emotions that make people uncomfortable or are painful to bear can be incredibly conducive to growth, just as the more comfortable or even ebullient emotions can sometimes sabotage our growth. The point is to embrace the full richness and complexities of our emotional landscape and bring them to a healthy integration. As Carl Rogers observed in his psychotherapy practice, “It seems to me that clients who have moved significantly in therapy live more intimately with their feelings of pain, but also more vividly with their feelings of ecstasy; that anger is more clearly felt, but so also is love; that fear is an experience they know more deeply, but so is courage. And the reason they can thus live fully in a wider range is that they have this underlying confidence in themselves as trustworthy instruments for encountering life.”77 

Of course, most of us want to feel good. On average, people tend to prefer more feel-good feelings in their daily lives relative to uncomfortable or painful emotions. The good news is that when people consistently move in the direction of growth, feelings of happiness and life satisfaction tend to come along for the ride as an epiphenomenon of growth.78 In other words, the best route to happiness and life satisfaction is through transcending your egoistic insecurities, becoming the best version of yourself, and making a positive contribution to the world around you.

Consider the Dark Horse project, a long-term Harvard University study that looked at people who achieve impressive success that nobody saw coming.79 Their list of “dark horses” include in‑home chefs, master sommeliers, puppeteers, life coaches, embalmers, dog trainers, and air-balloon pilots. How did these trailblazers reach personal fulfillment and success? The researchers found that the key to their success was that they stayed focused on growing the things they cared most about, and they paid little attention to how they were doing in comparison to others or to traditional definitions of success.80 They were able to find fulfillment and achievement by cultivating their unique interests, abilities, and circumstances.

Principle #7: Harness the Power of Your Dark Side

I criticize the classical Freudians for tending (in the extreme instance) to pathologize everything and for not seeing clearly enough the healthward possibilities in the human being, for seeing everything through brown-colored glasses. But the growth school (in the extreme instance) is equally vulnerable, for they tend to see through rose-colored glasses and generally slide over the problems of pathology, of weakness, of failure to grow. One is like a theology of evil and sin exclusively; the other is like a theology without any evil at all, and is therefore equally incorrect and unrealistic.

—Abraham Maslow, Toward a Psychology of Being (1962)

Carl Rogers noted that a common fear among his patients was that therapy would “release the beast” within themselves as they remove their defenses and fully experience previously unknown aspects of themselves. However, Rogers found that just the opposite actually occurs: “There is no beast in man. There is only man in man, and this we have been able to release.”81

As people become more open to all their impulses, Rogers noted that people tend to strike more of a balance among their competing needs, and they are able to show aggression when it is realistically appropriate, but not display a “runaway” need for aggression. It is only when people deny awareness of various aspects of their experience, Rogers argued, that we have reason to fear them. However, when one is most fully human, one’s varied feelings operate in a constructive harmony: “It is not always conventional. It will not always be conforming. It will be individualized. But it will also be socialized.”82

Rollo May had a similar although in his view an even more realistic approach to human evil.83 May highlighted the “daimonic” that exists in all of us (not to be confused with the demonic). May believed that humans are neither fundamentally good nor fundamentally evil but “are bundles of both evil and good potentialities.”84 May defined the daimonic as whatever potentiality within us “has the power to take over the whole person.”85 Integrating the daimonic into the personality can result in creativity and can be constructive. However, if the daimonic is not integrated, “it can take over the total personality . . . destructive activity is then the result.”86 May believed that the healthy integration of hostility, aggression, and anger was essential for growth, not by avoiding the potential for evil but by directly confronting it.87

While May believed we have the potential for both good and evil, he agreed with the other humanistic psychologists of the day that the environment can play an important role in helping to guide these potentialities in healthy directions. Indeed, Maslow repeatedly pointed out that we can help create good conditions for choosing.88 

George Vaillant, who has revitalized the importance of our mind’s defenses for healthy adaption to life, has also emphasized our great potential for change.89 Not by suppressing our inner conflicts, or by pretending that everything is perfectly fine when it’s not, but by transforming our defenses “from thunderstorms to rainbows,” and in doing so, contributing to some of our highest heights of creative expression and wisdom. “The maladaptive defenses of adolescence can evolve into the virtues of maturity,” Vaillant writes. “If we use defenses well, we are deemed mentally healthy, conscientious, funny, creative, and altruistic. If we use them badly, the psychiatrist diagnoses us ill, our neighbors label us unpleasant, and society brands us immoral.”90

The founding humanistic psychologists were neither wide-eyed optimists nor cynical naysayers.FN25 Maslow referred to himself as an “optimistic realist,” arguing for a balance of perspectives on human nature.91 While acknowledging our inner conflicts and defenses, humanistic psychologists also dared to show us the human possibilities for growth and goodness.





Appendix II: Growth Challenges

Growth Challenges

(co‑authored with Jordyn Feingold)

One can choose to go back toward safety or forward toward growth. Growth must be chosen again and again; fear must be overcome again and again. 

—Abraham Maslow1

Congratulations! If you are reading this text, you have likely begun your own personal journey toward growth, integration, and transcendence. The growth challenges presented on the following pages are designed to usher you, providing prompts, activities, and thought experiments to foster your development toward becoming a whole person.

Each exercise accompanies the science found throughout the chapters of this book and builds on the previous challenges, so we suggest that you go through them in sequence.2 Some challenges might require more of your time and attention than others, based on how each exercise resonates with you and your unique life circumstances. We advise that you proceed with these exercises mindfully, consciously reserving judgment for yourself and any of your perceived shortcomings; this journey is about leaning into your whole self, capitalizing on what is working, and using those strengths to help you ascend your own hierarchy. Feel free to take your time with each exercise, but in some instances you might mindfully decide that it’s better to move on to another exercise and return to a prior one when you are more ready. Remember, life is not a video game, and human development is often a two-steps-forward, one-step-back contiguous dynamic.3 Finally, we recommend that you keep a journal dedicated to reflecting on each challenge so that you can chart your journey. 

We hope you remain on this brave path, choosing growth again and again. Good luck sailing!

Growth Challenge #1: Spot Your Lopsided Development

One crucial step on the path to becoming a whole person is awareness of your lopsided development. This growth challenge is a start toward identifying and facing your own outsize reactions to the world, so that you can begin moving in a direction to live more by your values, rather than falling for many of the illusions that we tend to live by mindlessly every day. Certainly, there are times when it is important to be compliant, aggressive, and detached from the world around you. However, if you find yourself disproportionately falling into one of these categories more than the others, this may indicate that you are stuck in the boat of insecurity without setting sail and moving forward.

The Challenge

Start by reading through the various items under each heading (Compliance, Aggressive, and Detached; see next page).4 Tally up the number of statements you agree with under each heading to determine your “neurotic trend,” as the humanistic psychoanalyst Karen Horney put it.5 This is where we will first bring our attention.

Most Prominent Neurotic Trend: ________________________________

(You might find that you affiliate with many statements under each heading, so you can simply choose the one you want to work on first.) 

Now elaborate on the concrete beliefs or behaviors you exhibit that reflect each of the statements you agree with, i.e., how do these thoughts manifest themselves in your life?

Consider: How do these beliefs and behaviors help you? How might they get in the way of you living most by your values and feeling whole? How can you question the beliefs that are impeding you so that you may live with greater inner freedom?
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Commit to being more aware of these beliefs as they come up in your life—how can you continue to challenge these beliefs and free yourself so that you can become the person you most wish to become?

Growth Challenge #2: Explore Your Dark Side

The latest research suggests the importance of not only cultivating positive emotions and events in our lives, but also accepting and exploring our most difficult or uncomfortable emotions, acknowledging them non-judgmentally, and hopefully finding a healthy outlet for them.6 For instance, emotions like pride, guilt, anger, or embarrassment can serve as cues that we may find useful in repenting, resolving a conflict, or evaluating the reasons for these negative emotions so that we may respond to them. Similarly, features of our lives that may sometimes feel to us like scars, such as struggling with physical or mental illness, harboring a particular insecurity, and so on, can actually become sources of great strength, giving us a unique ability to help or understand other people. 

This activity involves reacting mindfully to our own uncomfortable emotions or life experiences and thinking about ways to harness these emotions for optimal growth and creativity. 

The Challenge

In your journal, reflect upon your “dark side,” using some or all of the following questions to guide you:

	•	What might come to mind when thinking about your own dark side?


	•	What are a few situations in your life that make you feel particularly negative (i.e., time spent in a particular place, with certain people, things you often dread but have to do, etc.)?


	•	What is something in your life that you struggle with or see as a potential scar?


	•	Consider in what ways have you coped with the negative emotions, emotional scars, or negative parts of your identity?


	•	In what new ways might you be able to take these negative emotions or scars and do something productive with them, such as making small personal improvements or connecting with others, rather than judging yourself? How might your dark side make you a better friend, student, or person? How does your dark side serve you in helping you become a whole person?


Growth Challenge #3: Face Your Fears

This growth challenge involves identifying and facing your psychological fear(s) so that you may better combat the persistent anxieties in daily life that interfere with your health and overall capacity to thrive. You will start by reading through the following Psychological Fears Scale and continue with the exercise prompt.7 

Psychological Fears Scale

Fear of Failure

		1. I am afraid of failing in somewhat difficult situations when a lot depends on me.


		2. I feel uneasy doing something if I am not sure of succeeding.


		3. If I do not understand a problem immediately, I start feeling anxious.


Fear of Rejection

		4. When I get to know new people, I often fear being rejected by them.


		5. Being given the cold shoulder when approaching strangers makes me feel insecure.


		6. Being rejected is a big deal for me.


Fear of Losing Control

		7. I become scared when I lose control over things.


		8. I start worrying instantly when I notice that I don’t have an impact on some things.


		9. The idea of not having any control in a situation frightens me.


Fear of Losing Emotional Contact

		10. I am absolutely devastated if a good friend breaks off contact with me.


		11. I become agitated when I lose emotional contact with my loved ones.


		12. If a close friend blows me off, I become anxious about our relationship.


Fear of Losing Reputation

		13. I would be very worried if my good reputation was in danger.


		14. I’m very keen on an undamaged reputation.


The Challenge

Think about some of your own fears. For some, these might come immediately to mind, or you may read through the Psychological Fears Scale to see which statements resonate with you most.

Determine which fear(s) you would most like to work on, based on your current life experiences and taking into account the Psychological Fears Scale.

In a written reflection, explore the following:

	•	What am I afraid of? Why is this so scary to me? What is the worst possible outcome of this happening to me?


	•	What could be a potentially favorable outcome of this fear unfolding? In what ways might I grow as a person? What might I learn? What parts of myself can I rely on (i.e., specific qualities, strengths) that could help me overcome my greatest fear?


Throughout your daily life, try to notice when your fears are getting in your way. Commit yourself to facing this fear and being even-handed with what positive things might ensue as you feel yourself panicking or avoiding these aversive stimuli.

Growth Challenge #4: Grow Together, Cultivate a Secure Relationship

At one time or another, we have all felt insecure in a relationship, whether due to external stressors or because of our own more deep-seated tendencies toward avoidance or anxiety. However, when couples express their fears and needs with one another, previously silenced concerns can be tackled directly, and partners may be relieved of the pressure to mind-read or assume how their partner might be feeling. This exercise is designed for dyads (couples, friends, siblings, etc.) to engage in to deepen your most valued relationships, demystify hidden feelings or anxieties, and secure a foundation of trust and acceptance.

The Challenge

Sit with a partner (a significant other, close friend, etc.) in a comfortable setting without distractions (put away cell phones and bring your full presence to the moment).

Together, start by coming up with at least two or three elements of your relationship that you cherish the most and which bring you the most satisfaction (i.e., the fun you have together, your common vision of the future, what you learn from each other, etc.). Feel free to really delve into those elements that make your relationship successful, citing specific memories or stories, perhaps sharing feelings you have not expressed before.

Once you feel that you have a sufficient list of the strongest parts of the relationship, allow each partner to share one concern or insecurity that they may harbor. As you share, try to use only “I” statements rather than “you” statements, sharing your experience without placing blame on the partner. The listener should wait to respond in any way until the speaker is entirely done sharing. The listener should then repeat back their partner’s statement to ensure mutual understanding.

Together, devise a plan to address this concern, drawing upon your mutual strengths from the first part of the exercise to formulate a solution.

Note: You will likely not be able to solve these problems or concerns in one sitting. The goal of this challenge is to create an environment where it is safe to share your insecurities, in which both partners commit to being more mindful of their partner’s needs. Drawing upon your strengths together and as individuals can be a great approach to dealing with insecurity and anxiety.

Switch places so that each partner has had a chance to share and that you have a plan for beginning to address each partner’s concerns.

Growth Challenge #5: Foster a High-Quality Connection

Even brief moments of connection with other people can enliven our days and bring us closer to experiencing wholeness. Imagine how different your day might feel if, instead of feeling tension and awkwardness with your classmate or neighbor, your interactions were defined by trust, humor, and mutual positive regard. This exercise is about transforming a subpar or even neutral relationship in your life into a source of energy and sustaining connection.

Tips for Building High-Quality Connections (HQCs) in Four Domains8
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The Challenge

Choose a relationship in your personal or professional life in which your interactions with another person are less than ideal. In writing, describe and reflect on the current state of this relationship. What about this connection might be subpar?

Strategize about potential steps that you can take to improve your quality of connection with this person. What specific actions can you take to enhance the relationship quality and build genuine positive regard?

When you feel ready, actually start by reflecting on what you observe. Have you noticed any changes in the quality of this connection? How does this impact your energy level? How can you continue to ensure this connection, and other connections, remain high quality?

Growth Challenge #6: Active Constructive Responding

A central part of Carl Rogers’s person-centered therapy was what he referred to as “active listening.”9 Rogers viewed active listening as essential for effective communication and resolving conflicts. His approach involves having the listener paraphrase what they have heard to make sure that both people have a mutual understanding of what was said, as it is core to the “Grow Together, Cultivate a Secure Relationship” growth challenge. Today, scientists have elaborated on this through the Active Constructive Responding technique.10 This growth challenge will help you practice this technique within the context of responding to positive news.

Ways of Responding to Positive News

Example: Your friend shares with you that they have received a job promotion.
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The Challenge

Choose a person in your life with whom you are close (a friend, classmate, significant other, etc.). Start paying attention to how you respond to them when they relay good news, such as “My interview went so well today!” or “I’m cleared by work to take a long vacation this summer!” Do this long enough to discern a stable pattern.

Do you respond enthusiastically, asking questions and reveling in the other person’s success? Do you do this more frequently than any other sort of response? If so, you are demonstrating active-constructive responding. You most likely already have an excellent relationship with this person. If that is the case, choose another target for this exercise.

Continue observing your responses to others until you find someone to whom you do not typically respond this way. Reflect: What keeps you from responding actively/constructively with this person? (It might be because you care deeply about this person, and a critical response indicates a desire to protect them. You may not want a friend to get too excited about something that could fall through.) However, a steady stream of tempered enthusiasm or seemingly “constructive” criticism can take a toll on the relationship if your partner does not feel supported or if this is all that he or she hears from you.

Accordingly, resolve to respond to this person’s good news in an active and constructive manner. Find at least three opportunities to use Active Constructive Responding with this person.

Reflect in a journal about the interactions you had, both in terms of what you did and how the other person reacted. Was it challenging to change your response style? How did your partner respond? Did you notice anything change in the dynamic between the two of you? What, if anything, did you learn from this exercise?

Growth Challenge #7: Practice Healthy Assertiveness

Practicing assertiveness involves employing a communication style that enables open and honest exchange with others and demonstrates that you are in control of your own behavior and actions. An assertive style is one of four communication styles, which include passive, aggressive, passive-aggressive, and alternating.
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The Challenge11

Review the pyramid graphic, including the behaviors, nonverbal communication, beliefs, emotions, and goals of each of the communication styles. Determine which communication style is your dominant response. If you are already an assertive communicator in most domains of your life, consider choosing another exercise to complete this week. If you are nearly always assertive except in certain situations, focus this exercise on those situations in which you could be more assertive.

Briefly list one to three situations in your life in which you would like to become more assertive (and less passive, passive-aggressive, or aggressive).

Complete the following sentences:

	•	I act most passive when: ______________________________________


	•	I often become aggressive when: _______________________________


	•	My biggest fear of being assertive is: ____________________________


	•	The one to three people in my life with whom I find it hardest to be assertive are: ________________________________________________


	•	I am already quite assertive when: ______________________________


Reflect upon your answers to these questions and practice acting in a more assertive manner in one domain in your life. Write a brief reflection after you endeavor to practice some assertiveness skills, as highlighted on the diagram above. Here are some additional tips for being more assertive as you complete this exercise:12

	•	Assertiveness is about controlling our own behavior, not the behavior of others. You always have a choice. You can’t stop people from asking of you, but you can say no.


	•	People are not psychic. If you want something, ask for it! If others say no, do not take it personally.


	•	Symbolic value (i.e., what actions represent, as opposed to the action itself) is often what makes confrontation hard. Try to get others to change a behavior, not their personality.


Growth Challenge #8: Unplug 

This exercise is about detaching from the virtual world of cell phones, television, tablets, email, smartwatches, and anything with a screen, and plugging in to the present moment—being with yourself, your friends, your family. Not only do phones and other electronic devices get in the way of quality time during meals, other quality time with family and friends, and time alone decompressing from a difficult day or savoring a great one, but these devices may also hamper our sleep quality. The blue light in our cell phones and televisions interferes with melatonin and may disrupt our circadian rhythms.13 Therefore, unplugging from electronic devices at least two hours before bed and sleeping in a dark room may greatly enhance sleep quality.

The Challenge

Set an evening to unplug. Invite friends or family to participate in the Unplug Challenge with you. You, alone or with your friends/family members, will shut off all electronic devices, including the television, cell phones, tablets, computers, etc. Use clean socks as “sleeping bags” for participants’ cell phones.

Set yourself up to complete an activity while you are “unplugged.” This can include cooking dinner, reading, writing, going for a walk or hike, or creating a piece of art. If you are completing the Unplug Challenge with others, you can cook together, discuss a book, co‑create art, play board games, hike, play charades, or create a family tree if completing the challenge with family.

After an evening of unplugged fun, remain unplugged until bedtime. Resist the temptation to turn on your phone or browse the web before bed. Get to bed at a reasonable hour so that you can get as close to eight hours of sleep as possible.

Complete a written reflection, detailing your experience of unplugging either by yourself or with others. What did you do while unplugged? How did you feel? How do you feel now? What did you learn from this exercise?

Growth Challenge #9: Ditch Perfect!

Securing our self-esteem involves worrying less about what other people think, taking more risks, and spending less of our energy projecting a persona of perfection. Many of us spend too much of our own precious time and energy striving for perfection, worrying about how we are doing at any given task, rather than what we are doing in the moment. This quest for perfectionism can leave us feeling exhausted, isolated, and constantly dissatisfied with others and ourselves. This exercise is about questioning the pressures that we place on ourselves and receive from others to be perfect and settling for “good enough” so that we can move in the direction of greater self-actualization.

The Challenge

Think about an area in your life in which you find yourself striving for perfection. Explore the following questions in a written reflection:

	•	Why might I feel pressure to be perfect?


	•	What does striving for perfection require of me? How does it impact my energy?


	•	How does it impact my feelings of self-worth?


	•	How might seeking perfection actually interfere with my performance?


	•	What am I putting at risk by not achieving perfection?


	•	What is the worst thing that will happen if I am not perfect?


	•	How likely is this outcome?


After reflecting on these questions, identify some ways that you can “ditch perfect” in your life. Devise an explicit plan to increase your tolerance for “good enough” in yourself and others. Note that this does not mean settling for mediocrity—rather, it means shifting our focus of attention from outcome to process, the how to the what, and enabling ourselves to learn and grow, even through failure.

Growth Challenge #10: Challenge Cognitive Distortions

Throughout our evolution, humans have developed ways of navigating the world to make it easier to make decisions when we are inundated with information. Confirmation bias is one such shortcut, defined as the tendency to notice, remember, and value information that supports our beliefs and disregard and devalue evidence that conflicts with our beliefs. The problem is, our beliefs themselves are often fraught with cognitive distortions or irrational patterns in our thinking (elaborated on below).14

We often then rely on faulty beliefs to make judgments about the world, others, and ourselves. This faulty reasoning can leave us feeling exhausted, isolated, and constantly disappointed by others and dissatisfied with ourselves. This exercise is about identifying and understanding some of the thinking errors that you are subject to, and actively challenging and testing the truth of them so that you may break negative thought patterns and change core beliefs that aren’t serving your growth.15 In doing so, you can eventually learn to take your negative automatic thoughts less seriously and free yourself from some of our own angst, frustration, shame, and neuroticism. 

Common cognitive distortions include but are certainly not limited to (these examples may or may not have been taken from Scott’s personal life):16

	•	Black-and-white thinking: Viewing everything in extreme terms. (“If I get rejected by this woman, I’m a total loser in life.”)


	•	Catastrophizing: Believing that the worst will happen in a given situation. (“If I approach this woman I really like, I am 100 percent going to get rejected harshly and everyone will see and I will feel totally humiliated and the video of this happening will appear on Instagram somewhere and my mom will see and . . .”)


	•	False sense of hopelessness: Believing we have less power to reach an outcome than we really do. (“There’s no point in approaching her anyway, I’ll probably just come across as shady.”)


	•	Minimizing: Undervaluing positive events. (“She seems interested in me, but I don’t think I really deserve it. It was probably my new jacket she really liked and not anything I said or did in that interaction.”)


	•	Personalizing: Attributing the outcome of a situation as solely the result of one’s own actions or behaviors. (“She said she has a girlfriend; she must be saying that because she really is not interested in me and was probably repulsed by me.”)


	•	Shoulding: Thinking the way we want things to turn out is how they ought to have turned out. (“She really should have liked me, it seemed so meant to be.”)


	•	Entitlement: Expecting a particular outcome based on our status of behavior. (“I deserve for her to like me because I’m such a nice person.”)


	•	Jumping to conclusions: Feeling certain of the meaning of a situation despite little evidence to support that conclusion. (“She hasn’t texted me back in two days; I know that she is actively trying to avoid me.”)


	•	Overgeneralizing: Drawing conclusions or settling on a global belief based on a single situation. (“Since I was rejected by her, I might as well never approach any other woman I’m interested in ever again because I am obviously unlovable.”)


	•	Mind reading: Assuming others know what you are thinking or that you know what another is thinking, despite not communicating directly. (“She should know that I am interested in her romantically; it doesn’t need to be said.”)


	•	Emotional reasoning: Reasoning that what we feel is true, without evidence. (“I feel jealous when I see my new partner talking to other guys. She must be cheating on me, or why else would I feel this way?”)


	•	Outsourcing happiness: Making outside factors the ultimate arbiter of our happiness. (“I can’t be happy in life unless I am attractive to as many women as possible.”)


The Challenge

Pick out some of these cognitive distortions that you find yourself falling subject to regularly. Ask yourself: When do you typically fall into these patterns? How do these patterns impact your sense of self-worth and sense of competence? How do they affect the way you view others?

How might you prevent yourself from falling into some of these patterns in the future?

Think about a specific example of when you fell into one of these cognitive distortions. Write down an outline of the specific example, note what trap you fell into, and ask yourself the critical questions for each distortion: 

	•	Black-and-white thinking: What might the gray area be here? (“If I get rejected by this woman, might there be some alternative explanation other than ‘I’m a total loser’?”)


	•	Catastrophizing: How likely is it that this worst-case scenario will happen? What evidence do you have to believe that this will happen? Do you have a sense of agency here to improve the outcome? (“If I do happen to get rejected, what can I do to ensure I maintain my dignity and self-respect?”)


	•	False sense of hopelessness: What could come of taking a risk here, even if the odds of success are low? (“She may downright reject me, but what if she doesn’t? What do I have to lose?”)


	•	Minimizing: What could you have done to contribute to the situation? (“Other than my cool new jacket, what else did she like about Me?”)


	•	Personalizing: What could others have done to contribute to the situation? (“She very well might have liked me, but she has a boyfriend. Sometimes it’s just not the right timing.”)


	•	Shoulding: Is this thought rational? (“What about the situation led me to think we ‘should’ be together?”)


	•	Entitlement: Is this thought rational? (“Does my being a nice guy automatically mean that she should be attracted to me romantically? Why do I deserve this particular woman in this particular instance, without her even getting a chance to get to know me? Or are there other factors at play?”)


	•	Jumping to conclusions: Could there be other explanations for this situation? (“She hasn’t texted me back in two days; other than avoiding me, could she be busy? Without reception? Working?”)


	•	Overgeneralizing: Is this a fair global assessment? (“Am I universally unlovable, or is there another explanation for why this did not work out?”)


	•	Mind reading: Were you clear in communicating your feelings? Are you missing critical information? (“Did I adequately express my feelings to her? How could I have been clearer in getting my message across?”)


	•	Emotional reasoning: Do your feelings accurately reflect the facts of the situation? (“Do I have factual evidence to support my feelings of jealousy? Is it possible that I am wrong here?”)


	•	Outsourcing happiness: How can you rely on your inner self for happiness in this moment? (“What do I love about myself, and how can I use my own strengths to get me through this moment?”)


How might you notice when you are falling into a distortion in real time, and how can you avoid some of these patterns in the future? Be a scientist—test the evidence for your negative core beliefs. Keep track of the evidence for and against your belief during the course of your day. Look at your journal and analyze the data. How strong is the case for your belief, really?17

How can you build new core beliefs that are more conducive to growth? Tip: See if you can identify a more realistic belief. As clinical psychologist Seth Gillihan notes, “Don’t worry if you have a hard time feeling like your alternative belief is true. Negative core beliefs can be persistent, and modifying them takes time and repetition.”18

Growth Challenge #11: Be Socially Curious!

This growth challenge is about cultivating social curiosity in order to see the people in our lives for who they really are, rather than who we want them to be.

The Challenge

Choose someone in your life with whom you will practice your social curiosity. This can be someone you know very well, or it can be with a newer relationship. The next time you engage with this person, try to learn or notice something about


	•	What would your perfect day be like?


	•	If you could have a meal with anyone in the world, who would it be with and why?


	•	What would others say is your greatest strength, and why?


	•	What are you fearful of, and why?


	•	What is a dream you have for the near future? For the distant future?
















	•	May you be safe.


	•	May you live your life in peace, free from pain.


	•	May you always feel supported and loved.



	•	May you be safe.


	•	May you live your life in peace, free from pain.


	•	May you always feel supported and loved.



	•	May I be safe.


	•	May I live my life in peace, free from pain.


	•	May I always feel supported and loved.

















	•	“Sometimes it can be challenging to be a goofy friend when I also have to be diligent and serious while I run my business.” 


	•	“As a leader of my religious organization, I have to be constantly available for my congregants. As a father, I want to be completely available for my children. It sometimes feels as though I don’t have the bandwidth to do it all.”



	•	“Being goofy with my friends and family recharges me so that I can be fully present and more serious in my workplace. It is also sometimes an advantage to be slightly goofy with my clients. After all, we are all human.”


	•	“I can use my knowledge and growth from being a father to help my congregants in my role as a spiritual leader.” 






















	•	What in my life am I best at? What sorts of things feel effortless for me (i.e., they energize me and light me up)?


	•	What in my life do I choose to pursue, even though it is challenging?


	•	What in life do I most value?


	•	What in my life provides me with a sense that I am part of something larger than myself?


	•	What in my life focuses my attention most completely and allows me to enter the flow state of consciousness?


	•	If I could quit school tomorrow and do absolutely anything in the world, what would I do?

















	•	Vastness (being in the presence of something grand)


	•	Self-diminishment (feeling small in a large universe)


	•	Feeling challenged to mentally process the experience 


	•	Connectedness (having the sense of being connected to everything around you)


	•	A distorted sense of time and space (time may speed up or move much more slowly than usual)


	•	The feeling of being one whole harmonious self, free of inner conflict


	•	Being without fear, doubt, or negative self-talk


	•	Experiencing distinct physical sensations (such as the chills, having your jaw drop, etc.)

















	•	I take responsibility for my whole self, including my flaws.


	•	My weaknesses are the raw material for personal growth.


	•	I accept my whole self in this moment.
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