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About the Book

‘Why?’ is a question we constantly ask as children, curious to understand the world around us. As adults, we tend to think our work is done, that to ask ‘why’ is to admit how much we still don’t know.

But ‘why’ is the word that helps us learn, grow and truly get to know ourselves – things we are never too old to do. So if you haven’t asked that question in a while, this book is here to inspire and motivate you to renew your curiosity.

Full of fresh perspectives and intelligent thinking, How to Be Curious encourages you to dig deeper into your work, wellbeing, relationships and inner world. Award-winning journalist and Features Director at Stylist, Meena Alexander, brings you chapters on everything from battling burnout and biohacking your brain, to rethinking the way you rest and learning to thrive alone, packed with insights from industry-leading experts, interactive quizzes and journaling prompts. Consider it a life coach you can carry with you; a place to find the answers to the questions we ask ourselves every day.




Foreword

By Lisa Smosarski, Editorial Director of Stylist

I was one of those children who was often called nosy. ‘It’s none of your business,’ was a well-worn catchphrase in my home as my parents and brother swatted me away from investigating what was going on when they were chatting/reading/writing/on the phone/doing pretty much anything I wasn’t involved in.

I don’t think they were particularly secretive people, so I can only assume that my childish questioning was driving them up the wall – which you can probably relate to if you’ve ever been on the receiving end of a small child’s external monologue. ‘Why is your mouth so big?’, ‘What does God look like?’ and ‘Why are some people so mean?’ are all questions I’ve been faced with from a small child recently, and my answers have been impatient and, I suspect, inadequate.

Looking back, like most children, those questions were an attempt to make sense of a world led by often abstract and illogical rules. I was determined to work it all out and can recall those random moments when I actually did, which were accompanied by a warm sense of gratification. Far from deterring me, my family’s stock response may well have been the motivation I needed to quite literally make it my business to get people to answer my questions.

Journalism is the perfect career for anyone who is naturally curious. As journalists, we are given permission to ask our questions all day long, and then spend the rest of our time searching for, and processing, the answers. I was fourteen when this eureka moment first hit me, thanks in part to a TV show called Press Gang, which was about a group of school kids making a newspaper. Each episode would see them hold truth to power – often their teachers or local people of note. They would bravely interrogate these people before discovering the truth and then causing real trouble by printing it. I decided that was my calling, and off I went to journalism school.

The reality of the job turned out to be even better than fourteen-year-old me had imagined. I was being paid to ask celebrities, MPs, businesspeople and fascinating humans questions about their lives and their work. I got to visit 10 Downing Street and Buckingham Palace, and to visit places that I thought I would only ever see on TV, drinking in every detail so I could share it with others. As I became an editor, it became my job to hypothesise on topics that baffled me – like ‘Why do we still get colds?’ and ‘Is the weather really worse at weekends?’ – and commission other journalists to come back to me with the answers (the results of both of these bits of analysis were published in Stylist and still remain some of my favourite reads). A good day at the office involved examining how my readers were feeling so I could produce the content they didn’t even know they wanted. Every day was different, and I would revel in the pleasure of learning something new every week – like did you know that people sneeze differently depending on the language they speak? Just one of the many random facts I’ve retained from my commissions at Stylist.

My entire team at Stylist share this trait of insatiable curiosity. Some may call it nosiness or think what’s private should remain that way, but I have only ever seen curiosity as an incredible power to think – or act – beyond that which we already know. It is an openness to the fact that we don’t have all the answers or know how to do everything . . . and an ability to revel in the pleasure of trying to find out.

I have come to learn there are many different types of curiosity, ranging from emotional (questioning our own behaviours and why we feel what we feel), to practical (how do I fix, make or improve something or expand my skill set?), intellectual (philosophising and existential thought or desire for deeper knowledge), creative (exploring new practices, artistry and creation), scientific (proof and disproof or exploration of that which we want to know more about) and truth-finding (a suspicion there might be more to something than meets the eye and a desire to know more).

Scientists believe this natural-born curiosity is as essential to our survival as sleep, food and water, and have discovered that our body rewards us with a hit of dopamine, the feel-good hormone, when we sate our curiosity. Dopamine is normally associated with truly pleasurable moments – being given a gift or hugging a loved one, eating something tasty or even having great sex – yet curiosity triggers that same, pleasurable feeling, albeit perhaps in slightly lower levels.

Without curiosity, we would not have survived in evolutionary terms, which is why our DNA evolved to reward it. It is the ingrained curiosity that drives our ability to find food, water or shelter . . . or, more randomly, the innate need we feel to immediately touch a hot plate just after someone warns us not to. It is also presumably what led us to discover that we should run away from, not towards, a sweet-looking tiger or lion, and that some things taste much better – or make us less ill – when blasted with fire. Curiosity drives babies to discover they have feet and eventually to learn to walk, and helps adults to create coping mechanisms when faced with a crisis or conundrum.

Since our lives became less focused on running away from sabre-toothed tigers or finding a cave to sleep in, that dopamine hit is now much more likely to come from solving a tricky problem or discovering something new. Which means learning can, quite literally, make us feel genuine pleasure and happiness.

It is perhaps disappointing to discover then that, despite this great gift for deriving hormonal highs from knowledge, we are likely to become less curious as we age. One theory for why this happens as we mature is down to the sheer overwhelm adulthood can bring. When faced with stress, relationship troubles, career challenges, the toxicity of our polarised society, where curiosity can bring cancellation, or just the overwhelming news cycle itself, many people instinctively want to retreat away from the perceived ‘danger’. But getting curious about how to tackle those challenges can be an antidote in itself. Seeking answers can empower us to find, if not solutions, then alternative workarounds or a more thorough understanding, which can then help us process what is going on.

As we age further, curiosity may also be replaced by a sense of wisdom, of having seen or done it all before. Yet a research paper in 2018 found that avoiding the temptation to give in to this and maintaining our natural-born curiosity can help stave off cognitive and physical decline as we age, with memory being specifically boosted by this curious mindset.

And that’s not all. Countless studies have connected curiosity to increased engagement and enjoyment of work, a reduction in stress, burnout, anxiety and depression, strengthened relationships, and a generally more positive and happier mindset. Thankfully, we know you’re a curious bunch. And it is this openness to being curious and new experiences that has sparked the growth of continuous learning, a new trend which sees us open our minds to ongoing and voluntary, self-motivated education. This form of learning isn’t always traditionally academic and can be truly broad-ranging – from searching to understand someone else’s experience in order to empathise or rethink your own position, to learning a new skill, like shoe-making or upholstery – and has the power to awaken our natural curiosity, which is often eroded by our busy lives and never-ending to-do lists.

I am a firm believer in the saying ‘If you’re comfortable, you’re not learning,’ and the same goes for curiosity too. If you think you have all the answers, you’ve probably stopped asking the right questions. So let How to Be Curious become your new playbook for wriggling into that discomfort zone and reigniting that once-annoying but now quite inspired inner-child who asked ‘why?’ and ‘how?’ on repeat until they got the answers they were looking for. The topics in this book, created by our Features Director Meena Alexander and her army of experts, are here to inspire and motivate you to renew your curiosity and squeeze more of the juice out of life. Take this chance to look at the world through a different lens and, if you do nothing else, just stay curious.




A note on journaling

Throughout this book you will be asked to journal, a method proven to consolidate learning and help process your thoughts as you come across new ideas and self-discovery tools. Look out for prompts and questions within each chapter – and keep your favourite notebook and a pen handy.
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