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PRAISE FOR

Ordinary Magic

“This book addresses the deepest questions we ask ourselves—Can I succeed? Do I belong? Does my partner really love me?—and shows us how to approach these questions in ways that enhance well-being and success for ourselves and others. Greg Walton is one of the great psychologists of our time and Ordinary Magic is a life-changing book.”

—Carol Dweck, author of the international bestseller Mindset

“This book reveals how small steps can lead to giant leaps. Drawing on his groundbreaking research, Greg Walton shares what it takes to increase success in school, reduce stress in marriage, and boost happiness in life. It’s an eye-opening look at how we have more power to improve our lives than we realize.”

—Adam Grant, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Think Again and Hidden Potential

“Rare is the book that changes the way you understand yourself and other people. And rare is the psychologist who can pioneer the science and explain it plainly. This is what makes Ordinary Magic nothing short of extraordinary. Greg Walton pulls back the curtain on how we navigate those pivotal moments of uncertainty that launch us on upward or downward spirals—depending on how we answer questions of belonging, identity, and competence that confront us all. This book is a kind of manual for becoming a psychologically wiser human being by one of the most respected and sincere scholars I know. I cannot recommend this book more highly! I loved it!”

—Angela Duckworth, New York Times bestselling author of Grit: The Power of Passion and Perseverance

“The most important popular psychology book of the year, from one of the most important psychologists in a generation, Ordinary Magic shows how to make your mind work for you, not against you, when tackling life’s most meaningful questions.”

—Kelly McGonigal, author of The Upside of Stress

“It might seem fantastical that a set of simple techniques can make people happier, improve romantic relationships, reduce child abuse, reduce the achievement gap in schools, reduce dropout rates in college, reduce recidivism among troubled teens, reduce school suspensions, improve interactions between the police and citizens, reduce global poverty, and much, much more. But in this brilliant book, the pioneering social psychologist Greg Walton explains how “ordinary magic” can accomplish all of this. Even better, he does so with an accessible, poignant, and engaging writing style that makes it the best of both worlds—a book that is fun to read and will change your life.”

—Timothy D. Wilson, author of Redirect: Changing the Stories We Live By

“Ordinary Magic is required reading for anyone interested in making positive change in the world—an essential how-to guide from one of the most important psychologists working on the challenge of behavior change today.”

—Laurie Santos, Professor of Psychology at Yale University and host of The Happiness Lab podcast

“Do life’s biggest problems feel insurmountable? Greg Walton has the answer in his remarkable book Ordinary Magic. Using cutting-edge behavioral science, he shows how to break big problems into bite-sized goals we can all accomplish.”

—Arthur C. Brooks, Harvard professor and #1 New York Times bestselling author

“This is an inspiring book by one of psychology’s greatest architects of how to change behavior for the good—in relationships, in one’s personal life, in the schooling of minority and low-income students, in building institutional trust, even in how to reduce global poverty. The reader learns how, through the recursive processes they launch, small interventions can move hills and, in time, mountains. It’s an exciting book whose time has come—a must-read by anyone interested in seeing our society improve.”

—Claude M. Steele, author of Whistling Vivaldi: How Stereotypes Affect Us and What We Can Do

“Ordinary Magic breaks it down. Here are the secret ingredients to conjure the magic of more confidence, trust, and belonging for ourselves and others. Blending stories, engaging descriptions of research, and straightforward, evidence-backed advice, the result is a bold, accessible, and inspiring book.”

—Hazel Rose Markus, co-author of Clash!: How to Thrive in a Multicultural World




ABOUT THE AUTHOR

GREGORY M. WALTON, PHD, is the co-director of the Dweck-Walton Lab, the Michael Forman University Fellow in Undergraduate Education, and a professor of psychology at Stanford University. Dr. Walton’s research is supported by many foundations, including Character Lab, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, the Jeff and Tricia Raikes Foundation, and the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation as well as the National Science Foundation. He has been covered by major media outlets including The New York Times, Harvard Business Review, The Wall Street Journal, NPR, The Chronicle of Higher Education, The Washington Post, San Francisco Chronicle, and Los Angeles Times.





Ordinary
Magic

The SCIENCE of How We Can
ACHIEVE BIG CHANGE
with SMALL ACTS

Dr Gregory M. Walton

[image: Headline Press logo]






Copyright © Gregory M. Walton 2025

The right of Gregory M. Walton to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

First published in the United States by Harmony Books, an imprint of Random House,

A division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York

First published in Great Britain in 2025 by Headline Press

An imprint of Headline Publishing Group Limited

Photograph of Elizabeth Eckford, page 69, reprinted with permission of the Will Counts Collection, Indiana University Archives.

Chapter-opening illustrations by Mark Nerys

Adobe Stock illustrations: part-opening illustrations by Kal El BSF; minus sign and checkmark by Vector light Studio; spirals by Vitalii; smiley face emoji by martialred; teacher and student by rashadaliyev; hand washing by aboutmomentsimages; paper towel dispenser by Janis Abolins; people icons by Rudzhan; tears of joy emoji by Nijat; postcard by o_a; notepaper and paperclip by MR; paper by weedezign

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN: 978 1 0354 2978 3

Headline Publishing Group Limited

An Hachette UK Company

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk




FOR LISA, LUCY, AND OLIVER.

And for kids everywhere, young and old,

learning and becoming together.




Contents

PRAISE FOR ORDINARY MAGIC

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

TITLE PAGE

COPYRIGHT PAGE

DEDICATION

PROLOGUE

PART 1: SPIRALS

CHAPTER 1: Spiraling Down

CHAPTER 2: Spiraling Up

PART 2: ME

CHAPTER 3: Do I Belong?

CHAPTER 4: Can I Do It?

CHAPTER 5: Who Am I?

Spotlight: Reducing Global Poverty

PART 3: YOU

CHAPTER 6: Do You Love Me?

CHAPTER 7: Can I Trust You?

Spotlight: Improving School for the Most Vulnerable Children

PART 4: US

CHAPTER 8: Toward a Better World

Floodlight: Making School Wise

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

NOTES

INDEX




They say life is like a box of chocolates, and I’d agree. But it’s also full of questions.


Can I do it?

Do I belong?

Am I enough?



Here are these questions. Here’s why they come up. Here are the spirals they start. And here is how we can set them to rest.




Prologue

[image: A line drawing of a crayon.]
One of my favorite books as a child was Crockett Johnson’s Harold and the Purple Crayon. You might remember it. Harold is a little boy with a magic crayon. Whatever he needs, he just draws. When his absent-minded scribbling transforms into deep water, he quickly draws himself a boat and clambers aboard. When he’s done sailing, he simply sketches a shoreline upon which to disembark.

If only we had magic crayons to create new realities for ourselves and erase the problems that cause our minds to spiral. But, of course, life isn’t a storybook. There are no magic fixes for the problems we carry with us all day long. Never mind the world around us. There’s no easy way to scribble out big feelings like shame and mistrust (Am I a bad person? Are you a bad person?). A poster that proclaims “You’re #1” won’t eliminate the fear of falling short (Am I smart enough?). You can’t just “snap out of” impostor syndrome (Do I belong here?). There’s no “nudge” for the kind of rumination that sparks vicious cycles of worry in a marriage (Is our relationship in trouble?). But, perhaps, if we understood these questions more deeply, why they come up and how they work, we could find answers that will set us free.

This book is about change, and how to achieve it. It’s about how things go wrong in our minds and our lives, in our relationships and our communities—and how we can set them right.

Our focus will be on all the things that matter: our most important goals; our belonging in spaces we care about; our closest relationships; conflicts that threaten to rule our lives; our health. Often persistent problems can feel permanent, as if they were locked-in features that constrain us, hold us back. But in fact, we have vast opportunities for change. And the tools to achieve this change are at your fingertips.

I could tell you this whole story as a series of magic tricks. Here’s one. Did you know that three questions can improve your marriage? No, really, just three. That’s what happened in one study of Chicagoland couples. Seven minutes a pop every four months for a year made couples closer, more satisfied, and more intimate. “21 Minutes to Save a Marriage” was the headline. Here’s another. Did you know a one-page letter could keep kids out of jail? That’s what happened in Oakland, California, with kids coming back to school from juvenile detention. That letter cut recidivism by forty percentage points. A third: A San Francisco hospital sent former patients a string of postcards. That cut suicide rates by half over two years. So, yes, the “tricks” in this book can get you more love and sex, keep kids out of jail, and save lives. Ba-da-bing!

If you’re feeling skeptical, experiencing that waaaait a minute!—this is “too good to be true”—feeling, I get it. I really do. So, we’re going to slow down. That’s why there’s a whole book ahead.

Two and a half decades ago, when I entered grad school, there’s no way I would have believed that this sort of change was possible. It completely violates our intuitions. What is this, some kind of weird action-at-a-distance? A crumpling of psychological mind space so something tiny and trivial here (twenty-one minutes) transforms something huge and far away (the quality of your marriage a year later)? Some of the stories I’ll share will seem magical. More science fiction than science. The tools of change I’ll describe seem so small, so quick, so easy it’s hard to believe they really can produce enormous gains. But the data are real. In fact, these tools are the products of decades of basic work by ingenious teams. We have dynamic models that explain how and why these seemingly magical results happen. And the best part is, this is a power we can harness.

It’s worth thinking, just for now, that we already know that big changes can come from humble beginnings. An hour-long surgery can change your life forever. Is there any reason a precise psychological exercise—something that helps you think through a question that has pressed and re-pressed on your mind—can’t do the same? This book will present hard-won, peer-reviewed, well-replicated evidence to show why seemingly small moments can make a world of difference.

So, I could tell you this story as a series of magic tricks. But I won’t. For that wouldn’t do it justice. For you and me and all of us all around the world are not mere spectators in this drama, sitting in plush chairs in some fancy theater watching magicians perform onstage. No, all of us are actors in this show. The true value of the story I have to tell is to pull back the curtain and invite you in. I’ll introduce you to the scientists and professionals who have designed these catalysts and conducted the basic research. In their stories, we’ll see how transformative change is not just possible but, in fact, completely ordinary. It’s ordinary magic. By the end of this book, I hope you’ll find examples like these both commonplace and extraordinary all at once (as I do now). And I hope you’ll find them useful (as I also do). For this science gives a new vision of what is possible for ourselves, for our relationships and our communities, for our institutions, and for our world at large. It helps us understand how extraordinary change can happen and what each of us can do to make it happen. So, this book is the big reveal.

There’s another reason it would be wrong to tell this story as a series of magic tricks. We’re not going to put a select few magicians onstage as models for the rest of us to marvel at. No one has a monopoly on the kind of wisdom needed to make change happen. We’re all on a journey to understand ourselves and others more deeply, to see more clearly the circumstances that we and others are placed in. That’s the wisdom that allows us to act. So, we’ll learn from many different people in many different circumstances. And I’ll share my own experiences—both my successes and where I’ve screwed up and learned. My goal is for all of us to learn together to become wiser in understanding the challenges that life presents and how we can navigate these challenges well. And critically, we’ll learn from a science that clarifies the crucial processes and tests what actually makes a difference in the most rigorous ways possible.

For more than two decades now, I’ve been privileged to be part of a wonderful community based primarily in social psychology. It’s a community focused on challenges in life and what helps people navigate them well. Much of this work has been conducted quietly, often beginning in laboratory settings far removed from the public eye. It’s work with deep connections to all the major problem spaces in life: to school, and how we learn; to health, and how we thrive; to relationships, and how we connect; and to work, and how we achieve. At key points, psychologists and skilled professionals have come together to build, step-by-step, practices that short-circuit vicious cycles of doubt, rumination, and conflict. It’s a way to bring science and practice together to create meaningful, measurable, and lasting improvement in people’s lives.

So, I’ll take you on a journey with me. I’ll explain the science behind the seemingly magical results in detail, with vivid examples. I’ll introduce you to the women and men whose collective insights have advanced this work one step at a time.

The mechanisms we’ll uncover aren’t like the butterfly whose flapping wings change the weather. It’s not random. They’re more like flicks that set off chain reactions. We can predict when troubling questions will come up for ourselves or others. We can learn how to answer these questions well. We know that this can make a difference in people’s lives. And, increasingly, we can predict the settings in which these answers will be helpful and the settings in which they won’t. This is wisdom you can take to the bank—to achieve your goals and to be a better partner, a better parent, or a better educator, health professional, or other professional for those you serve.

These precise psychological exercises? These tools of change? In my community, we have a name for these things. We call them wise interventions.

In one case, my colleagues and I found that just an hour helping new college students surface and work through the question of whether they could belong in college helped them stay engaged, build relationships with mentors, and achieve at a higher rate over the next three years. Ten years out, participants in our study were happier and more successful in their careers than peers in the control group. That’s an hour to change a life.

Gains like these amaze us. But what we should really marvel at is the power of the underlying psychology: the potency of the questions that people are asking in specific contexts (Can people like me belong in college?); the viciousness of the spirals, both psychological and relational, one can go down when the answer seems negative (Maybe not); and the extraordinary opportunities we have to get to better answers.

Over the course of this book, we’ll travel far and wide. We’ll glean insights from research undertaken in my lab and labs around the world; from wise educators and other professionals; from a variety of individual people of deep wisdom; from my own kids and students; and from children’s books, which I’ve always seen as inspiring interventions of their own. Some of the best picture books, books like Jacqueline Woodson’s The Day You Begin, animate troubling questions about the most important issues we face—like identity and difference—and gracefully guide us to wise answers, an expanded sense of possibility, whatever our age.

Before we go further, it might help to say what we’re not doing when we do wise interventions. We’re not telling students, “You belong!” or giving out T-shirts that proclaim it. And we’re not telling people what to believe and then blaming them if they don’t.

At Stanford, I share a lab with my close friend and colleague Carol Dweck. Dweck is well known for her groundbreaking research on growth (versus fixed) mindsets of intelligence. I’ve conducted a good deal of research with her and others on growth mindset. It’s one of the most important wise interventions I know.

Unfortunately, the word “mindset” has been subject to some misunderstandings. There’s a current in the popular zeitgeist that casts “mindsets” as a matter of personal responsibility. I’ve had countless college students tell me they were told in high school that they “should have” a growth mindset, as if a student struggling in school who feels judged as dumb could just wield a growth mindset like Harold’s magic crayon. But in many ways, we live in a fixed-mindset culture. A student might attend a “gifted and talented” program, take a test presumed to evaluate inherent ability, or be told, “You’re so smart.” That culture saddles students with a looming question, especially when they struggle, Am I smart enough?

When our culture places nasty questions on the table, we can’t just will them away. The world is full of exhortations, “Believe that you belong,” “. . . that intelligence can grow,” “. . . in yourself.” Just believe? I don’t know about you, but when I feel a creeping doubt, I can’t just ignore it.

It takes a process. Dweck calls it “a journey.” It’s because of this confusion I won’t use the word “mindset” much in this book. And I won’t use “believe” as a command. The questions we face are legitimate. Do I belong? Can I do it? Am I loved? Can I trust you? They come up at specific times, for excellent reasons. They come from our culture and our contexts. Then we must contend with them.

This is where wise interventions come in. They create the right space to think through real questions we face.

Often, others help us get to better answers. It’s the good friend who helps you see that a challenge you face, a doubt you feel, is fundamentally normal, that there’s nothing wrong with you, that there are ways to make progress. It’s a way to release those catastrophic fears. You might have ten opportunities for a conversation like that today. And when we plan for this, when we anticipate the icky questions that come up and create opportunities for people to contend with them honestly, all of us can spiral up. That’s what allows three questions to change a marriage, a letter to improve the trajectory of a child’s life. The drama here is below the surface. The change is quiet. The magic is ordinary.

So, in school, tools like growth-mindset interventions offer students better answers to troubling questions they commonly face. A student fails a test. Does this mean I’m dumb? No. Challenge is how you learn. Students can use answers like these to good effect. With these tools we have more power than we commonly realize to make things better for ourselves, our partners in life, and our communities. All of us do. Far more power.

But that power has limits. For not every school is one in which all students can belong. Some schools are discriminatory. And not every classroom is one where every student feels safe acting on a growth mindset—taking on challenges, making mistakes, or raising their hand when they’re confused. So, institutions have crucial responsibilities too, to create better climates for those they serve. Change happens on several tracks.

In part 1 (“Spirals”), I’ll introduce the key concepts you need to understand wise interventions: What are core questions? When do they come up? How do they set off downward spirals? And, lacking magic crayons, how can we reverse this process to spiral up? Then, in parts 2 and 3 (“Me” and “You”), we’ll dig into five of the biggest questions we face—and how we can answer them well to thrive. Questions about belonging (chapter 3); whether you can achieve your goals (chapter 4); your identity and how you’re seen (chapter 5); your closest relationships (chapter 6); and trust and respect out in the world (chapter 7). Finally, in part 4 (“Us”), we’ll step back to think about the world we live in together and what it will take to make it wiser and better for all of us.

My goal is that this book will serve as a wise intervention of its own: to help all of us see more clearly the questions our lives present, both the questions that you face and the questions that other people face. All too often these questions stay below the surface, under our radar, stealthy and working against us. There they fester. But by seeing these questions clearly, by surfacing them and understanding their logic, we can answer them.

So, this book is for everyone. And it’s a story of science. As we explore, we’ll see areas where our understanding is strong and well developed. I’ll share how that knowledge developed. But we’ll also find areas where our theories are so far less well developed, and we’ll learn how scientists are seeking to fill the gaps, to revise our theories by learning from and with the people contending with “bad” things here and now.

Along the way, you’ll meet many people. Some, I suspect, you’ll be sympathetic to. Maybe they’re in a situation you’re familiar with, or one you’ve faced yourself. Others you might not like so much. Some do foolish or even terrible things. But this book isn’t about casting judgment. It’s about understanding the questions that come up for all of us, in our different roles and perspectives, as we navigate life in all its twists and turns. It’s about following the logic of these questions, seeing where they lead, and learning how you can answer them well for yourself and help others do the same. For, in becoming a little wiser, we can do a little more good.

We’ve been taught that change is hard. That relationships take work. That there aren’t shortcuts to self-improvement. There’s truth in all of that. But when that truth is overstated, things can feel hopeless. It can make us resigned, as if we were stuck with problems. A life in science has taught me that we don’t have to settle for incremental progress. A small initial insight, a small change in direction, can lead us to vast new lands.




PART 1

Spirals




Chapter 1

Spiraling Down
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Single starting errors . . . multiplied through time into a fan-shaped array.

–IAN MCEWAN, LESSONS



I was four years old when I first got caught in a spiral. At least it’s the first one I remember. My family had moved from Michigan to California for a year and a half, and my new preschool had a “No running” rule, inside or out. I was a willful child with lots of energy, no friends, and little regard for dumb rules. So I spent every day chasing the other kids around the playground, breaking that rule. Most days ended with me in the bleachers in “time-out.” I just wanted to play!

Things might have kept on muddling along that way but for a telling event on school picture day. At least it was telling to me. A teacher sat me right in the middle of the group and made a point to ask me, among all the kids there, to hold the school sign. Why would she do that? I wondered. Was this supposed to make me like her, or this terrible school? Slowly it began to dawn on me that maybe I’d become “the bad kid,” the one who must be pacified, the troublemaker.

But I wasn’t a bad kid! They were the evil ones. My anger began to boil. A fine moral outrage rose up within me. No future child could suffer my fate. Impelled, I began to follow the director around as she showed the school to prospective parents—and told them exactly what I thought of the school.

For the director, that was it. She ushered my parents in for a meeting and told them I would not be welcome back. “We’ll tell the other parents whatever you like,” she said. My father, wonderfully antiauthoritarian, responded, “How ’bout the truth?”

Things don’t go wrong just at once. Often, they start small, sometimes in tiny, almost imperceptible steps. A little feeling, a small thought, an action taken or withheld. But then they gather speed, and before you know it, they’ve spiraled out of control. You get locked in a conflict with a teacher and decide they’re your enemy. Your partner is late for date night—again—and you decide they don’t love you. You fail a test and conclude, “I’m not a math person.”

How do we get there? And how can we get out of these cycles or, better yet, prevent them from starting in the first place?

I’ve thought a lot about spirals, both as a kid and now as a partner, a parent, and a general-purpose human being. And as a social psychologist, a teacher, and a professor, I’ve studied spirals, the bad thoughts and feelings that set them off, and what we can do about them. Through these experiences, I’ve come to appreciate three foundational ideas.

The first is that, almost all the time, the self-doubt and mistrust we experience don’t just pop into our heads randomly. We’re not crazy, with wanton worries, at least not most of the time. Our doubts are triggered. The situation gives you your worries. In preschool, I was getting in trouble every day. I had reason to wonder if I was seen as “the bad kid.” That question was on the table. That’s why the event at school picture day was telling to me. It wouldn’t have been telling to my friend George. He wasn’t getting in trouble every day. Or take a student in the first generation in her family to go to college. She has reason to wonder whether she will belong in college; her family hasn’t previously. Then, if she’s excluded from a party, say, or criticized by a professor, it will mean something a little different than it would to a student whose parents have advanced degrees. Our doubts are legitimate responses to the world as it is. That means we can’t expect to excise them quite as a surgeon would a tumor. But we can learn to recognize them, to predict them, and then to contend with them.

The second big idea is that the doubts and worries that preoccupy us often take the form of questions—big, existential questions. Here are three of them:


Who Am I? Questions about how we see ourselves and, often especially, how other people see us: Am I seen as a bad kid?

Do I Belong? Your place in the spaces that matter most to you: Do people like me belong here?

Can I Do It? Your goals and abilities: Am I smart enough to do this?



These aren’t beliefs we hold with confidence. They’re not firm knowledge of your faults and failings, at least not at first. They’re things we’re trying to figure out: fearsome prospects, threats in the air, specters of all sorts and kinds. They might start small, a little fear, a shadow of doubt, but then, when just the right thing (the wrong thing) happens, that fear looms before you. Then you must contend with it.

Do you know the white bear study? Years ago, researchers showed that if you tell people not to think about something (“Don’t think of a white bear!”), they can’t help but do it (Did you?). But when it’s one of these mental bugaboos, that’s even more true. Am I seen as a bad kid? First a question like this threatens to take over your mind. You might deny it or try to push it away, but it pops up again and again. It’s all-consuming. That’s because the question is important. It matters for your sense of who you are, for relationships you care about. So you want to figure it out.

After taking over our minds, questions like this threaten to take over our lives. They act like leading questions. They point us toward negative conclusions; then those conclusions can quickly become self-fulfilling. The sad irony is that when we act on the basis of these thin slices of evidence, we risk making our fears come true.

At my next and much better school, the teacher did a very California thing. She had all of us five-year-olds sit in a circle on the rug and asked each of us to share what we were feeling. When it got to my turn, I said, “I wish I was a bee and could sting all of you.”

I did myself no favors berating my new classmates. Clearly, that question was still on my mind. But I got lucky. The teacher gave my parents a call, a kind call. My parents explained why I might be a bit mad, and the teacher reacted well. She pulled me closer. A downward spiral was averted. But I wonder, sometimes, how else that story might have gone. I was a little White boy and my parents were academics. Even by preschool we have stereotypes about misbehaving kids. Would a teacher have been so kind to a little Black or brown boy? Would she have pulled him closer? Or might she have thought, Maybe he’s a little troublemaker?

One of my all-time favorite studies shows how spirals can start in relationships. The social psychologist Sandra Murray at the State University of New York at Buffalo brought couples into the lab where she’d designed a provocative situation. In one group, each person got a worksheet that asked them to list “important aspects of your partner’s character that you dislike.” So, both people wrote briefly and then moved on. Everyone was fine. No problem.

In Murray’s second group, however, even though she said both people would do the same task, they actually got different instructions. One person was prompted to list their grievances, but the other was asked to list all the items in their home. That left the first person sitting there, watching their partner write away for nearly two minutes longer, on average. Imagine you’re that person, watching your partner scribble on and on, filling page after page with your failings. Ouch.

Murray’s study was designed to see how that experience might affect people with high versus low self-esteem. When you don’t think highly of yourself—you think you’re not so fun, not so attractive, not so kind—it’s easy to doubt that someone else could think well of you. And in fact, when the people with low self-esteem saw their partners writing away, seemingly unable to stop, they rated their partners more negatively and felt distant from them.

Questions like Am I really loved? make us see the world differently, and if we see things differently, we react differently. If you read your partner’s irritation as more evidence that they’re tired of you—instead of, say, that they had a bad day—you might withdraw emotionally or lash out. That generates still more irritation from your partner—and more evidence for your pessimistic hypothesis: Now I know I’m not loved. Before you know it, you’re spiraling down, out of control. Will that initial question come to define you, or at least your relationship?

But this cycle isn’t inevitable, and that’s my third point. This is a process, and that means it’s not fixed. It’s answers we are looking for when we face defining questions. When we find better ones, we can flip the script, free ourselves, and spark spirals that propel us upward. The things we worry about most are the issues that will define our lives: Does my partner love me? Will I be a good parent? Can I accomplish what matters to me? We can get better at anticipating these questions and recognizing them when they come up, both for ourselves and for other people. We can develop an ear for psychological questions. Then, by accepting these questions instead of suppressing them, we can find answers that are “wise” to our situations, answers that are legitimate and can help us thrive. In doing so, we can become more resilient: in Murray’s study above, people who had high self-esteem were unfazed by watching their partners write on and on about their shortcomings. Maybe we can learn their secret.

The small but powerful tools that reverse these negative spirals? Wise interventions.

BREAKING IT DOWN

Could a postcard save a life? Could a red Volkswagen make you better at math? Could seventeen words increase the odds middle school students go to college? Could twenty-one minutes save your marriage?

Of course, all that seems ridiculous. It doesn’t match the canonical wisdom about success. Big gains seem to require heavy lifting. Sometimes, internal gifts are presented as the deciding factor. The people who succeed are the smartest, the most brilliant, the geniuses among us. Or perhaps it’s the people with the greatest self-control, those highly disciplined human beings who always resist the one tempting marshmallow in order to get two. Sometimes we’re told it isn’t about the person at all but being in the right place at the right time—growing up in the right neighborhood, going to the right school, having the right advantages.

The problem with all these accounts is that they aren’t very useful. They don’t help us see what we can do to make things better (Just be gritty? Become advantaged? Change neighborhoods?). But the fact is, sometimes small things move mountains. To understand how, we must dig deeper to understand exactly how spirals play out in our lives—how one thing leads to another, how we can gain confidence or lose it, build trust or erode it. Often these cycles start with a question.

Say you’re a senior member of your team at work. You’re twelve minutes late to the weekly staff Zoom. Once you’ve “joined audio,” the first thing you hear is your old friend’s voice. “There you are! So glad you could fit us in.” You laugh and explain the disastrous traffic, difficult drop-off at your kids’ school, or whatever it was that messed up your morning. The moment passes and the conversation moves on. You turn to the job at hand, focused and ready to go.

But what if you’re a junior staffer, still feeling your way. Same thing happens: You’re twelve minutes late to the weekly staff Zoom. Once you’ve “joined audio,” the first thing you hear is the boss’s voice. “There you are! So glad you could fit us in.” A few colleagues chuckle. You consider making excuses—about traffic, drop-off, whatever it was—but the moment passes, and the conversation moves on.

Your mind doesn’t, though. It’s still ruminating. Was that snark in my boss’s voice? Were they talking about me before I logged on? Do I fit in here? Am I any good at this job? You might not be fully aware of these questions. Your mind works quickly on multiple tracks at the same time. And those questions are nasty; they threaten your sense of belonging, your worth, and your value, at least at work. So you try to push them away, to suppress them. But they’re still there. And once they’ve been triggered, it might feel like the evidence keeps pouring in.

Someone makes an inside joke in the chat. You don’t get it. I don’t belong here. Someone rolls their eyes while you’re talking. They don’t respect me. The boss ignores you for the rest of the meeting. No one sees me. Again, these thoughts may not be fully conscious. But there’s no mistaking the fact that your motivation to get back to work has waned by the time you log off. What was it you were supposed to look into?

Next thing you know, you’re idly messing around online when a text comes in from the person who rolled their eyes. “You ok? You seemed out of it at the meeting.” You ignore it. But your mind doesn’t. It’s busy composing possible replies. The full spectrum from passive-aggressive to career imperiling. Eventually you pick up your phone. What will you text back?

This is how self-defeating spirals start and how they gather speed. Let’s break down the moving parts:


1. A circumstance places a big question on the table—about identity, belonging, or adequacy: You’re new at work. You want to succeed and belong, but you wonder . . . That question looms, latent and inactive, but present.

2. A “bad” thing happens: Your boss is a little snarky.

3. That question gets triggered: You read the room for answers, drawing negative inferences from ambiguous evidence. You’re distracted from the task at hand. Your pessimistic hypothesis becomes more entrenched.

4. You act on that pessimistic hypothesis, making matters worse.



Maybe you send that colleague a snarky text back. And what do you know: When you see them a few days later, they’re cold to you. Now you aren’t talking. Maybe you flub that assignment your boss gave you, and they lose confidence in you. Fast-forward a year and you’re at a new job. Tensions are emerging with the new co-workers. Or are they? How will this story end? Do you have any control over it?

Yes, you do. We all do. Negative spirals or feedback loops like these aren’t inevitable. In fact, there are very small things we can do both for ourselves and for others to nip them in the bud—and prevent catastrophic outcomes months and years into the future. Better yet, there are ways we can launch positive spirals—dramatically increasing our chances of future happiness, success, and flourishing. The very same processes can either propel us upward or pull us down.

To understand how all this is possible, let’s get more precise about sequences like 1–4. There are three key concepts at play: “core questions” (No. 1), meaning making or “construal” (Nos. 2 and 3), and “calcification” (No. 4). Think of these as “the three Cs” of spirals—whether positive or negative.

[image: A diagram illustrating the causes of spiraling down versus spiraling up.]

Description
The process of spiralling down is shown as core questions unaddressed, construals pessimisstic, and calcify a worse trajectory. The process of spiralling up is shown as core questions addressed, construals hopeful, and calcify a better trajectory.


CORE QUESTIONS. There are the fundamental questions all of us face, at one time or another. For example: Who am I? Do I belong? Am I enough? I think of these questions as “defining” because they help define you and your life: your sense of self, what relationships you’ll have, and whether you’ll be able to do and be the things you aspire to. There might be long stretches when you don’t think about a given question much because it’s settled for you then. But at critical junctures specific questions flare up, unsettle, and preoccupy you. Then they begin to shape what you see and how you act.

CONSTRUAL. It’s natural to think that we have an unfiltered view of the world. That light hits your eyes and you just see what’s out there. But it’s more that we read the world, interpret it, drawing inferences based on what’s already in our heads. We pick up on themes that seem relevant or important to us, not noticing or screening out other details. “Construal” is the word psychologists use to describe this process, although I won’t use that word much because frankly it’s a mouthful of taffy.

This filtering can be so rapid, so automatic, so “natural” that it becomes invisible to us. One finding that helped me understand this looked at early language development. When babies are first born, they can distinguish every sound in every human language. So, a newborn baby in Japan, say, will perk up when a series of ls is interrupted with an r, a phonological distinction that isn’t made in Japanese and one that poses notorious difficulties to adult Japanese speakers trying to learn English (“Hello” versus “Herro”). Or a baby learning English will notice the distinction between the English th (θ) and similar sounds in Hindi [image: ], which are also nearly indistinguishable to adult English speakers. What happens? By the time babies turn one, they’ve learned which distinctions are made in their native language and which aren’t. The first baby has learned to read the world as a Japanese speaker; the second as an English speaker. They’ve learned what they can safely ignore, so they can focus on the distinctions that matter for them. And now they can’t “hear” what’s not marked. (This is why a person learning a second language as an adult can have a leg up if they heard that language as a baby. They may not remember any grammar or vocabulary. But they might be able to hear the novel phonological distinctions that others struggle with.)

But it’s not just in the course of development that we learn what’s relevant to us and then read the world that way. It’s every day, in every interaction, in all our little goals too. A friend once told me of an ingenious class demonstration that helped her begin to understand this process. A professor split the class in two and then spoke to the first half alone, telling them of his love for travel and a recent trip to Libya. Next, he spoke to the second half about shopping and how hard it was to find the right size shoe. Last, he brought the class together and said a single word. He asked the students to write it down. Students in the first group wrote, “Tripoli.” Those in the second wrote, “Triple E.”

Construal is like a kind of focus. As you look out at the social scene, what snaps to attention? By learning what people see clearly, how they read situations, we can learn what questions guide their view.

If you’re anything like me, one of the most powerful guides is whatever could pose a risk to you, could threaten you. If you’re walking through a forest where a tiger is said to prowl, you might hear that tiger in every rustle of leaves, see it in every sway of reeds. But in the social world, we don’t all face the same threats. That’s why my friend George wouldn’t have minded if he’d been asked to hold the sign at our preschool’s picture day. He wasn’t at risk of being “the bad kid.”

There’s a lovely picture book by Brendan Wenzel called They All Saw a Cat. Wenzel depicts a cat on every page. Only it’s never the same cat. A child sees a pet, warm and fluffy, worthy of a back scratch. A fox sees a fur ball to chase. But the mouse? It sees a demonic monster in blood red with looming yellow eyes, gnashing teeth, and sharp claws. They all see a cat. But only the mouse sees a threat.

When a core question is unsettled for a person, it functions like a lens through which you see the world. We seek answers that can help us resolve that question. Is it true? we ask. Are my doubts and fears well founded? Then, if a “bad” thing happens, it can seem like proof of your negative hypothesis. We aren’t neutral observers on the lookout for evidence one way or the other. We’re in the grip of confirmation bias, attuned to evidence that corroborates our preconceived theory.

Digging Deeper with Construal: Tifbits. Sometimes “bad” things are bad unto themselves: like an episode of depression, a racist comment, an infidelity, or failing a test. But it’s only partly their inherent quality that makes these events bad. One thing is the depression. Another is troubling questions it might provoke, questions like Is there something wrong with me? or Will I be able to accomplish what I want? And sometimes those questions are what is most problematic. Suppose you fail a test. If it’s a good test—that is, a valid test—that means you haven’t learned the material yet. You might have to put in more work, or try a new approach to learn the material. That’s too bad. But somewhere, in the back of your mind, do you think, I’m dumb and I’ll never get it? Do you try to push that thought away, only to find it pop back up? Do you never want to look at the material again? That is what would make a failed test truly “bad.”

I put “bad” in quotes to refer to this second kind of bad. That’s when an event triggers or seems to confirm a negative hypothesis.

It can be easier to see how this triggering works when the event itself is neutral or even positive on its face. That was me at age four being asked to hold the school sign. There was nothing inherently bad about being asked to hold the sign. Or consider a quiet Friday night at home alone. Maybe you take a bath, read a book, or watch a movie. If you’re a busy adult in the “rush hour” of life, that prospect might be pleasant, even blissful. But if you’re in the first year of college, do you think, I haven’t been invited to anything. Am I being excluded? Will I ever make friends? Those questions begin to pose threats, to define you and your prospects negatively.

So, a core question (Am I seen as a bad kid?) can be on the table for people in one case (me) but not another (George), and then the exact same situation feels completely different. This is a layer of complexity we’ll return to again and again. For tricky as it can be to truly understand the questions that you face, it can be trickier yet to appreciate the questions that other people face.

Sometimes it’s comical when one person sees a threat and another does not. Or a pet, which, of course, has its own concerns and ways of seeing the world. Once our dog, Tomato, lovable but dumb, became convinced that a stump caught in the surf was a fearsome sea monster out to get him. He spent a good five minutes chasing the stump, diving back whenever it attacked on an incoming wave. Even after I’d hauled the log out of the water, he struck a defensive pose. I laughed, but for him that stump was the rustle in the leaves.

Of course, I’m not immune. When I was a kid growing up in Michigan, my family often took advantage of the long summer days to go canoeing, a week or more, on rivers as far afield as northern Ontario, great rivers that flow north toward Hudson Bay. So, from an early age, I was comfortable in a canoe, skilled in the intricacies of the “J” stroke, a strong paddler.

One weekend when I was about ten, we took a trip on the Sturgeon River, billed as the fastest in Michigan’s lower peninsula. The outfitter gleefully reported that 80 percent of canoeists flipped at some point. “Plan on getting wet as many of our guests take an unplanned ‘refreshing’ dunk!” they said. The Sturgeon is a small, windy river with quick turns and, most dangerous of all, sweepers—spreads of branches that overlay the outside portion of a turn, right down to the surface of the water. That lets the current pass through unobstructed, but can trap a boat and turn it broadside. Then, with a little wobble, the current will rush in, and down you go.

All through the day we navigated the river with aplomb. We tracked the tight curves, back-paddled when necessary, and kept well to the inside whenever sweepers appeared, far from the swift current that could suck us into the danger zone. We swept past boat after boat of less experienced paddlers caught among the branches. I sure was proud when by mid-afternoon we hadn’t flipped yet.

It was then that we approached a quick but unremarkable right-hand turn, no different from dozens of similar curves we’d already navigated. There was no sweeper, no hidden log just beneath the surface, no protruding rock to dodge. Just fast water, bearing right.

Paddling in the bow (the front), however, I felt some minor turbulence. The boat shifted left, stronger than I expected. That 80 percent figure flashed before my mind. Sure we were going under, I dove right in, the better to get out of the way. And that, of course, is what flipped the boat! My father paddling stern got dunked and came up sputtering—sputtering at me. All our gear floated off down the river. We lost a good hour, a pad, and a life jacket. And I lost any credibility.

Worried I’d flip the boat, I’d flipped the boat.

For me, it was just a momentary doubt, and all that got dumped was the boat. But for my brother, an inference ended a relationship. Living in New York City in his twenties, he met a woman through his work as a musician. Six months in, he thought the relationship was going well. Then, seemingly out of nowhere, she broke up with him. When he asked her to explain her reasoning, his now ex-girlfriend said, “Do you remember that time we went to Macy’s?” My brother had a vague recollection of an entirely uneventful shopping trip.

“Yes,” he said.

“I had to tell you to tuck your shirt in,” she explained, pausing. “I can’t be with you.”

When my brother told me about this later, we christened it a “tifbit”—tiny fact, big theory.* It was silly, and we laughed. But I have always wondered: What did her reaction betray? What question was in her mind that made this event stand out among all the others? Why did an untucked shirt define for her who he was and how they could never be together? How did that reading then shift the trajectory of their relationship? We never did learn what questions were on the table for her.

With wisdom and kindness and a little distance, we can laugh at ourselves in situations like these. But we should pay attention. For beneath every tifbit is a real question, and it’s almost always a reasonable one.

In my first year of college, I was biking back through campus one lovely fall day when I saw a large group of fellow students gathered enthusiastically around a truck from the California burger chain In-N-Out. Maybe they craved a taste of home. But in Michigan, where I was from, there are no In-N-Outs. I’d never heard of it. Feeling excluded from the burger party, I biked off in a huff to eat my lunch in the dining hall alone. I remember thinking, I’m not standing in line for a burger!

What was my problem?

As an eighteen-year-old, I certainly didn’t want to think of myself as feeling that I did not belong in college. And I definitely didn’t want to think that an In-N-Out truck could trigger that feeling. How ridiculous that would be. Who thinks they don’t belong because of a burger truck?

It was ridiculous. Of course not knowing about In-N-Out didn’t mean I didn’t belong in college. But that’s the point. For looking back now, I know the truth is I was homesick. I felt so far from home and all the people I knew and loved. So I wondered, Will I make friends in California? Will I fit in? Seeing all those classmates crowded together, eager to get lunch from a place I’d never even heard of, just triggered those anxieties.

Big responses to small experiences can help us see what lies beneath the surface. For a tifbit is never just a tiny fact. It’s a clue to the bigger questions that define our lives.

CALCIFICATION. Calcification happens when our negative thoughts and feelings get entrenched—often as a consequence of our own actions. You have a bad date and think, Am I unlovable? Will I be alone forever? Pretty soon your next date isn’t going well either. Rinse and repeat long enough, and you’re stuck in a romantic rut. It could have happened to me at age four. Had I been judged a troublemaker, would I have come to love school, to love to read, to love to learn?

When you start to look, you can see spirals everywhere. You fail an important math test. You think you can’t succeed, and stop going to class. You feel sick from a treatment designed to help you overcome an illness. You think it means your illness is especially strong and resistant and so avoid treatment. You have a fight with your kids. You think you’re a “bad parent,” and then yell at them even more the next time. This is self-sabotage, and one step at a time it costs us our achievements, our health, our relationships, and our well-being.

Yet if our struggles arise, in part, from the inferences we draw, we have an opportunity. With a little prompt, I could have known that almost everyone feels homesick at first in college, that we’re all in some sense far from home, even the kids from California, that everyone was trying to find new communities. Maybe then I would have joined the line at the In-N-Out truck. I could have asked someone to tell me what In-N-Out was. Why do they love it? What is “animal style”? I’m sure they would have been thrilled to share. I probably would have had a better lunch. Maybe I would have made a friend, too.
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