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To everyone choosing hope over fear


Praise for Better in Every Sense

“Norman Farb and Zindel Segal, two renowned contemplative scientists, have written the go-to book for a deep, sophisticated, and useful understanding of the brain, the mind, and mood—while illuminating a fundamental path to flourishing. The secret is ‘sense foraging’—a beautiful practice that opens the door to a more joyful, connected, and purposeful life. You must try these accessible exercises and sense for yourself!”

—Elissa Epel, PhD, author of New York Times bestseller The Telomere Effect and The Stress Prescription

“We are creatures of habit. Our minds—and lives—run largely on autopilot, which can help us survive day to day, but can get us stuck in cycles of depression, anxiety, or simply getting by. Farb and Segal expertly unpack the difference between being alive and truly living, and in the process, make complex neuroscience accessible. They also guide us with practical tools to awaken to the freshness of each moment so that we can truly live our lives Better in Every Sense.”

—Judson Brewer, MD, PhD, New York Times bestselling author of Unwinding Anxiety and The Craving Mind

“These two highly trained and highly skilled professionals have got the chops—and the goods—to help you genuinely upgrade your life.”

—Dan Harris, author of 10% Happier

“When you are feeling stressed or stuck, how do you relate to your life? In Better in Every Sense the authors take us through the science of tools to get out of the ‘house of habit’ and offer ways to re-engage with your life.

A wonderful new book by Norman Farb and Zindel Segal. Fascinating, thought-provoking, and so useful in these trying times.”

—Sharon Salzberg, author of Lovingkindness and Real Life

“A brilliant, user-friendly, and easy-to-implement framework explaining why intentionally tuning in to our senses and learning how to trust them and expand their repertoire in outside-the-box ways—what the authors call ‘sense foraging’—is profoundly liberative and healing, revolutionary, and yet totally commonsensical.”

—Jon Kabat-Zinn, founder of Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction and author of Coming to Our Senses

“The wisdom in this book is palpable. The authors distill their deep expertise in neuroscience and mental health into vivid stories and enticing exercises. You’ll come away with practical insights on why, when, and how certain wellness activities enliven you whereas others fall flat. Looking to escape habit loops that keep you stuck? Then read this book, awaken your senses, and stay curious.”

—Barbara Fredrickson, PhD, Author of Positivity and Love 2.0

“An accessible synthesis of the neuroscience of sensation, interfused with a practical set of strategies, tactics and tools, designed to actively engage and recalibrate capacity to ‘sense one’s own senses.’ Farb and Segal have outlined the essential building blocks and provided a straightforward series of practices to help us more agilely respond and thrive in an ever-changing and challenging world.”

—Helen Mayberg, MD, Mount Sinai
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Introduction

Much Madness is divinest Sense—

To a discerning Eye

—EMILY DICKINSON

MAYA HAD A COMFORTABLE LIFE. SHE HAD A STEADY JOB, went to concerts, ate the occasional taco, did yoga, and made time for friends and hobbies. Unlike the protagonists in great works of fiction, she had experienced no catastrophic divorce, addiction, or bankruptcy. Rather than some fabled redemption arc from success to obscurity and back again, Maya’s life was more even-keeled. Yet she awoke each morning feeling restless and dissatisfied. She found herself thinking, “I thought life would feel better.” But she didn’t feel better. She felt stuck.

As an accomplished problem-solver in the workplace, Maya had done the self-help thing, tried to set herself on a journey of personal growth. She followed bestselling guides to self-improvement that zeroed in on behaviors that promised to make her life better. She was told things like: be persistent, celebrate victories, avoid negative thoughts, express gratitude, stay in the moment, and visualize your goals. The idea was to build up what’s helpful and shed what’s unhelpful, with periodic check-ins to ensure that she was “doing it right.”

But nothing helped. She finished off multiple self-help guides and still felt stuck. Even getting a promotion at work stopped moving the needle on life satisfaction. In her quiet moments, Maya wondered what to do—she had followed the best advice and still felt anxious and unfulfilled. How could she “get better” when she was mired in an existential quandary with no clear path out of the mud? When your efforts to improve leave you feeling blocked and overwhelmed, the idea of “getting better” stops making sense. What does “better” even mean?

The remedy came from an unexpected source. Maya’s aunt dragged her to a local knitting group. Agreeing initially out of a sense of familial obligation, Maya was not expecting much. But to her surprise, there was something about the tactile experience of knitting, the plastic needles in her hands, the metronomic sound of the needles clicking together, the yarn sliding across her fingers, and the dexterity required, that drew her in. She felt a surprising surge of pleasure at seeing the strands of yarn transform into something larger, complete, and whole. She wasn’t sure how, but after each knitting class, she felt somehow lighter, free to think more creatively, her problems receding into the distance. Most importantly, in those moments of exploration, she stopped feeling stuck. She wondered why knitting felt so different from the rest of her life but wasn’t sure how to make use of this experience.

That’s where we come in. There is a hidden science behind why we get stuck and what to do about it. It’s not usually due to a lack of problem-solving skills, so books promising to provide such skills might be barking up the wrong tree. Instead, we begin to feel trapped when we find ourselves having to solve the same problems over and over again. We become prisoners of our own problem-solving strategies, with no clear way to break the cycle.

And there’s a danger here, backed by more than a century of research: staying stuck inevitably leads to breakdown. A partner stuck in “being right” wins arguments and loses relationships. A person stuck in “saving money” accumulates wealth but not happiness. Someone stuck in “being safe” avoids catastrophe at the cost of surprise and wonder. What if our hard-won habits for maintaining the status quo have become a big part of the problem? There is a solution, but it’s not what you expect.

With this book, we want to teach you how to renegotiate your habitual behaviors, restore your potential for getting unstuck, and reengage with your life. These skills will empower you to move ahead in your career, your relationship, your stalled-out creative project—paradoxically, by embracing the feeling of not knowing how to fix it. Which, if you think about it, is pretty much the way the world presents itself to us—with plenty of surprises. We’re conditioned to act as if the world is predictable—that x plus y ultimately will add up to z, and that z will bring happiness. We’re told that if we work hard enough, we’ll acquire resources and acclaim, and surely contentment will follow … right?

There is, of course, tremendous cultural pressure to believe in this formula, but the conditioning doesn’t come from culture alone. The fact is, our brains are wired to find patterns, adapt to them, then anticipate and respond to the world in predictable ways. Much of this is helpful—essential, in fact. The problem arises when your patterns of perception, and the habits that follow, no longer align with reality, or with what you truly want.

We’ve spent years—decades, actually—studying the brain network in charge of finding and following patterns. We call it the House of Habit, although it’s more formally known as the default mode network (DMN). It calls the shots far more than you may realize, and much of the time it allows us to glide through life far more easily than we otherwise might. But sometimes this House of Habit gets things really, really wrong, and that’s when it needs to be circumvented.

Through our research—which you’ll learn a great deal more about in the pages ahead—we’ve discovered a way of slipping around this dominant, pattern-following part of the brain to sense what’s really going on and to respond without the rigidity of the preprogrammed behaviors that are the DMN’s stock-in-trade. This can be incredibly liberating, and—by the way—very good for your mental health. Escaping the House of Habit means being able to find out for yourself what makes sense in your life, what needs to change, what must be endured, and what can be savored and appreciated.

From what we see around us, Maya isn’t alone in her dissatisfaction. Millions of people in all walks of life are desperate to get “unstuck.” The world needs this kind of help more than ever. One of the side effects of COVID-19 was the Great Resignation, the realization by millions of workers, ranging from the cleanup crew to the CEO, that their current job—and maybe any steady job—just wasn’t for them. These restless people might not have been entirely sure what they wanted, but they knew what they had wasn’t it.

This sort of restlessness used to be called a “midlife crisis,” a term that became fashionable during the 1950s. More recently, twenty-five-year-olds began to experience the “quarter-life crisis,” especially when early disappointments meant returning home to live in Mom and Dad’s basement. This crisis comes not only from realizing that we may have been sold an overidealistic worldview, but also from being unable to find a better one. When our waking life is governed too much by the DMN, the trouble can take numerous forms: writer’s block, career burnout, empathy fatigue, or even a loss of momentum that has no description better than “the blahs.” What’s the point of trying when we seem like a side character in other people’s stories, grudgingly marching from cradle to grave?

But ruminating about how life isn’t going the way you want doesn’t get you out of your predicament. It’s just piling guilt about the blahs on top of the blahs. You need a new way of experiencing life when you’re stuck resenting the experience you have. All those excellent work habits and empowering habits of mind you’ve learned aren’t going to help. You simply can’t think your way out of this one. In fact, all that hard work you’ve done to make sense of the world may well have woven the web that has you feeling stuck.

OUR PROMISE TO YOU

Many programs for getting unstuck and living a happier life map out steps to get you from a place of disorganization to a place of certainty, guiding you to act or feel a particular way. As you may have guessed, we hope to do the opposite. We want to help you limit the extent to which you exploit your existing repertoire of predictable and “appropriate” behaviors—the mental habits imposed by the DMN—and find new options for engaging with the world. This means getting beyond rule following and rigid patterns of perception and action, and learning instead to forage in uncertainty, to effectively “sense before you leap.”

But we’re not sending you off to an ashram to find your bliss, to subvert your faculty of reason, or to turn you away from the world. We want you to flourish in the here and now, right where you are. For that, you’ll need to find a sweet spot that balances preserving the habits that work for you with discovering new ways of being that are better than what came before. Escaping the tyranny of the DMN can help you make the most of two human capacities that are critical: being able to exploit what you know while still being free to explore for what you don’t. The payoff will be a revitalized you and a happier life.

It’s time for life to get better, in every sense.
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