

[image: Cover]



CHOOSE
 GROWTH

A WORKBOOK FOR TRANSCENDING
 TRAUMA, FEAR, AND SELF-DOUBT

SCOTT BARRY KAUFMAN, PHD
 & JORDYN H. FEINGOLD, MD

A TarcherPerigee Book


This book is dedicated to our parents, for encouraging us to choose growth, time and time again.


CONTENTS


Introduction

CHAPTER 1

Anchor Yourself 

What Do You Need? 

Who’s in Your Boat? 

Mind, Meet Body  

Face Your Fears

Secure Your Attachment 

CHAPTER 2

Connect

Embrace ­High-­Quality Connections

Small Talk, Big Talk

Be There for the Good Stuff 

Grow Together 

Forgive   

CHAPTER 3

Develop Healthy ­Self-­Esteem

What Is a Healthy ­Self-­Esteem? 

Healthy ­Self-­Esteem vs. Narcissism

Healthy ­Self-­Esteem and Self-Compassion

The Yin and Yang of ­Self-­Compassion 

Set Healthy Boundaries 

Challenge Distorted Thinking   

Break the Impostor Cycle 

Ditch Perfect 

CHAPTER 4

Explore

Expand Your Comfort Zone

Be Socially Curious 

Explore Your Dark Side 

Embrace ­Post-­Traumatic Growth

Embrace the Absurd   

Open Your Mind 

CHAPTER 5

Love 

Give 

The Statue of David and You 

Love Your Enemies 

Being Love

CHAPTER 6

Harness Your Strengths

A Brief History of Character Strengths and Values

Know Your Strengths

Explore Your Strengths 

Spot Strengths in Others 

Use Strengths in New Ways 

CHAPTER 7

Live Your Purpose 

What Do You Value? 

What’s Your Ikigai? 

What’s Your Pandemic Story? 

What’s Your Legacy?

CHAPTER 8

Become a Transcender 

Savor Life 

Cultivate Gratefulness 

Existential Gratitude

Wake Up Grateful 

Prospective Gratitude 

Find Flow 

Experience Awe  

“Yes, ­and . . .” Life 

Conclusion: Community Actualization

Acknowledgments

Notes




INTRODUCTION

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 Maslow

To exist is a true gift. The mere act of existence is full of possibilities for ­self-­actualization and meaningful contribution. With life you can matter and realize your most unique potentials that only you have. There is no one else in the world who can realize those potentials but you.

Human existence is also full of challenges. This is a “given of existence,” as the existential psychotherapist Irvin Yalom put it.1 Indeed, we are living in a time of great change. A global pandemic. An unstable economy. Threats of climate change. Poverty. Inequity. Collapsing governments. War. There are so many reasons to be insecure, uncertain, and apprehensive of the future.

It’s not easy being human, and yet here we are. Humans have shown during this time a remarkable capacity to not only survive and adapt, but also to thrive. What if these times of great uncertainty can lead to changes that contribute to our greatest sources of ­self-­actualization and transcendence? Let’s face it: We’re ready for it. We’re craving it. More people are ready to change their jobs than ever before. According to one survey of U.S. workers, 95 percent said they were considering leaving their jobs due to burnout and a lack of growth opportunities.2 By September 2021, 4.4 million Americans took this plunge, in a trend termed the “Great Resignation.”3 Maybe now is that time to try new things. To reprioritize. To grow.

This book is about helping all of us ­transcend—­to integrate the many facets of ourselves, in service of realizing the good of ­society—­even under the most challenging of circumstances. We will help you lean in to the growth potential we all have, embrace and cocreate our “new normal,” and face future challenges with a renewed sense of vitality, strength, and hope for the future.

The pages of this book are entirely yours: a ­judgment-­free zone to explore your needs and resolve inner conflict and begin to explore how to heal from external conflict as well. It is designed to help build insight and ­self-­understanding to clarify what matters most and how you can choose to nurture those things to ultimately live a richer, more meaningful, and ­self-­actualized life. This book is ­evidence-­based and draws heavily from several areas of psychology, including humanistic psychology, positive psy­chology, developmental psychology, personality psychology, cognitive science, and neuropsychology.

We’re all at different points in our ­self-­actualization journeys, but we’ve all been through the prolonged uncertainty of a global pandemic that has shaken the very foundations of our lives.

POST-­TRAUMATIC GROWTH

Hardship often prepares an ordinary person 
for an extraordinary destiny.

—­C. S. Lewis

The human capacity for ­resilience—­bouncing back in the wake of ­adversity—­is often underrated. Resilience researcher George Bonanno found that survivors of trauma tend to exhibit one of three trajectories: chronic symptoms, gradual recovery, or resilience. In almost every analysis he conducted, the resilience ­trajectory—­bouncing ­back—­is the most common pattern found.4 Bonanno highlights three ingredients that are central to what he terms the “flexibility mindset”: optimism or a general belief in a favorable future, confidence in our ability to cope, and a “challenge orientation,” or viewing obstacles as challenges, rather than threats.5 These core ingredients, Bonanno found, are essential for one’s ability to bounce back, and, we would add, spring forward, after a ­life-­altering event.

Not only is the potential for ­post-­pandemic growth possible, but people are growing right now. According to one large Gallup poll, at the start of the pandemic the percentage of Americans who evaluated their lives well enough to be considered “thriving” was as low as ratings during the Great Recession.6 However, by June 2021 the percentage of Americans who evaluated their lives well enough to be considered thriving had reached the highest levels in more than thirteen years.

We’re also finding newfound ways to be grateful. Psychologist Philip Watkins and his colleagues surveyed 511 adult participants from March to May 2020 about their current and future emotions.7 Even in the thick of the pandemic, more than 56 percent of people reported being very grateful in general, which was 17 percent higher than the responses of any other positive emotion. What’s more, 69 percent of respondents expected to feel even more grateful in the future. During the pandemic, gratitude was a strong predictor of happiness and significantly predicted the likelihood to help others.

The idea that pain and trauma can be transformed into courage and strength has a long history among humans, as exemplified by everything from art and literature to philosophy and spiritual beliefs. Indeed, the “hero’s journey” is a very common narrative throughout literature: The hero explores the world, conquers their inner demons or outer struggles, and comes home changed or strengthened in some victorious way.8

The formal scientific study of this fundamentally human transformation boomed in the ­mid-­1990s when psychologists Lawrence Calhoun and Richard Tedeschi coined the term ­post-­traumatic growth (PTG). According to these researchers, PTG involves “positive psychological changes experienced as a result of the struggle with traumatic or highly challenging life circumstances.”9 The PTG approach is grounded in existential philosophy and ­existential-­humanistic psychology, approaches to human existence that emphasize the importance of viewing suffering through the lens of the meaning that we ascribe to the event.10

Importantly, it’s not the traumatic event itself that leads to growth, but the cognitive processing and ­meaning-­making during and in the aftermath of the event that has the potential to facilitate significant transformations in our lives. PTG does not deny the discomfort and pain frequently associated with a highly challenging experience, but focuses on how we can grow given that we can’t change the past. As the existential psychotherapist Irvin Yalom put it, “Sooner or later [you have] to give up the hope for a better past.”11

Critically, the event doesn’t have to be ­life-­threatening—­life-­altering is not the same as ­life-­threatening—­or cause ­post-­traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). PTG can result from enduring any challenging environment that causes a seismic shift in our worldview and assumptions about how we thought the world worked. Critically, what is traumatic to one person may not be considered traumatic to another; indeed, we believe that “trauma” is in the eye of the beholder.

Some common traumatic events found in ­post-­traumatic growth studies include natural disasters, motor vehicle accidents, bereavement, sexual assault, a terminal illness diagnosis, and combat trauma. Over the course of the pandemic, we would add to the list: quarantine and isolation from loved ones; newfound fears of things that previously sustained us most, such as close physical contact; stigma related to infections and ­infection-­control measures; massive cancellations of life events; work and school closures; the total breakdown of barriers among home, work, and school; forced exposure to the virus for those in jobs that didn’t allow them to work from home; navigating childcare, homeschooling, and sustaining a living for one’s family; rampant death, loss, and despair for both human life and an overall sense of normalcy. The list goes on.

Many of these events are not only ­life-­altering but also ­mind-­altering in some significant way, causing us to see the world and ourselves differently. People who report ­post-­traumatic growth tend to report growth in the following areas:12


	Greater appreciation of life

	Greater appreciation and strengthening of close relationships

	Greater awareness and utilization of one’s personal strengths

	Increased compassion and altruism

	The identification of new possibilities or a purpose in one’s life

	Enhanced spiritual development

	Enhanced creative growth



While many of these findings are based on ­self-­perceived growth, rather than on the objective behaviors that individuals manifest after trauma,13 we believe that even just a shift in one’s view of the world, capacities, and relations to others can have a profound effect and increase a person’s quality of life substantially. This book will help guide you to do just that.

Changes analogous to PTG can also happen in people who have not been exposed to events explicitly considered traumatic and can happen in those who intentionally choose suffering.14 For instance, growth has been found in those who make great sacrifices in their lives to change the world for the better and those who willingly face suffering on their path to mastery. For instance, research has found growth in the aftermath of space travel and solo circumnavigation by sailing.15 People who choose to endure such challenging environments can be changed in ways that are very much like those changes reported by people who endure unexpected traumatic events. But what about events that happen to us that we do not choose?

For those who have been personally touched and transformed by trauma, ­post-­traumatic growth helps us discover and embrace a belief system we did not previously have.16 What’s more, the development of PTG makes a person more capable of responding more optimally in the face of future trauma.

For those who may consider themselves languishing from pandemic ­life—­feeling stuck, ungrounded, ill at ease, lost, or just plain ­worn out17—­we will help you process these experiences and work toward what we call ­post-­pandemic growth: using the era of COVID and all that we’ve been through as a catalyst for living a more examined life, full of transcendent possibility. We believe it is possible to find greater strength, connection, and new possibilities during and in the aftermath of this time.

Of course, growth comes from many sources, and we certainly aren’t making the claim that growth requires suffering.18 In fact, there is also such a thing as ­post-­ecstatic growth, in which we can grow significantly from profoundly positive and inspirational events in our lives.19 This book will help you spur growth intentionally, regardless of your history of hardships or where you are in your journey.

WHO ARE WE?

Scott Barry Kaufman is a cognitive scientist and humanistic psychologist exploring the depths of human potential. He is a professor at Columbia University and founder and director of the Center for Human Potential. As a child growing up with learning difficulties, he became fascinated with human intelligence, creativity, and human potential. His fundamental ­self-­narrative for most of his childhood was that he was “disabled,” not capable of living a normal life. In ninth grade, with the encouragement of a special-education teacher, he took himself out of special education and signed up for more challenging classes. His entire worldview changed. He realized he loved learning. He loved creating. He loved helping others. Through his podcast, articles, ­self-­actualization coaching, talks, and courses, he applies the latest psychological science to help all kinds of minds reach their full potential and become creative, ­self-­actualized human beings.

In the spring of 2015, Scott’s first semester teaching the undergraduate Positive Psychology course at the University of Pennsylvania, Jordyn Feingold, then a college senior, sat on the edge of her seat. Scott could see the wheels spinning as she actively integrated the philosophy, history, and science of positive psychology, the science of human flourishing, into her vision of how she would, one day, practice medicine, and work toward the ­whole-­person ­well-­being of her future patients.

That semester, with Scott’s mentorship, Jordyn decided to postpone her medical school application to apply for the Master of Applied Positive Psychology (MAPP) program. She felt called to acquire this foundational knowledge of the good life ­before going to medical school to learn the ins and outs of disease and body system dysfunction.

Scott and Jordyn stayed in close touch as Jordyn moved to New York City for medical school, and Scott soon followed to teach The Science of Living Well course at Columbia University. They worked together on the ­evidence-­based exercises in Scott’s Transcend: The New Science of ­Self-­Actualization, released not even one month into COVID lockdowns in April 2020. They also worked together on an online ­eight-­week Transcend course created to help people across the world thrive in the wake of the pandemic.

Jordyn has now graduated from medical school, where she developed an expertise in the brain-gut axis and applications of positive psychology in the treatment of gastrointestinal disorders, and led transdisciplinary research studying the psychological impact of the pandemic on ­front­line healthcare workers in New York ­City—­the nation’s first epicenter of the pandemic. She cofounded a positive psychology−based ­peer-­support program for medical trainees and works locally and nationally to address burnout and advocate for the ­well-­being of healthcare workers.

In July 2021, Jordyn continued her training as a resident physician in psychiatry, working with patients with complex psychiatric, medical, and neurological disorders, integrating positive psychology and ­strengths-­based approaches to patient care. In these capacities, she appreciates the complex interrelationships among ­well-­being, ­ill-­being, trauma, ­post-­traumatic stress disorder, and its ­lesser-­known cousin PTG, as she works toward catalyzing a paradigm shift in healthcare toward a field she refers to as “positive medicine.”

THIS BOOK

This book is about the full spectrum of the human experience, of which suffering is an integral part. We encourage you to lean in to and nurture transformation within yourself as a pathway to healing, ­self-­actualization, and ultimately transcendence.

We have written this book to provide you with critical questions and practices that our students of all ages from all over the world have found to be meaningful drivers of ­self-­discovery and growth, and ones that we are continuously using ourselves as we integrate the science of transcendence into our own lives. Many of the practices are based in evidence and have been tested broadly across diverse people all over the world; where we were not able to find specific practices with an evidence base, we created our own informed by the research, and sincerely hope that they help you.

What is unique about this moment in history is that for the first time in the modern age all humans around the globe have been exposed to a common catastrophe; no one has been completely spared or unchanged. Thus, this book is ­human-­centered—­we aim to meet you wherever you are, however you’ve been impacted. Let us embrace what is human about all of us and seize this collective opportunity to grow, personally and collectively. Underneath our tribalism and arbitrary ways of dividing each other, we all have the same basic needs for safety, connection, ­self-­esteem, and love, and we all want to matter, to find meaning, and to live a vital life.

WHAT THIS BOOK IS NOT ABOUT

This book is not about finding “quick fixes” to life’s dissatisfaction, languishing, or suffering. It is about engaging in a deep, lifelong, nonlinear process of learning more about ourselves in relation to our own minds and bodies, others, and the world. Through deliberate reflection looking both inward and outward, we can more adroitly navigate uncertainty, ambivalence, and life’s greatest challenges. This book is about developing a steadfast, committed relationship to personal and collective growth.

This book is not a manual filled with secrets for how to “be your best self.” Our goal is not to provide you with an instruction manual or a how-­to guide of how to improve your ­life—­no such manual could ever possibly exist. In fact, we would like to break down the notion that there is a single, ideal self that you should be striving for. We will help you break free from the “tyrannical shoulds” in your life to find a life that works best for you, in your own style, and in such a way that you feel vital and creative.20 We provide more questions than we do answers, so that you can explore for yourself, and hopefully in conversation with others, the deepest questions of your own humanity. We pose ­thought-­provoking questions, opportunities for reflection, research, and experiments that may help you uncover for yourself what growth might mean for you. While we have space within the workbook to jot down notes and reflections, you will likely need an additional notebook or document where you can record responses and continue your reflections. 

This book is not a replacement for therapy and mental health treatment. It is about building insight, experiencing life and ourselves more deliberately, and getting out of “automatic pilot.” Something that may reveal itself as part of the growth process is a history of unhealed trauma, reckoning with difficult emotions, or maladaptive thinking or behavioral patterns that have been part of your survival or ability to get through life under very difficult circumstances. Some of you may have grown up in environments akin to battlefields with real violence that have shaped your lived experiences and stress responses today. It may become clear that further exploration of these patterns with a licensed counselor would be beneficial. We highly encourage you to use this book as a starting place for further in-­depth exploration with a mental health professional. Critically, whatever comes up, we hope that you will embrace yourself without judgment and simply learn to notice what arises. This doesn’t mean that you necessarily like what has come up, but you accept it. As the humanistic psychotherapist Carl Rogers put it, “The curious paradox is that when I accept myself just as I am, then I can change.”21

We wholeheartedly recognize that challenges, stress, and trauma are not evenly distributed across society, and myriad systemic inequities and forms of discrimination make growth more difficult following trauma. Learning how to better manage under these conditions does not absolve us of the responsibility of fighting these disparities at interpersonal, systemic, and societal levels. We hope that these exercises are accessible to everyone and help those who are actively working to dismantle injustice every day to be even better equipped for this task.

Life is not a linear process, but more like the journey of a sailboat through the vast unknown of the sea.22 We need the sturdiness of our boat to feel safe and secure, but if we’re going to grow, we must open our sails and be vulnerable to the inevitable winds and waves of life. Throughout this book, we guide you along this process, starting with securing the base of our boat, and eventually raising our sails and steering through the vast waters.

While we are all undoubtedly in different boats, we are sailing these waters together. The goal is not to stop the waves of life, but to learn how to navigate them with the spirit of exploration, love, purpose, and transcendent wisdom. In this book we will also contemplate what it means to pursue what indigenous wisdom refers to as “community actualization.”23 In our own growth journeys, how can we bring our whole selves to the world in such a way that we raise the tide for everyone and contribute to “cultural perpetuity”?24

While you may go through the book in order, you do not have to. We recommend that folks begin with chapter 1, and then you can page through the exercises and pick up with whatever speaks to you in a given moment. This journey is yours. We do ask that you take responsibility for your own psychological safety, and not push yourself to complete an exercise or engage with a topic that you do not feel ready for.

WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO “CHOOSE GROWTH”?

In this life, there are innumerable decisions that are made for us, and it frankly can be overwhelming to think about just how little ultimate control any of us really has. We cannot choose the families or communities that we are born into, the conditions of our births, or factors as fundamental as the genetic makeup we are endowed with and the resultant predispositions we have to certain personality traits, health, and disease. So, what can we choose?


We are never done growing.


To a significant degree, we have the choice of how we wish to view the world and ourselves. We can make use of our reflective capacities and commitment to our values to make choices in line with intention, meaning, and the good of the world. We often have much more control over these choices than we may think. However, simply knowing that we may need to make a change is not sufficient for enacting that change. Knowing is not enough. Choosing growth is an ­action-­oriented process that translates ­self-­reflection and personal ­exploration—­where are we now, and where do we want to be?—­into behaviors and actions aimed at closing those gaps. We must embrace the inevitable fumbles, the need for course correction, and the knowledge that this is a journey without a definitive destination. We are never done growing. As the humanistic psychoanalyst Karen Horney put it, “It is not only the young child who is pliable. All of us retain the capacity to change, even to change in fundamental ways, as long as we live.”25

Choosing growth today is a way to honor our past, live more deliberately in the present, and nurture the future we hope for. To choose the path of growth is to integrate all the various parts of ourselves and uplift the completeness of our human experience. This process involves learning, accepting, and integrating all parts of ourselves, including those dark parts that we may wish to suppress or tuck away. It is when we harmonize these parts of ourselves that we may cultivate greater compassion, connect more deeply with others, extract more meaning and joy from life’s lessons, and ultimately contribute to the world in ways that are authentic, gratifying, and synergistic with those around us.

We’re all on our unique journey, with different unmet needs that change throughout our lives, but one thing is certain: We can’t do it alone. We must open the sail and engage with the world to grow. We must choose growth!
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