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When we first started thinking about writing a book related to our radio show/podcast Two Guys on Your Head, it seemed like a daunting task to try to capture the spirit of a conversation in a book. On the one hand, the format of the show (as a seven-and-a-half-minute segment) is a natural fit with short chapters on different topics. On the other hand, while the two of us sound alike, we have very different (complementary) outlooks, insights, and dispositions. (Plus, it is not always easy to be funny in print—the timing and intonation that help to sell a joke are often missing on the page.)

Fortunately, we think we’ve captured, in book form, the essence of our personalities and perspectives as we tackle an array of interesting, head-scratching quandaries about human behavior. But first, we want to say a few words about the arrangement to get you oriented.

Like the episodes of the show, the book is in no particular order. You could choose to read it straight through from beginning to end. Or you may want to skip around. While we have a lot of strong opinions—we’re college professors, after all—we endeavored to make each conversation as deeply research-based as possible. At the end of the book, you’ll find a list of publications that inspired our discussions for each chapter. Those readings are a great place to start for people interested in further study of various topics in the field of psychology.

We know that we have not done justice to all of the subtlety in the areas we write about. This book is meant to give you a flavor of the latest research occurring across a broad spectrum of the field. We hope that, at minimum, you will find the book to be a source of entertainment, one that piques your curiosity, prompts conversation with friends, and perhaps provides a few nuggets of insight. Even better if you can apply what you learn to your own life or find yourself wanting to dig deeper into the study of human nature.

And with that, we invite you to dive in. Welcome to what we both believe is the vastly interesting world of the human mind, and to Two Guys on Your Head. We’re glad you’re here.
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Does being open to experience lead to success?

Academics love to talk to other academics. We meet at con- ferences and share our research, reveling in conversations that we’re pretty sure only twenty-five other people on the face of the planet would care about. We are with “our people.” Of course, we also gossip about other academics and complain about aspects of our jobs. We are human, after all. But we love to share what our research has revealed to us about the nature of human thinking and behavior. The closest that most academics get to discussions of our work with nonexperts is in the classes we teach.

But psychology is a discipline that cries out for scientists to engage with people beyond the walls of academia. Just about everyone we know has a mind, and almost nobody knows very much about how it actually works. And that’s really too bad. We would never let someone build a bridge without learning some physics, or practice medicine without learning biology, would we? So wouldn’t it be to everyone’s advantage to know a bit more about how brains actually function before we develop an opinion, make a tough decision, or design a curriculum? Shouldn’t we first explore what leads us to think and feel and behave the way we do?

And so we opened ourselves up to opportunities to talk to regular people about the human mind. Art began blogging for Psychology Today. Bob started working with educators to teach them about how students learn effectively. This outreach has kept us busy: At least once a week we end up speaking to an audience about the wonders of how our minds work.

There wasn’t a goal in mind when all of this started—it just seemed like the right thing to do. All that work communicating with other audiences came in handy when Art found himself needing to sell something. It was the winter of 2012, and Art had helped start a new master’s program at The University of Texas called the Human Dimensions of Organizations. The aim of the program was to teach folks in business about how people operate, combining studies in the humanities and the social and behavioral sciences. Because the program was new, Art had to look for ways to introduce it to more people. As part of this effort, he reached out to the local public radio station, KUT, because the station manages a music venue on The University of Texas campus called the Cactus Café. Every couple of weeks, KUT hosts a conversation at the Cactus called Views and Brews. Art asked if some people from his program could participate, and—much to his surprise—the station agreed.

Because the Cactus is normally a music venue (people like Lucinda Williams, Lyle Lovett, and Robert Earl Keen got their start there), Art thought it would be fun to bring a colleague from the music school along. So he called Bob and asked him to join in.

And that is how the two of us ended up on the stage of the Cactus Café, along with the producer and moderator of the show, Rebecca McInroy, talking about smart thinking and creative problem solving. We had a great time and laughed a lot. And that was that … at least for a while.

About a year later, Rebecca was putting together the next year’s schedule for the Cactus and asked us to do another Views and Brews. Because we like being onstage, we agreed, and when we showed up she asked if we would consider turning our conversation into a radio show and podcast about the mind. Neither of us had ever considered doing a radio show—the expected response would have been a smile and a polite excuse about being too busy. But here is where the personality characteristic “openness to experience” reared its head.

Personality psychologists have identified five dimensions of personality that aptly describe the ways that people differ from one another in terms of their behavior. Not surprisingly, they call these dimensions the Big Five. Each dimension is a continuum, with people on either end being very much unalike with respect to that dimension.

One of the Big Five is openness to experience, which refers to people’s willingness to try new things. Those who are relatively open will consider all sorts of new opportunities. They may not actually try all of them, but they at least are willing to think about them. People who are closed to experience, on the other hand, will generally dismiss new ideas simply because they are new.

People who are closed don’t really acknowledge that they dismiss things just because they are new. Instead, they find all kinds of reasons why the new thing is a bad idea: It won’t work; it will be too time-consuming; you might make a fool of yourself; it might not succeed, and thus be a waste of time; there are other people who will do it better. You get the idea. New things are a bit scary, so people who are closed respond to that fear by avoiding change, living life as they were living it before.

As luck would have it, both of us are pretty open to experience, so when Rebecca asked us if we’d be willing to do a show, we both smiled and said, “Sure.” (As it turns out, we are both pretty extraverted as well, so being in front of a large radio audience also seemed liked fun for us. Extraversion is another one of the Big Five personality traits, and it refers to the degree to which a person likes to be the center of attention in social situations.)

So, a few weeks later, we found ourselves sitting around a table in the beautiful new KUT studios on the University of Texas campus. Neither of us had any clue what we were doing. Our recording engineer, David Alvarez, patiently explained (several times) where we were supposed to put the mike to avoid popping our p’s and that we shouldn’t tap on the table or kick our chairs. And we promptly forgot much of what we were told. But we did spend a lot of time in the studio talking about topics in psychology—happiness, fear, personality, habits, multitasking, brain games—and we had a blast.

And Rebecca skillfully, brilliantly turned our rambling conversation into seven minutes of coherent fun. The show, which we called Two Guys on Your Head, launched in August 2013.

Each week we talk about an aspect of psychology that you probably have thought about before, but we enhance the conversation with actual studies that can help you understand yourself and the people around you just a little better. To give you a sense of what the show sounds like, Bob is the guy who sounds like he is from New Jersey, and Art is the guy who sounds like Bob (probably because he’s also from New Jersey). Also, we laugh a lot. In fact, one of the reasons Art likes Bob so much is that Bob laughs at his jokes.

The funny thing about this whole story is that it sounds a lot clearer and more consequential in hindsight than it did when all of this was going on. Life doesn’t have a clear narrative as you’re living it. You often don’t know what the important events are going to be until long after they happen. Calling up a radio station to try to promote a master’s program does not seem at first like it will lead to a show on the radio about the mind. But that’s how it turned out.

The reason it’s helpful to be open to experience is that you never know where things are going to lead. If you try something new, it might just work out, and it might even end up being something you look back on and decide was one of life’s turning points. Even if it doesn’t turn into anything at all, you might enjoy or learn something from the experience.

Of course, if you are too open to experience, you can cross the line from being productively and happily interested in new things to being compulsively novelty seeking. It is a good thing to try on a new idea for size, but you don’t have to spend a week at a sweat lodge in Arizona just because your cousin’s best friend swears it’s a great way to lose weight. The trick is just to truly think through the pros and cons of an action before you decide against it.

If you find yourself being somewhat closed to experience and would like to become more open, there are several things you can do. The first is to take a lesson from research on regret.

When psychologists started studying regret, they began, as is often the case, by looking at college sophomores (because sophomores are the fruit flies of psychology research—cheap, plentiful, and easy to access). If you ask college students what they regret, they talk about largely stupid things they have done like getting drunk, failing a test, or crashing a car.

Tom Gilovich from Cornell had the great idea to ask people in retirement homes what they regret. When he did that, he found that much of what older people regret is not the things they did, but rather the things they didn’t do—never learning to salsa dance, never traveling the world, or never learning to play a musical instrument, for example. When people near the end of their lives, they begin to realize that there are things they never did that they are also never going to do.

Once you let it sink in that someday you will regret your inactions, it’s easy to use your remarkable capacity for mental time travel to help you think about what you may regret not having done. When faced with an interesting new prospect, imagine your future self in retirement. Ask yourself whether, at the end of your life, you may regret passing up this opportunity. If so, then open yourself up to it.

A second thing you can do is to recognize that your brain has two distinct motivational modes: a thinking mode and a doing mode. When you are in the thinking mode, you contemplate the upside and downside of a particular course of action. You identify the obstacles that stand in the way of success. You make plans for the future. You think about past successes and failures. When you are in the thinking mode, you do not have energy driving you to act on the world.

When you are in the doing mode, you want to act. You want to engage with the world. You itch to get things done. You get impatient with people around you who are in the thinking mode because you just want to get moving.

Often, when you close yourself off to new possibilities, you are engaging your doing mode rather than your thinking mode. This may seem like a bit of a contradiction, since in this case the doing mode is leading you not to pursue something new. How does that work? Well, your doing mode generates a felt need to act, but because it’s generally easier to get moving along paths that are familiar than along paths that are less so, the action you choose to do is something that is not new.

So when you’re tempted to close off a new possibility, consider giving yourself permission to think over the new idea—that is, wait to decide. Live with it for a few days. Even if the idea seems strange and uncomfortable at first, it may grow on you over time. Rather than dismissing it, just let it hang around and see if it becomes more interesting or exciting.

When the fear of the unfamiliar dissuades you from striking out on a new path that in some ways may seem attractive, it is worth asking this question: What is the worst thing that could happen? Many of our fears are more intense than the dangers we perceive actually justify. Consider public speaking. Talking in front of an audience creates fear in so many people that psychologists routinely use the threat of giving a speech in front of other people as a way to induce stress in experiments. The two of us speak in front of others for a living, so for us that fear is only a distant memory. In fact, Art has admitted that he finds it harder to sit in the audience than to give a talk (there’s that extraversion). How do you accomplish that switch?

The simple answer is practice. But what’s the active ingredient in this practice? In part, practice helps you to improve your ability to give talks, which gives you more confidence. Even if you are more introverted than either of us, you’ll benefit a lot from practice in giving talks. Practice helps you to realize that there isn’t really that much to be afraid of, in that you go through the experience of speaking without many negative consequences. After all, unless you are a politician at a press conference, there is very little you can say when speaking in front of others that will have lasting repercussions. The actual danger in giving talks is quite small relative to your beliefs about the danger. If you make a mistake, people may laugh for a moment, but then that moment is gone. In fact, most listeners are actually quite forgiving of the mistakes speakers make.

Of course, perceived dangers aren’t always disproportionate to actual dangers. If you are given the chance to go bungee jumping, you may very well chicken out. Art won’t even climb on a roof, let alone jump off a high structure with elastic tied to his feet. It’s not that he’s afraid of heights; he’s just afraid of pain and death. That seems reasonable, especially since the thrill of diving headlong toward the ground doesn’t seem to compensate for the potential crash. The downside of bungee jumping really is significant, however unlikely, so Art feels quite justified in his fear. (Which is not to say that you should avoid bungee jumping—only that Art won’t be going with you.)

In general, though, the contemporary, industrialized world is pretty safe (even bungee jumping, apparently). So before you close yourself off to a new opportunity, ask yourself whether the only thing you have to fear is fear itself. (FDR knew a good line when he heard one—if we keep using it, maybe it will catch on.)

We can feel pretty confident that, in the end, we’re likely to enrich our lives by being open to new opportunities. The people you think of as successful and productive are generally people who were open to new experiences rather than tied to beliefs about how their lives were supposed to proceed. And if you find that you’re not the kind of person who is open by nature, and you would like to become more so, there is also a lot you can do to push yourself to act more open than you feel. Which in turn will lead to your actually feeling more open than you once were.

In one of the early episodes of the show, Bob gave a pithy summary of what we had been talking about and then said, “You know, we ought to cross-stitch that on a pillow.” Ever since then we’ve been using that line to describe memorable insights we gathered from our little odysseys into human psychology. Throughout the book, we’ll be tossing out ideas for your next cross-stitching party, or custom mug motif, or tattoo, or T-shirt silkscreen design, or whatever floats your boat.

So for this chapter, here is a nice little aphorism to summarize the advantage of openness:





YOU
JUST
NEVER
KNOW
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