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INTRODUCTION

I’M AWFULLY embarrassed. This really is a terrible place for us to start. But I have to be honest: I’ve always hated self-help books. 

Let me explain. When I finished university and was desperate for advice on how to make the most of my future, ‘cosmic ordering’ had become a popular niche in this genre. It had a simple premise: like a spiritual Amazon Prime, you wish for what you want, put it out into the universe and wait for it to be delivered. Hot on its heels came The Secret, a book that promised to deliver the secrets of getting whatever you want using a mix of magical thinking and dubious quantum physics. It sold three million copies.

Neither provided me with satisfactory guidance. Almost two decades later and you’d think that our lives would have progressed from this kind of mumbo-jumbo. But I’m not so sure. Lately, it seems as though the loudest voices in the self-help sphere come from celebrities and Instagram influencers sharing the supposed secrets of their success, health and happiness, all the while endorsing their ‘must have’ products, of course. None of their advice appears to have much in the way of scientific backing. Even a lot of health coverage in newspapers is smeared by misleading headlines or cherry-picked studies that help sell copies.

I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve read about some novel philosophy that guarantees a happier life, a brilliant new exercise routine promising maximum results with minimal effort, or a brain-training app that helps you to improve your willpower, attention or creativity. Most times, I find myself mentally screaming, ‘Has anyone actually checked this works?’

I guess a lot of us feel the same way. It’s certainly a sentiment I hear often from my colleagues at New Scientist magazine, whose job often involves sifting through a lot of mumbo-jumbo searching for solid facts. In 2019, one of them, Graham Lawton, created This Book Will Save Your Life, which rounded up the most rigorous recent health research featured in the magazine, and converted it into actionable advice on all the big health questions – nutrition, weight loss, exercise and ageing. But that still left plenty of questions about the other parts of our life we’d like to fix, where the answers lie mainly (but not exclusively, as we shall find out) in our brains: things like our happiness, our bad habits, our friendships, our love life, our confidence, our atrocious memories.

That is where I, and this book, come in. Again, it’s based on the best recent scientific research that I and my New Scientist colleagues have unearthed. This time, the aim is to provide you with a comprehensive and evidence-based guide to a smarter, happier and less stressful life.

When I agreed to write this book, I couldn’t know that I would end up writing most of it during a global pandemic lockdown. At the time of writing, the future still looks increasingly uncertain. There’s never been a better time to understand exactly how your brain works and how to use it to maximise the best aspects of your life, or help you cope when things go wrong.

And there are life fixes that do work. That is one of the main reasons why I find a lot of self-help advice so frustrating. I have a degree in neuroscience and have spent most of my working life as a health journalist, poring over scientific studies that seek to understand the brain and the body and how they work together to control our behaviour and direct our lives. I know that thousands of scientists – nutritionists, behavioural analysts, anatomists, neuroscientists, psychologists, geneticists – have collectively spent millions of hours investigating and testing ways that we can overcome our vices, improve our health, become more confident, boost our chances of success and, ultimately, live a better life.

I know, for instance, that the simple fact of knowing that willpower is not a limited resource, depleted by effort, makes you have more of it. I know that you’re probably missing out on a simple exercise in your weekly routine that could reduce your risk of diabetes, heart disease and cancer. I know a way of revising for an exam that could boost your result by 10 per cent. And I know that money isn’t going to buy you happiness, but a walk through the woods just might. 

Somewhere along the line, then, I have become something of an accidental self-help expert. And I try to practise what I preach. The first change I consciously made to improve my life was to practise mindfulness regularly. It cropped up so many times that it was hard to ignore – there’s an expanding pile of evidence from many scientific disciplines of its benefits, from improving your immune system to reducing the risk of depression and helping to tackle chronic pain and stress.

Then came more tweaks here and there. A while back, I was lucky to be accepted on a medical ‘bootcamp’ at Harvard University, where over a few intensive days journalists get to hear about a range of cutting-edge research directly from the scientists involved. One of the researchers I met there had just discovered how blue light – like the kind that our phones emit – triggers parts of the brain responsible for alertness, and can interfere with the onset of sleep. I vowed never to take my phone to bed with me again. For a while I managed it, noticing definite benefits to my sleep (you can find out how else you can improve your sleep in Chapter 7). 

Old habits are hard to break though, and soon my phone was back tucked under the covers. Like anyone, I find it easy to slip into bad habits, but yet again science can help. Learning how our brain forms habits (Chapter 8) turns out to be helpful for anyone trying to break them, not just those who have the most damaging addictions.

There are even regular moments in my life when I use the power of positive thinking to boost my confidence, change my emotions or exercise more productively, having learned about the ways in which reframing our thoughts can have an impact on our actions. Maybe I shouldn’t have been quite so quick to shun The Secret after all.

I am not claiming to live the perfect life – and indeed, attempting perfection can be very damaging, as you’ll find out in the final chapter of the book. And don’t get me wrong, I’m still cautious when it comes to offering advice, even when it’s evidence-based. I don’t believe that there is a one-size-fits-all guide to being a better, smarter, fitter, richer, happier, more successful person. Even the cleverest scientists fall prey to the same mental biases that trip all of us up (find out how to overcome yours in Chapter 10). Science itself is nuanced, imperfect and incomplete. Sometimes new evidence contradicts the old. Sometimes (whisper it) it turns out to be completely wrong.

So what I won’t be giving you in this book is a promise to make you happy overnight, or reveal the secret to becoming the world’s greatest lover, or give you a step-by-step plan to becoming the CEO of a major global corporation. You can turn to magazines, autobiographies and the thousands of blogs on the internet for that if you wish (I will tell you, however, why it’s a statistical fallacy to attempt to pick out the ingredients that lead to any one person’s success – see Chapter 11).

But I can offer some advice on the four aspects of your life that you can work on to help you increase your happiness, as I do in Chapter 2. And while I can’t promise to improve your sex life, in Chapter 5 I will show you what some of the world’s best psychologists and neuroscientists know about boosting your confidence and charisma, and what psychotherapists have discovered about holding on to the one you love. And I can share some ways to tweak the behaviours that can get you a foot in the door at work, overcome some of the unconscious biases that may be working against you, and ensure you’re more persuasive when it comes to getting that pay rise (Chapter 11).

This book will also arm you with the tools you need to control your bad habits, like overeating, biting your nails or drinking, and explore what techniques will help you quit the worst ones, like smoking. It will reveal the secrets to a good night’s sleep, how to exercise more productively, how to combat stress, how to avoid making stupid decisions, how not to get lost, how to avoid procrastinating and a whole lot more.

Any advice is only as good as the current scientific evidence. When advice is based on lots of gold-standard trials, I’ll let you know. When it’s new evidence or a preliminary hypothesis, I’ll tell you. Where there’s controversy, I’ll do my best to give you both sides of the story. I’m here to hold your hand as we wade together through the slushy bog of self-help and point you towards a path that has the best evidence for actually, well, helping.

One more thing to note. I have tried to make this book as relevant to your life today as possible. So while there are some really exciting cutting-edge technologies being developed that you might have heard of, if they’re not accessible to you right now, you won’t find them in this book. Deep brain stimulation, for instance, is proving itself as a fantastic treatment for things like Parkinson’s disease and depression, but it isn’t something that’s easily available outside a clinical trial. Likewise, neural implants have the potential to boost your memory and treat dementia, but it’s unlikely that you’ll be offered the chance to have an electronic circuit implanted in your brain any time soon.

Lastly, I think it’s important not just to give ‘rules’ to live by, but to understand the reasoning behind those rules. That is why each chapter will delve into the studies and history behind each piece of advice. My aim here is not to tell you how to live your life. It is to help you navigate the noise and often overwhelming onslaught of contradictory and confusing messages that we read and hear. My goal is to show you the science, and let you use it how you will.

Without needing to ask the universe for a thing.

This book is intended for information purposes only and should not be taken as individual medical advice. If you have medical concerns you should consult a medical practitioner. You should also consult a medical practitioner before making changes to your diet or exercise regime, especially if you have pre-existing health conditions. 
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