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Before You Play, Here’s What You Need to Know
The SuperBetter method is designed to make you stronger, happier, braver, and more resilient.
It’s based on the science of games—and there’s a lot of evidence that it works.
A randomized, controlled study conducted by the University of Pennsylvania found that playing SuperBetter for thirty days significantly reduces symptoms of depression and anxiety and increases optimism, social support, and players’ belief in their own ability to succeed and achieve their goals. The study also found that people who followed the SuperBetter rules for one month were significantly happier and more satisfied with their lives.
A clinical trial funded by the National Institutes of Health and conducted at Ohio State University Wexner Medical Center and Cincinnati Children’s Hospital found that the SuperBetter method improves mood, decreases anxiety and suffering, and strengthens family relationships during rehabilitation and recovery.
Meanwhile, data collected from more than 400,000 SuperBetter players has helped me improve the method, to make it easier to learn and more fun to use in everyday life.
Every single day for the past five years I’ve heard from someone who says that the SuperBetter method has changed their life. It is my greatest hope that SuperBetter will help you tackle your toughest challenges, and pursue your biggest dreams, with more courage, creativity, optimism, and support.
Please remember, the SuperBetter method is not a substitute for medical advice or treatment. Many successful SuperBetter players—including a majority of participants in the University of Pennsylvania study and all the participants in the clinical trial—followed the SuperBetter method alongside some form of continuing counseling, medication, or rehabilitation, or with a doctor’s supervision. The SuperBetter method is NOT an alternative to therapy, counseling, ongoing medical treatment, or medication—nor is any game recommended or discussed in this book.
Now that you know—let’s play!
Introduction
You are stronger than you know.
You are surrounded by potential allies.
You are the hero of your own story.
These three qualities are all it takes to become happier, braver, and more resilient in the face of any challenge.
Here’s the good news: You already have these qualities within you. You don’t have to change a thing. You are already more powerful than you realize.
You have the ability to control your attention—and therefore your thoughts and feelings.
You have the strength to find support in the most unexpected places, and deepen your existing relationships.
You have a natural capacity to motivate yourself and supercharge your heroic qualities, like willpower, compassion, and determination.
This book will help you understand the powers you already have—and show you that accessing these powers is as easy as playing a game.
And yet this book is not about playing games—at least, not exactly. It’s about learning how to be gameful in the face of extreme stress and personal challenge.
Being gameful means bringing the psychological strengths you naturally display when you play games—such as optimism, creativity, courage, and determination—to your real life. It means having the curiosity and openness to play with different strategies to discover what works best. It means building up the resilience to tackle tougher and tougher challenges with greater and greater success.
The best way I know to explain what it means to be gameful—and how being gameful can make you stronger, happier, and braver—is to tell you a story. It’s the story of how I invented the SuperBetter method—and the life-threatening challenge I had to overcome to be able to write this book.
In the summer of 2009, I hit my head and got a concussion. It didn’t heal properly, and after thirty days I still had constant headaches, nausea, and vertigo. I couldn’t read or write for more than a few minutes at a time. I had trouble remembering things. Most days I felt too sick to get out of bed. I was in a total mental fog. These symptoms left me more anxious and depressed than I had ever been in my life.
I had trouble communicating clearly to friends and family exactly what I was going through. I thought if I could write something down, it would help. I struggled and struggled to put together words that made sense, and this is what I came up with:
Everything is hard.
The iron fist is pushing against my thoughts.
My whole brain feels vacuum pressurized.
If I can’t think who am I?
Unfortunately, there is no real treatment for postconcussion syndrome. You just rest as much as you can and hope for the best. I was told I might not feel better for months or even a year or longer.
There was one thing I could do to try to heal faster. My doctor told me I should avoid everything that triggered my symptoms. That meant no reading, no writing, no running, no video games, no work, no email, no alcohol, and no caffeine. I joked to my doctor at the time: “In other words, no reason to live.”
There was quite a bit of truth in that joke. I didn’t know it then, but suicidal ideation is very common with traumatic brain injuries—even mild ones like mine.1 It happens to one in three, and it happened to me. My brain started telling me: Jane, you want to die. It said, You’re never going to get better. The pain will never end. You’ll be a burden to your husband.
These voices became so persistent and so persuasive that I started to legitimately fear for my life.
And then something happened. I had one crystal-clear thought that changed everything. Thirty-four days after I hit my head—and I will never forget this moment—I said to myself, I am either going to kill myself, or I’m going to turn this into a game.
Why a game? By the time I hit my head in 2009, I’d been researching the psychology of games for nearly a decade. In fact, I was the first person in the world to earn a Ph.D. studying the psychological strengths of gamers and how those strengths can translate to real-world problem solving. I knew from my years of research at the University of California at Berkeley that when we play a game, we tackle tough challenges with more creativity, more determination, and more optimism. We’re also more likely to reach out to others for help. And I wanted to bring these gameful traits to my real-life challenge.
So I created a simple recovery game called “Jane the Concussion Slayer.” This became my new secret identity, a way to start feeling heroic and determined instead of hopeless.
The first thing I did as the concussion slayer was to call my twin sister, Kelly, and tell her, “I’m playing a game to heal my brain, and I want you to play with me.” This was an easy way to ask for help. She became my first ally in the game. My husband, Kiyash, joined next.
Together we identified and battled the bad guys. These were anything that could trigger my symptoms and therefore slow down the healing process—things like bright lights and crowded spaces.
We also collected and activated power-ups. These were anything I could do on even my worst day to feel just a little bit good or happy or powerful. Some of my favorite power-ups were cuddling my Shetland sheepdog for five minutes, eating walnuts (good for my brain), and walking around the block twice with my husband.
The game was that simple: adopt a secret identity, recruit allies, battle the bad guys, and activate power-ups. But even with a game so simple, within just a couple days of starting to play, that fog of depression and anxiety went away. It just vanished. It felt like a miracle to me. It wasn’t a miracle cure for the headaches or the cognitive symptoms—they lasted more than a year, and it was the hardest year of my life by far. But even when I still had the symptoms, even while I was still in pain, I stopped suffering. I felt more in control of my own destiny. My friends and family knew exactly how to help and support me. And I started to see myself as a much stronger person.
What happened next with the game surprised me. After a few months, I put up a blog post and a short video online explaining how to play. Not everybody has a concussion, and not everyone wants to be “the slayer,” so I renamed the game SuperBetter.
Why SuperBetter? Everyone had told me to “get better soon” while I was recovering from the concussion, but I didn’t want just to get better, as in back to normal. I wanted to get superbetter: happier and healthier than I’d been before the injury.
Soon I started hearing from people all over the world who were adopting their own secret identities, recruiting their own allies, and fighting their own bad guys. They were getting “superbetter” at facing challenges like depression and anxiety, surgery and chronic pain, migraines and Crohn’s disease, healing a broken heart and finding a job after years of unemployment. People were even playing it for extremely serious, even terminal diagnoses, like stage-five cancer and Lou Gehrig’s disease (ALS). And I could tell from their messages and their videos that the game was helping them in the same ways that it helped me.
These players talked about feeling stronger and braver. They talked about feeling better understood by their friends and family. And they talked about feeling happier, even though they were in pain, even though they were tackling the toughest challenges of their lives.
At the time, I thought to myself, What on earth is going on here? How could a game so seemingly trivial, so admittedly simple, intervene so powerfully in such serious, in some cases life-and-death, circumstances? To be frank, if it hadn’t already worked for me, there’s no way I would have believed it was possible.
When I was recovered enough to do research, I dove into the scientific literature. And here’s what I learned: some people get stronger and happier after a traumatic event. And that’s what was happening to us. The game was helping us experience what scientists call post-traumatic growth, which is not something we usually hear about. More commonly, we hear about post-traumatic stress disorder, in which individuals experience ongoing anxiety and depression.
But research has shown that traumatic events don’t always lead to long-term difficulty. Instead, some individuals find that struggling with highly challenging life circumstances helps them unleash their best qualities and eventually lead happier lives.2
To give you a better idea of what post-traumatic growth looks like, here are the top five things that people with post-traumatic growth say:
1. My priorities have changed. I’m not afraid to do what makes me happy.
2. I feel closer to my friends and family.
3. I understand myself better. I know who I really am now.
4. I have a new sense of meaning and purpose in my life.
5. I’m better able to focus on my goals and dreams.3
Taken together, these five traits represent a powerful positive transformation. But it’s more than that. There’s actually something quite astonishing about the benefits of post-traumatic growth, something I noticed in the course of my research.
A few years ago an Australian hospice worker named Bronnie Ware published an article called “Regrets of the Dying.”4 Ware would know—she had spent a decade caring for patients at the end of their lives. She wrote that the same regrets were repeated again and again by her patients, year after year—and after she published her article, she heard from hundreds of hospice workers and caretakers all over the world who confirmed her findings. They had heard the same five regrets over the years. Apparently they are nearly universal. Not everyone has regrets on their deathbed—but if they do, they are likely to be one or more of the following:
1. I wish I hadn’t worked so hard.
2. I wish I had stayed in touch with my friends.
3. I wish I had let myself be happier.
4. I wish I’d had the courage to express my true self.
5. I wish I’d lived a life true to my dreams, instead of what others expected of me.
Think about this list for a moment. Are you having the same “aha!” moment that I had, two years ago, when I first encountered it?
Remarkably, the top five regrets of the dying are essentially the exact opposite of the top five experiences of post-traumatic growth. With post-traumatic growth, we find the strength and courage to do the things that make us happy, and to understand and express our true selves. We prioritize relationships and meaningful work that inspires us.
Post-traumatic growth is not the opposite of post-traumatic stress disorder, by the way. Many people who suffer post-traumatic stress disorder also go on to experience post-traumatic growth. The two are not mutually exclusive by any means. In fact, one study found that symptoms of post-traumatic stress were actually predictive of eventual post-traumatic growth—possibly because transformative growth requires wrestling in a deep and sustained way with something very difficult. If we bounce back too quickly, we miss the growth.5
Extreme personal challenge—if we respond in the right way—unlocks our ability to lead a life truer to our dreams and free of regrets. Looked at this way, post-traumatic growth—or getting superbetter—seems like a pretty strong candidate for the single most desirable personal transformation anyone could hope to undertake.
But how do you get from extreme stress or trauma to these five benefits? Research shows that not everyone who experiences a trauma goes on to have post-traumatic growth. So what exactly is the right process?
More important, is there any way to experience these benefits without having a trauma? I’m pretty sure no one would ever choose to suffer a terrible loss, an injury, an illness, or any other kind of trauma just to get these benefits. But at the same time, who wouldn’t want to lead a life truer to their dreams and free of regret?
And so I set off on another two years of research. And here’s what I discovered: you can experience the benefits of post-traumatic growth without the trauma, if you are willing to undertake an extreme challenge in your life—such as running a marathon, writing a book, starting a business, becoming a parent, quitting smoking, or making a spiritual journey. Researchers call this post-ecstatic growth. Ann Marie Roepke, a practicing clinical psychologist who first identified the phenomenon as a University of Pennsylvania doctoral candidate, describes it as “gains without pains”—or at least, far fewer pains.6 It works the same way post-traumatic growth does, except you get to choose your own challenge. Instead of waiting for life to throw a terrible trauma at you, you can cultivate post-ecstatic growth at any time by intentionally undertaking a meaningful project or mission that creates significant stress and challenge for you. This stressful adventure you’ve chosen for yourself creates the necessary conditions for you to struggle and grow as much as someone who is battling a trauma.
So if post-traumatic growth and post-ecstatic growth work the same way, what exactly is that process? What makes the difference between buckling under extreme stress and flourishing because of it? What determines whether you’ll be weakened by adversity or strengthened by it?
This is where the research gets really exciting—at least for a game designer like me.
It turns out that there are seven ways of thinking and acting that contribute to post-traumatic and post-ecstatic growth. And they are all ways that we commonly think and act when we play games.
1. Adopt a challenge mindset. You need to be willing to engage with obstacles and look at stressful life events as a challenge, not a threat. In games, we call this simply “accepting the challenge to play.”
2. Seek out whatever makes you stronger and happier. When you are facing a tough challenge, you need constant access to positive emotions, and you must look after your physical health. In games, we practice this rule by seeking out “power-ups,” items that make us stronger, faster, and more powerful.
3. Strive for psychological flexibility. Be open to negative experiences, such as pain or failure, if they help you learn or get closer to your larger goal. Be driven by courage, curiosity, and the desire to improve. In games, we follow this rule whenever we battle a tough opponent or “bad guys,” knowing we may fail many times before we become clever or skillful enough to defeat them.
4. Take committed action. Make small steps toward your biggest goal, every single day. Taking committed action means trying to take a step forward, even if it is difficult for you. It means always keeping your eyes on the larger goal. In games, we have a structure to do this. It’s called a “quest,” and it helps us stay focused on making progress toward the goal that matters most to us.
5. Cultivate connectedness. Try to find at least two people you feel you can ask for help, and who you can speak to honestly about your stress and challenges. In multiplayer games, we practice the art of making “allies”—people who understand the obstacles we’re facing and who have our back.
6. Find the heroic story. Look at your life and find the heroic moments. Focus on the strength you’ve shown and the meaning and purpose to your struggles. In games, heroic stories abound. We often take on the “secret identity” of heroic characters as part of the journey; their stories inspire and motivate us to try harder and become better versions of ourselves.
7. Learn the skill of benefit finding. Be aware of good outcomes that can come even from stress or challenge. In games, we have the notion of “epic wins,” or extremely positive outcomes that can arise when you least expect them, from the most unlikely or daunting circumstances.
No wonder SuperBetter works so well for so many people! Once you understand the science, it makes perfect sense. Of course a game designer like me would create a system that taps into these naturally gameful ways of thinking and acting. I didn’t know it at the time, but SuperBetter was essentially a perfect road map to post-traumatic and post-ecstatic growth. Not because I was a genius but because I was a good game designer, and all good games train us in the seven ways of thinking and acting that help us turn extreme stress and challenge into positive transformation.
These seven rules to live by make up the SuperBetter method, and they are the heart of this book:
1. Challenge yourself.
2. Collect and activate power-ups.
3. Find and battle the bad guys.
4. Seek out and complete quests.
5. Recruit your allies.
6. Adopt a secret identity.
7. Go for an epic win.
If you’re already facing a tough challenge—an illness, an injury, a loss, a personal struggle—following these rules will not only help you be more successful in dealing with the challenge; you’ll also be more likely to experience the benefits of post-traumatic growth.
If you’re not facing an extremely stressful challenge at the moment, but you still want to become stronger, happier, braver, and more resilient, just pick a meaningful and challenging goal for yourself—and then follow these rules as you try to achieve it. You will have the satisfaction of doing something extraordinary and start to unlock the benefits of post-ecstatic growth.
If I sound quite confident that you can transform your life for the better with a gameful mindset and the SuperBetter method, it’s because I am.
Since I invented SuperBetter, more than 400,000 people have played an online version of the game. We’ve recorded every power-up they’ve activated, every bad guy they’ve battled, and every quest they’ve completed—so we know what works and what doesn’t. I’ve joined forces with data scientists to analyze all the information we’ve collected from these 400,000 players over the past two years. I wanted answers to some of the same questions you might have: Who can the SuperBetter method work for? (Virtually anyone—young or old, male or female, avid game player or someone who has never played a video game in their life.) How long do you have to play by the seven rules before you start to feel stronger, happier, and braver? (Our studies show measurable improvements within two weeks and even bigger improvements at four weeks and six weeks.) And most important, do these benefits last? (As far as we know, yes. This method has existed for only a few years, but we’ve followed up with successful players at six months, a year, and when possible two years later. We found that gameful ways of thinking and acting are a skill set that, once learned, you are likely to keep practicing and benefiting from.)
I’ve waited five years to write this book because I wanted to be absolutely sure that the gameful method works. I waited for early research on the positive benefits of games to be confirmed in larger, more robust studies. I waited for scientists from a wider range of fields, including neuroscience and behavioral psychology, to weigh in with their theories on how a gameful mindset can help. Most important, I waited until I could team up with doctors and psychology researchers myself to test the SuperBetter method in rigorous studies—and I have, with a randomized, controlled trial with the University of Pennsylvania and with a clinical trial with the Ohio State University Wexner Medical Center and Cincinnati Children’s Hospital. (You’ll read about that research in “About the Science,” at the end of this book.)
Not a day has gone by in these five years that I haven’t received an email or Facebook message from someone telling me how much SuperBetter has inspired them or helped their family. I hear from people from all walks of life, like Norman J. Cannon, a commander in the air force.
I was taking command of a 2,000-person squadron in the air force and wanted to talk to them about resilience. Meanwhile, my wife had just fallen down the stairs in September 2012 and had a severe concussion. She had all the same thoughts and experiences you mentioned. I showed my wife your SuperBetter video. She cried while watching, realizing that somebody understands. I then showed the video to all 2,000 of my military and civilian employees in a commander’s call that I had. It hit home with a lot of people.
I hear from parents like Michelle T., a mom in West Virginia, who says:
My thirteen-year-old son has juvenile diabetes, and this is EXACTLY what I’ve been praying for. Our family has formed our own superhero team, and the emotional change I see in my son is glorious! I’m getting my son back! Thank you!
And I hear from patients like Jessica MacDonald, then a thirty-year-old administrative assistant from Denver who played SuperBetter while she battled multiple surgeries and hospitalization for a severe staph infection.
When you’re ill or injured, the world becomes one of can’ts. I can’t lift that because of the antibiotics IV in my arm; I can’t attend that event because I’m too tired; I can’t go to work because I’m on enough medications to kill a horse and barely know my own name. A million times a day the word can’t goes through your mind, and it murders your soul by inches. If I boil all the benefits of this game down to one thing, it is this: SuperBetter turns can’t into can. Sure, there are still things you aren’t allowed to or shouldn’t do, but you stop focusing so much on the limitations. You begin to see and celebrate your achievements.
Jessica invited her doctors and nurses to be allies, and they had a lot to say about the game, too.
The question everyone asks is “Did it help speed your recovery?” I can’t say unequivocally that I got better faster because of this game, but I will tell you what my infectious disease doctor told me. In nearly fifty years of medical practice, he said he’s come to one conclusion: patients’ attitudes overwhelmingly influence the recovery process. He told me, “I don’t know if you got better faster, but you got better better.”
It doesn’t matter if you’re a lifelong game player or you’ve never played a video game. It doesn’t matter if you prefer sports, card games, or board games to digital games. Whatever your history with games, you have the capacity to tap into your natural strengths by playing games—and you can learn to bring these gameful strengths to your real life challenges and goals.
Most people see games as nothing more than a pleasant distraction—or worse, as an addicting waste of time. But I see them differently—and not just because of my personal experience with SuperBetter. I’ve been researching the psychology of games for nearly fifteen years. I’ve studied games that decrease anxiety, alleviate depression, prevent pain, and treat post-traumatic stress disorder. I’ve analyzed games that increase willpower, boost self-esteem, improve attention skills, and strengthen family relationships. The mounting scientific evidence about games from the fields of psychology, medicine, and neuroscience has changed my mind about what games are—and what they can teach us. Games are not just a source of entertainment. They are a model for how to become the best version of ourselves.
I want you to look at games differently, too. I want you to discover the connection between the strengths you naturally express when you play games and the strengths you need to be happy, healthy, and successful in real life. To be more specific, I want you to see games as an opportunity to practice the seven life-changing skills that will make you a stronger person in every way: mentally, emotionally, physically, and socially.
You don’t have to be an avid game player to activate your gameful strengths in everyday life, but if you love or play any game regularly—golf, bridge, Scrabble, soccer, poker, Candy Crush Saga, solitaire, sudoku—you’re probably a bit more in touch with your gameful strengths already.
To lead a more gameful life, you simply have to be open to learning about the psychology of games—and be willing to experiment with new ways of thinking and acting that can help you increase your natural resilience.
The fastest way I know to get you to see games—and your own capabilities—differently is to play a game with you.
So let’s play a game together—right now.
I challenge you to complete four life-changing quests in the next five minutes.
Don’t worry, it’s easier than it sounds. I’ve watched some amazing people complete the same four quests you’re about to undertake—including Oprah Winfrey, legendary skateboarder and entrepreneur Tony Hawk, and Colonel Bat Masterson, the surgeon general for the U.S. Armed Forces. If they can do it, you can do it, too.
These are the first four quests that every SuperBetter player completes. I guarantee that if you successfully complete them all, roughly five minutes from now you will already be a stronger person—mentally, emotionally, physically, and socially. (You’ll also have a much better idea of how this book can help you unleash your gameful qualities.)
Ready to play? Let’s go!
THE GAME STARTS NOW
Here’s your first life-changing quest. I want you to complete it, right now, before you read any further.
Do not skip this first quest. I repeat: DO NOT SKIP THIS QUEST. If you skip it, you’ll be tempted to skip others—and then the game will be over before you’ve even started playing. So here we go. Your first quest—I know you can do it!
QUEST 1: Physical Resilience
Pick one:
Stand up and take three steps.
or
Make your hands into fists and hold them over your head as high as you can for five seconds.
Go!
Did you do it? Well done!
By completing this quest, you’ve just boosted your physical resilience.
Physical resilience is your body’s ability to withstand stress and heal itself. And research shows that the number-one thing people can do to boost their physical resilience is to not sit still. Whenever you sit still for more than a few minutes, your body starts to shut down at the metabolic level. This shutdown negatively impacts every aspect of your health, from your immune system to your ability to handle stress.7
Every single second you’re not sitting still, however, you’re actively improving the health of your heart, your lungs, and your brain.8 You’ll have more energy and sleep better, too—which is crucial when you’re facing a hard challenge, even if it isn’t primarily physical in nature.
So stand up for just one second. Take three steps. Throw your arms in the air. That’s all it takes. You are now physically stronger than you were thirty seconds ago.
Ready for your next quest?
QUEST 2: Mental Resilience
Pick one:
Snap your fingers exactly fifty times
or
Count backward from 100 by 7, like this: 100, 93 . . . all the way to at least 0.
Go!
All done? Good work.
By completing this quest, you’ve just increased your mental resilience.
Mental resilience is motivation, focus, and willpower—strengths that are essential to achieving any goal.
Researchers have figured out that willpower is like a muscle. It gets stronger the more you exercise it—as long as you don’t exhaust it.9 Accomplishing tiny challenges—even ones as absurd as snapping your fingers exactly fifty times or counting backward by seven—helps you exercise this muscle without wearing it out. That means you’re more likely to have the motivation and determination you need when it’s time to tackle tougher obstacles. So congratulations: you are now mentally stronger than you were a minute ago.
Let’s keep playing!
QUEST 3: Emotional Resilience
Pick one:
If you’re inside, find a window and look outside for thirty seconds. If you’re outside, find a window and look in.
or
Do a Google Image or YouTube video search for “baby [your favorite animal].”
Go!
Mission accomplished? Great!
By completing this quest, you’ve just strengthened your emotional resilience.
Emotional resilience is the ability to access positive emotions at will. It doesn’t matter if you’re stressed, or bored, or angry, or in pain—when you have emotional resilience, you can choose to feel something good instead.
Emotional resilience is a particularly important strength. Research has shown that if, on average, people experience more positive emotions than negative ones, they gain a huge range of benefits. They’re more creative at solving problems. They’re more ambitious and successful at school and at work. They’re less likely to give up when things are hard. People around them are more likely to offer help and support them in their goals.10
To achieve emotional resilience, you don’t need to eliminate negative emotions—that’s obviously impossible. You just need enough positive emotions, over the course of a day, to beat out the negative ones.
Both options in this quest are scientifically validated methods for provoking a specific positive emotion. Looking through a window provokes curiosity—the positive emotion that psychologists define as “a desire to gratify the mind with new information or objects of interest.”11 (Hopefully you saw something interesting through the window!) Meanwhile, researchers have demonstrated that looking at photos or videos of baby animals is all it takes to make virtually anyone feel the emotion of love. (Baby animal cuteness brings out our nurturing instinct!) Better yet, this quick burst of love from looking at baby animals doesn’t just feel good, it also improves attention and productivity.12
Even if you felt the curiosity or the love for only a few seconds, you just got emotionally stronger. Enjoy it.
Let’s try one more quest.
QUEST 4: Social Resilience
Pick one:
Shake or hold someone’s hand for at least six seconds.
or
Send someone you know a quick thank-you by text, email, or Facebook message.
Go!
All done? Awesome.
By completing this quest, you’ve boosted your social resilience.
Social resilience is the ability to get support from friends, family members, neighbors, and co-workers. You’re able to ask for the help you need—and you’re more likely to receive it. Social support is crucial to tackling challenges successfully. You can try to go it alone, but your odds of success are vastly improved when someone else has your back.
There are lots of ways to increase your social resilience. Touch and gratitude are two of the most effective.
Studies show that shaking or holding someone’s hand for at least six seconds increases the level of the “trust hormone,” oxytocin, in both of your bloodstreams.13 Boosted oxytocin levels make you want to help and protect each other. The more oxytocin you release together, the deeper your bond.14
Meanwhile, expressing thanks is one of the most reliable ways to cultivate good feelings and a closer connection. Gratitude is the single most important relationship-strengthening emotion because, as researchers explain, “it requires us to see how we’ve been supported and affirmed by other people.”15
So whether you just touched or thanked someone, you are now socially stronger than you were a page ago. Success!
I knew you could do it: you’ve completed four simple quests, and you’re already building up life-changing skills and abilities. You’re discovering that you are, in fact, stronger than you know; you are indeed surrounded by potential allies; and you really can become a hero to others just by tapping into your natural resilience.
Are you having fun yet? I hope so. Because my goal is to make this the most fun book you’ve ever read. You’ll complete nearly one hundred more quests before this book is through. Each one is based on a different scientific breakthrough about what makes you more resilient. And at the start of each quest, you’ll see one of these four icons to let you know if you’re building primarily physical, mental, emotional, or social resilience:
,
,
,
I promise you these quests will make you feel more confident, more in control, and more optimistic about all your real-life challenges. (As with any good game, these quests will get a little bit trickier the further you go!)
Seeking out and completing quests is just one of the seven gameful skills that will help you become stronger, happier, and braver in everyday life. Now that you’ve gotten a taste of what it feels like to adopt a gameful mindset, let me tell you a little bit more about what you can expect from this book.
I won’t ask you to start leading a more gameful life until you’re absolutely convinced of the ability of games to solve real problems and change real lives. So in Part 1, “Why Games Make Us Superbetter,” we’ll start with an overview of the evidence on games. What strengths do they tap into, and what psychological benefits do they bring? We’ll look at games that increase motivation and willpower, that block the feeling of physical pain more powerfully than morphine, that help you overcome anxiety and depression, that can change your eating habits, develop your compassion for others, and help you forge stronger, happier relationships with friends and family. Most of the games we discuss in Part 1 are readily available for you to play on your phone or your computer as a way to practice and understand your gameful strengths better. However, even if you decide never to play any of these games, Part 1 will give you a solid foundation to understand what it means to be gameful. You will know exactly what it takes to tap into your three most important challenge-facing, problem-solving powers: your abilities to control your attention, to make allies and get support, and to motivate yourself to do what’s important, even when it’s difficult for you. We’ll finish by exploring the research on why some game players are better able than others to bring these powers from their favorite games into their real lives.
Part 1 is full of gameful quests for you to complete, just like the ones in this introduction—so you’ll have plenty of opportunity to play and get stronger with every page.
In Part 2, “How to Be Gameful,” we’ll talk about your life. Now that you understand your strengths, what is the best way to harness them in everyday life? We’ll go in depth with each of the seven gameful skills that can help you tackle real-life challenges with more courage, creativity, and determination. I’ll give you seven simple rules to follow to practice each of these skills in daily life. This is the SuperBetter method, and it’s designed to make it easy for you to lead a more gameful life—whether or not you have the time to play games.
In Part 2, you’ll meet people who have used the SuperBetter method to grow stronger, healthier, and happier in the face of challenges like anxiety, depression, chronic pain, and PTSD. You will hear stories from people who have adopted a gameful mindset to find a better job, have a more satisfying love life, run a marathon, start their own company, and simply enjoy life more. And because everything in this book is grounded in research, you will discover the science behind these success stories—more than two hundred studies from the fields of psychology, medicine, and neuroscience that explain exactly why living by these seven gameful rules builds mental, emotional, physical, and social strengths.
If you’re facing a major challenge in your life, and you want to start using the SuperBetter method right now, you can skip directly to Part 2. Come back to Part 1 whenever you want. (I think that once you see for yourself how well SuperBetter works, you’ll be even more curious to understand the science behind it!)
Part 3, “Adventures,” brings it all together with three SuperBetter journeys I’ve created so that you can continue practicing your new gameful skills. Each journey is full of targeted power-ups, bad guys, and quests to help you achieve a major resilience breakthrough. On the “Love Connection” adventure, you’ll build your social resilience with ten quests designed to help you find love in the most surprising ways and places. In “Ninja Body Transformation,” you’ll learn twenty-one sneaky ways to increase your physical resilience. And on your final adventure, you’ll discover what it means to be “Time Rich”—the feeling that you have abundant free time to spend on all the things that matter most to you. Getting time rich is an excellent way to build your emotional and mental resilience.
Taken together, these three adventures contain just enough quests for you to keep playing SuperBetter for six weeks. That’s an important number—because six weeks is exactly how long participants followed the SuperBetter rules in our clinical trial and randomized controlled study. In those cases, playing SuperBetter for six weeks resulted in significantly better mood, stronger social support, more optimism, less depression and anxiety, and higher self-confidence. If you complete all three of these adventures—by tackling just one quest a day—you’ll have achieved a full, life-changing dose of the game.
Together, the stories and the science in this book will reveal how adopting a gameful mindset can change your life for the better. They will not only change what you think games are capable of. They will change what you think you are capable of.
Let’s go get superbetter.
The evidence that games can make us stronger is all around us. Over the past decade, thousands of scientists and researchers working at hospitals and universities across the globe have documented an astonishing range of real-life positive impacts of video games and virtual worlds.
In this part of the book, you will discover games that:
Chances are, you’ve already played one or more of these potentially life-changing games—from Tetris to Words with Friends to Call of Duty to Candy Crush Saga. But even if you play games regularly, you’re probably not getting all the benefits. That’s because when it comes to unlocking the benefits of games, it’s not just what you play or how much you play—it’s why you play, when you play, and who you play with that really matter. In other words, you need to play with purpose.
As you’ll learn in Part 1, when you play games with purpose, you tap into three core psychological strengths:
These strengths exist inside you already. Games are just an incredibly reliable and efficient way to discover and practice them—so you’re better able to access them in everyday life.
Playing games isn’t the only way to tap into these strengths. But the scientific research on why games make it so much easier to do so will help you understand these strengths more clearly.
Let me be clear: the point of Part 1 is not to persuade you to spend more time playing video games. You do not have to become an ardent game player to benefit from games research. Instead, I want to help you learn from the science of games how to be stronger, happier, braver, and more resilient—whether you ever play any of these games or not.
One important thing to note: although all kinds of games develop these gameful strengths, including sports, puzzles, board games, and card games, Part 1 focuses primarily on digital games, for several reasons.
More than one billion people on this planet currently play digital games for, on average, at least one hour a day.1 This number will undoubtedly rise in the future; according to a Pew Internet Life study, in the United States, 99 percent of boys under eighteen and 92 percent of girls under eighteen report playing video games regularly (on average thirteen hours a week for boys and eight hours a week for girls).2 The sheer time and energy poured into digital games by such a vast and growing number of people make it crucial to understand how digital games in particular impact us psychologically. The science of games can help us minimize the potential harms and maximize the potential benefits.
Equally important is the fact that over the past two decades, scientific research on the psychology of games has focused almost exclusively on digital games, largely for the reasons stated above. This book is grounded in the science of games, which means it necessarily focuses on the kinds of games that scientists have dedicated the most time and energy to understanding.
Finally, as you will see in the next four chapters, digital technology can actually heighten and accelerate many of the psychological benefits we experience from all games. For example, all games teach us to be comfortable with failure, because loss is always a possibility. However, digital games tend to have a higher and more rapid rate of failure. In digital games, we fail as much as 80 percent of the time, on average twelve to twenty times an hour.3 This extremely high and rapid rate of failure helps players more quickly cultivate the strengths of grit and perseverance, as well as the ability to learn effectively from mistakes. You can build these same strengths by failing at basketball or Scrabble or chess, but the capability of digital games to automatically adjust the difficulty level upward so you are constantly playing at the edge of your ability helps you develop them faster.
This is just one example of the kind of research you’ll read about in this part of the book. But before we dive deeper into the science of games, you have a special quest to complete.
Chapter 1 has some of the most surprising and eye-opening information in the entire book. It contains some very unexpected scientific findings.
I want you to be fully prepared to absorb these findings and act on them in your own life, no matter how surprised you are by them! So here’s a quest to help you get ready.
QUEST 5: Palms Up!
Trying to solve a problem? Want to learn something new? You can prime your brain to be more open to creative solutions and more receptive to surprising ideas. Here’s how.
What to do: Turn your palms up, and leave them that way. You should start to notice a more open mindset in as little as fifteen seconds.
Why it works: Turning our palms up triggers a powerful mind-body response. With our palms up, we adopt an “approach and consider” mindset. We’re less likely to reject or dismiss new information or ideas, and we’re better able to spot new opportunities and solutions. With palms down, however, we adopt a “refuse and resist” mindset. We’re more likely to reject new information and overlook creative ideas.
It sounds like a simple action to have such a big effect, but the evidence is compelling: peer-reviewed research published by the American Psychological Association shows that out of seven different experiments on the palms-up phenomenon, all seven showed the same mind-opening effect.4
Researchers theorize that this mind-body link stems from physical behaviors we exhibited thousands of years ago before we invented language.5 When we offer someone a helping hand, our palm is upturned. When we ask for help ourselves, or when we prepare to receive something, we also turn our hands up. And when we welcome someone into our arms, our palms are facing up. But when we want to reject something, we slap it away with our hands turned downward. When we push someone away, the palms are turned away from us as well.
Through thousands of years of these gestures, we are biologically primed to associate upward palms with receptiveness and openness, downward palms with rejection and closing ourselves off.
So before you read the next chapter, turn your palms upward for at least fifteen seconds. Do this right now. 15 . . . 14 . . . 13 . . .
Quest complete: All done? Good job. You’re ready for some surprising science! And in the future, whenever you’re brainstorming, problem solving, or trying to wrap your head around some new information, remember the power you have to open your mind with a simple palms up.
1
You Are Stronger Than You Know
Your Mission
Unlock the ability to control what you think and feel, even during extreme stress or pain
Games are famously, perhaps even notoriously, attention grabbing. Players frequently become so immersed, they lose track of time and seem to ignore everything and everyone around them. Parents and spouses of gamers often complain that it’s nearly impossible to tear their loved ones away from their favorite games. But could the highly immersive quality of good games actually be a clue to how our attention works—and how we can better control it?
In this chapter, we’ll look at video game research that reveals the power we have to prevent anxiety, depression, trauma, and physical pain, by learning to control our attention. Whether you struggle with any of these challenges currently, or you just want to increase your mental and emotional resilience, games provide the perfect platform for mastering life-changing attention skills. This chapter will show you the science behind attention control and teach you the practical, gameful techniques you can use to discover and develop your attention superpowers.
Nothing hurts more than a severe burn injury. Doctors describe it as the most intense and prolonged pain a human being can experience. Naturally, burn patients receive powerful drugs during wound care, most commonly morphine. But the drugs aren’t very effective at alleviating this uniquely excruciating pain. Medical researchers have spent decades searching for something better. Is there anything that can treat the most severe pain in the world more effectively than the traditional morphine approach?
Yes. And it’s a video game.
Snow World is a 3-D virtual environment created by University of Washington researchers to help patients undergoing treatment for severe burns. Patients are given a virtual reality (VR) headset to wear and a joystick for navigating a virtual frozen ice world. There are ice caves to explore, snowballs to throw, and a whole landscape of winter delights to encounter. Patients wear their VR headset and play this game during the most painful part of burn treatment, while their wounds are being cleaned and redressed.
Medical researchers have tested Snow World in clinical trials. Here’s what they learned: this VR game reduced pain by a whopping 30 to 50 percent. For the most severe burn patients, the game proved to have a bigger impact on their pain and overall suffering than the morphine they also received.1
Better yet, Snow World players were able to almost entirely ignore whatever pain did remain. They reported being consciously aware of pain only 8 percent of the time. Compare this with traditional burn treatment: even with the highest doses of opiates that can be safely administered, patients typically report spending 100 percent of treatment time thinking about their excruciating pain.
Simply by playing Snow World, patients discovered they were able to control what they were thinking and feeling an extraordinary 92 percent of the time. As a result, doctors have found that with the game, they can reduce the level of medication and dramatically improve pain management at the same time. And the benefits are more than psychological. When patients feel less pain, doctors are able to pursue more aggressive wound care and physical therapy—two factors that can speed up recovery and reduce medical costs. Most important, the patients feel more in control and suffer far less.2
How exactly did a video game create such a powerful change? In scientific papers describing the game’s positive impacts, Snow World’s inventors, Dr. Hunter Hoffman and Dr. David Patterson, attribute its success to a well-established psychological phenomenon: the spotlight theory of attention.3
According to this theory, human attention is like a spotlight. Your brain can process and absorb only a limited amount of new information at any given moment. So you focus on one source of information at a time, ignoring everything else. As a result, information everywhere competes constantly for your brain’s attention—sights, sounds, tastes, smells, thoughts, and physical sensations.
What does this have to do with pain? The signals from your nerves that cause pain are just one of many competing streams of information. It’s a particularly compelling stream. Your nerves are sending signals to your brain to let you know that you’re injured—which is pretty important information! It makes perfect sense that without conscious intervention, you’d be more likely to focus your attention spotlight on these pain signals than just about any other source of information.
But you’re not powerless against pain signals. In fact, if you learn to control your attention spotlight, you can actually stop your brain from spending its limited processing resources on pain signals from your nerves.
For burn patients, that’s where Snow World comes in. In order to prevent pain signals from turning into a conscious awareness of pain, patients need to swing their spotlight of attention somewhere else—and keep it there. How? By deliberately monopolizing all their brain’s processing power with as challenging and information-rich a target as possible. Games, and particularly virtual worlds rich in 3-D imagery, serve this purpose perfectly. They require so much active attention, the patient runs out of cognitive resources to process the pain.
This is exactly what scientists observed when they decided to study the brain activity of Snow World players using functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI). This technology allows researchers to see where blood is flowing in the brain—the more blood flow, the more active that region of the brain. In Snow World studies, fMRI footage showed reduced blood flow to all five regions of the brain associated with processing pain. This data revealed that players weren’t just doing a better job of dealing with the pain they felt—they were actively blocking the brain from dedicating resources to processing the pain signals.4 No cognitive resources, no pain.
This is the real breakthrough at the heart of the Snow World technique: the game isn’t merely a distraction from feelings of pain; it actively prevents conscious feelings of pain in the first place. And you can learn to use this technique in your own life.
You may never be in as much physical pain as a burn patient. But if and when you do find yourself in pain, you now know: You don’t have to pay attention to the signals from your nerves. You can choose to pay attention to anything you want. Even when you’re in pain, even when you’re suffering, you can control your attention spotlight and change your experience for the better.
And you don’t necessarily need a fancy 3-D VR headset to do it. Although advanced game technology makes it easier to commandeer cognitive resources, other studies on pain and gaming show that in less extreme cases, a simple handheld game—the kind you can play on your mobile phone or iPad—can also block pain signals effectively.5
Or if you prefer a nongaming solution, you can choose any challenging activity that successfully captures your full attention. Research suggests, for example, that knitting and crafting both require enough brain-processing resources to successfully reduce chronic pain.6 The key is simply to realize that you are in charge of your cognitive resources. If you don’t want your brain to pay attention to pain signals, give it something else to pay attention to instead.
Snow World is an important health care innovation—but it’s also much more than that. It’s a clear lesson in how much untapped power we all have over what we physically feel. Even when we’re in pain, even when we’re suffering, we can control our attention spotlight and change our experience for the better.
As you’ll see in the coming pages, this finding is repeated again and again in video game research: we have more power, more mental control, over what we feel, moment to moment, than we realize.
You have this power—and it comes from your ability to control your attention spotlight, and in doing so, to change what is happening in your body and your brain.
Let’s start practicing that power now, with your next quest.
QUEST 6: Stop the Pink Elephant!
Don’t think of a pink elephant. Whatever you do, do not think of a pink elephant.
Stop reading this book for the next ten seconds, and in that time, be absolutely sure you do not once think about a pink elephant. Go!
10 . . . 9 . . . 8 . . .
Did you think of a pink elephant? Of course you did, even though I told you not to. Fortunately, that’s not your quest. At least not yet—not until you have a concrete strategy for controlling your attention spotlight.
The command “Don’t think of an elephant” (or sometimes “Don’t think of a bear”) is one of the most widely employed exercises in cognitive psychology. Devised by Harvard University professor Daniel Wegner and later made popular by University of California at Berkeley professor George Lakoff, the idea is simple: once you evoke a concept in someone’s mind, they are essentially powerless to block it. Despite the instructions to not picture a large gray (or pink) mammal with a trunk and floppy ears, the brain is incapable of obeying. The word elephant calls up the idea of an elephant, and you’re stuck with it, for better or for worse.7
We’re going to try a different experiment here. I want you to keep trying to not think about a pink elephant, but I’m going to give you a strategy for doing just that.
What to do: This time you’re going to control your attention spotlight by focusing your cognitive resources on a challenging, high-attention task.
To stop the pink elephant from commanding your attention, I want you picture a giant letter P and E (short for pink elephant, naturally). P and E. Got it?
Now I’m going to give you sixty seconds—set a timer, or just estimate it—to list as many words that contain both the letter P and the letter E, in any order. Here are a few to get you started: help, hope, pickle, peanut.
Write the words down, or if it’s easier, just think of them and tick them off on your fingers, or keep a mental tally.
If you can think of at least ten more words with a P and an E in sixty seconds, that’s very good. If you can think of twenty or more, that’s amazing. If you can think of thirty or more, you’re a rock star at this, one of the best in the world. Try to aim for at least ten—and remember, while you’re doing it, don’t think about a pink elephant.
Go!
Okay, now I want you to notice two things.
1. Were you better able to stop thinking about a pink elephant while you were engaged in this high-attention, challenging task? I hope so. The higher your word score, the more likely you are to have completely blocked that silly animal out of your mind. (If you don’t like your score or you couldn’t stop the pink elephant from occupying your thoughts, give it another try with these two letters: S and B, for SuperBetter!)
2. As you go back to reading this book or go about the rest of your day, see which is more likely to occur: you keep picturing a pink elephant or you randomly think of or spot another word with the letters P and E in them. If you are like most people, you’re more likely to flash back to the word game than to the mental image of an elephant. That’s because your attention spotlight is more likely to drift back to something that engaged more cognitive resources. Be sure to notice what happens in the next few minutes or hours to see if this is true for you!
Quest complete: If you found this word game an effective technique to control your attention spotlight, congratulations. You now have a new tool in your toolkit for blocking unwanted thoughts, feelings, or physical sensations. Try it anytime, with any two letters, to practice swinging that spotlight of attention quickly and more effectively.
Just for fun: Check out the following footnote for twenty P and E words you could have thought of!*
* People, preach, happen, pamphlet, prairie, prayer, apple, yelp, rope, dampen, patent, prehistoric, petal, penumbra, pennant, sniper, eclipse, epicenter, spine, rapture, empty, prince, poke.
As you’re hopefully starting to see, researchers have figured out all kinds of ways people can get better at controlling their attention spotlight. Let’s take a look at other types of mental and emotional resilience you can develop by mastering this important skill—such as the power to prevent trauma, fight cravings, block anxiety, and heal from depression.
You’ve almost certainly seen Tetris, the falling blocks puzzle game, even if you’ve never played it. It’s estimated to be one of the most widely played video games of all time, with nearly half a billion players to date.
Despite having been around since 1984, it wasn’t until recently that researchers realized that Tetris can do more than entertain us. It can, remarkably, help us recover more quickly from traumatic events.
Post-traumatic stress disorder, or PTSD, is a psychological condition that can develop after an individual witnesses or experiences a terrifying or tragic event. The hallmark symptom of PTSD is recurring flashbacks. Unwanted, intrusive memories can haunt individuals for months or even years after a traumatic event, disrupting sleep, triggering panic attacks, and causing severe emotional distress. Typically, these flashbacks have a strong visual component. Someone repeatedly “sees” a traumatic event in their mind’s eye, as vividly as if it were really happening all over again. Psychologists consider these flashbacks to be the single most stressful and difficult-to-treat symptom of PTSD.
But what if, instead of trying to treat flashbacks as an unavoidable symptom of trauma, we could prevent them in the first place? Cognitive scientists have shown that memories change and take shape for up to six hours after a traumatic event. That has led some researchers to wonder: Is there anything we can do in the first six hours after trauma to inhibit our brains from forming the kinds of visual memories that lead to flashbacks?
Yes, there is. You can play Tetris.
In 2009 and 2010 a team of psychiatrists at Oxford University completed two studies showing that playing Tetris within six hours of viewing traumatic imagery helped reduce flashbacks of the traumatic events. It worked so well, in fact, that the Oxford researchers proposed that a single ten-minute session of Tetris could effectively serve as a “cognitive vaccine” against PTSD. Play the game as soon as possible after a traumatic event, and you may significantly reduce your likelihood of experiencing severe post-traumatic stress.8
How did the Oxford researchers figure this out? It’s not easy to study trauma in a laboratory, as you can imagine. It’s simply not ethical for researchers to do horrible things to study participants just to measure their traumatic response. So the Oxford team used an experimental method that has been tested and validated in hundreds of other trauma studies: they gathered together test subjects in a laboratory and showed them a series of extremely graphic, gory images of death and injury. (Trust me, these are the kind of images you truly hope you will never see.) Then they measured the subjects’ emotional response to the images to ensure that they were truly disturbed.
In the hours that followed, half of the test subjects played Tetris for ten minutes while the other group did nothing special. Here’s what the researchers found: most of the group that did nothing special reported a high number of disturbing visual flashbacks from the images over the next week. The group that played Tetris, however, had just half as many flashbacks. And when both groups completed a psychological survey one week later, the Tetris players had significantly fewer symptoms of PTSD than the group that did not play.
So how did ten minutes of game play prevent flashbacks and PTSD symptoms? The Oxford researchers explain that Tetris occupies the visual processing circuitry of the brain with something other than what it’s usually preoccupied with after a trauma—involuntarily remembering and replaying the trauma over and over again. It’s similar to how Snow World works to prevent pain, but it’s a more targeted approach. To interfere with involuntary visual memories of the trauma, you have to swing the attention spotlight to something that specifically demands a huge amount of visual attention.
Crucially, the Oxford researchers found that not every video game can successfully hijack the visual processing centers. It must be a game that requires a massive amount of constant, visual processing—ideally, a pattern-matching game like Tetris or Candy Crush Saga, in which your goal is to move and connect game pieces according to a visual pattern. These kinds of games are so visually engaging, players notoriously report seeing game play flashbacks—typically, colored blocks falling, or matching candies swapping places—whenever they close their eyes, even hours after they’ve stopped playing. But if you play a less visual game, like Scrabble or a trivia quiz, this technique doesn’t work. Your brain will have too many visual processing resources still available to replay traumatic images.9
One more important detail from the Oxford study: playing Tetris did not prevent individuals from voluntarily remembering details of what they saw. A week later, when they were asked questions like “What color was the hair of the man who drowned?” or “About how old was the woman on the stretcher?” the Tetris players accurately recalled as many details as the group that did not play. Their memories were intact—they just weren’t as haunted by them.
This is extremely important, so I’ll say it again: the Tetris technique does not erase memories; it simply stops the cognitive process of involuntary memory. It gives you control over the memory. You won’t think about it when you don’t want to.
The Oxford researchers have not followed up their initial study with research on how well this technique works in real-world contexts. However, since they publicly shared this work five years ago at scientific conferences and in the media, many individuals have had the chance to learn and try it outside formal scientific studies. As part of my ongoing work to understand how people use games to become stronger and heal faster, I’ve heard from many people who have conducted successful Tetris-style interventions in their own lives: a runner who, after the 2013 Boston marathon bombings, found herself worried about whether she would ever be able to participate in road races again; a high school student in Norway who lost a friend in the 2011 mass shooting and kept replaying media images of the scene in his mind; a woman who did not want to suffer flashbacks of her elderly father’s final moments, which were not peaceful. What I have heard from individuals like these is that a short period of game play in the hours, days, and even weeks after the trauma gave them control over what they were thinking and seeing in their mind’s eye—and that this level of control not only helped limit flashbacks but also gave them a sense of comfort and strength.
Let’s put this Tetris research into a bigger perspective. The power to prevent flashbacks can potentially help anyone, even someone not directly involved with a traumatic event. We often see traumatic images of violence or accidents in the media. Children can be especially disturbed by these images. But a quick session of visually absorbing game play can help them avoid nightmares or intrusive memories.
The Tetris technique also has potential to change how you respond to ordinary negative events. When you have a particularly upsetting day, or if you can’t stop thinking about something that went wrong, you can activate this gameful ability.
You can put a stop to involuntary thoughts quickly and simply. This power to control what you’re remembering in the moment, right now, ensures that you can choose to truly leave difficult moments in the past when you need to.
There’s one more surprising—and potentially life-changing—way to apply the Tetris technique in everyday life.
To find out what it is, try this quick quest!
QUEST 7: Control the Mind’s Eye
What to do: Think of something you often crave—something that, once you start thinking about it, it usually feels impossible to resist. Imagine it in detail. Picture yourself enjoying it, as vividly as you can. Do you have a specific craving in mind? Good.
The next time this craving kicks in—including right now, if you’re already feeling it!—I want you to play a pattern-matching game like Tetris for three minutes. Do this, and you will be much better able to successfully resist your craving.
Why it works: Multiple studies have shown that playing Tetris for three minutes while feeling an intense craving cuts the intensity of the craving by 25 percent.10
This may not sound like a lot, but a 25 percent reduction in craving intensity is enough to change behavior. It’s just enough of a boost to give your willpower a fighting chance. (Keep in mind that if you’re hungry when you play Tetris, you’ll still be hungry afterward—but you’ll be less likely to give in to a specific, unhealthy craving, and more likely to make a smarter choice about what to eat.)
This anticraving strategy works on exactly the same scientific principle as the strategy of using a pattern-matching game to prevent flashbacks and PTSD. Research has shown that cravings have a very strong visual component. The more you mentally imagine yourself enjoying what you crave, the more likely you are to give in. To resist a craving, you simply need to give your brain’s visual-processing centers something else to visualize—and you’ll find the craving significantly reduced.11
What to play: You can find countless pattern-matching games for free online and on your mobile phone or tablet. The easiest ones to pick up from scratch if you’ve never played them are Tetris, Bejeweled, and Candy Crush Saga. (This last is the first video game my sixty-seven-year-old mom played in her entire life—and she taught herself how to play it in less than a minute.)
If you don’t want to play a digital game, a wonderful pattern-matching card game called SET offers the same powerful flashback effects. You can find it on Amazon or at Setgame.com. Finally, some SuperBetter players report that solving jigsaw puzzles is another way to control visual attention and stave off cravings effectively.
A SuperBetter Story: The Bride- and Groom-to-Be
When Joe and Elisa decided to get married, they promised each other that they would both successfully quit smoking by their wedding day.
In the months before the big day, the Michigan-based couple both wore nicotine patches, which helped them fight their cravings at work. But when they came home in the evening, Joe told me, it was harder to avoid reverting back to old habits.
“There was so much going on at work, the patch was enough—we didn’t need anything else. But at home, with less going on, we were really tempted. We thought about lighting up constantly.”
Thanks to the nicotine-replacement therapy, their physical cravings were in check. But they hadn’t yet gotten control over their mental cravings. They kept picturing themselves smoking and imagining how good it would feel. Those mental images were the real problem.
The gameful solution? Joe and Elisa decided to start a new tradition: puzzle nights. Every evening after dinner they sat down at the kitchen table to work on a giant jigsaw puzzle together.
“It totally worked for us,” Joe told me. “Zero cigarettes on puzzle nights.” It worked so well, in fact, that they worked on puzzles every night all the way up to their wedding. Two years later the happily married couple are still smoke-free.
Puzzle nights had one additional surprise benefit for the bride- and groom-to-be: working cooperatively on the puzzles together for so many hours, night after night, boosted their communication and problem-solving skills. “We got really good at working together and solving the puzzles as a team.” Not a bad way to prepare for marriage!
Joe and Elisa were, as it turns out, ahead of the curve with their creative solution. In 2014 a team of researchers from the American Cancer Society, Brown University, and Stony Brook University found that nicotine-deprived smokers were able to reduce their cravings by playing two-player cooperative games with their relationship partners. Functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) scans showed that cooperative game play and puzzle solving lit up the same reward centers of the brain that nicotine does. The scientists believe this is evidence that social games and puzzles could provide smokers with an alternative neurological pathway to feeling a reward when they crave it most.12
In other words, game play provides a powerful one-two punch for changing behavior. First, it gives you control over your thoughts and mental cravings by fully absorbing the visual-processing center of the brain. Second, it gives you a pleasurable neurochemical reward—the same kind you would get from a cigarette or a cookie or whatever else you might crave. Who needs a cigarette or cookie when you already feel deeply satisfied by the game?
Sweethearts Joe and Elisa might not be surprised to hear about one final scientific discovery from the same team of fMRI-scanning researchers: falling in love also dampens cravings for food, alcohol, and drugs, by activating the same reward pathways.13 “Intense, passionate love,” as the researchers put it, is like kryptonite to cravings—they just can’t stand up to it.
The moral of the story: if you want to quit something, anything, just solve a puzzle—or fall in love. Or if you’re really lucky, like Joe and Elisa, do both at the same time.
By now, you’re catching on: purposefully controlling your attention has all sorts of real-life benefits. By why are games such an effective means of attention control, compared with other activities? Let’s explore this question by taking a look at another strength you can develop through game play: the ability to block anxiety, even in extremely stressful situations.
Surgery is scary—especially for kids. Over the past twenty-five years, doctors have tested every idea imaginable to reduce kids’ anxiety in the operating room. They’ve tested powerful medications. They’ve allowed parents to hold their kids’ hands while they go under and wake up from anesthesia. They’ve even tested clowns in the operating room.
What works best? Not surprisingly, it’s not clowns. But it’s not parents or medication either. Kids who are allowed to play handheld video games—such as Super Mario on the Nintendo DS—experience virtually no anxiety before surgery. And after surgery, they wake up from anesthesia with less than half the anxiety of children given drugs—and with zero medication side effects.14
It’s another headline-worthy scientific result: “Ordinary video games prevent anxiety more effectively than the most powerful antianxiety medications.” But what makes it work? The research team at the department of anesthesiology at New Jersey Medical School argues that—as with the Snow World and Tetris techniques—cognitive absorption is the key. By focusing intensely on something other than the impending surgery, young patients avoid becoming upset or panicked.
This hypothesis makes perfect sense, given what we already know about the spotlight theory of attention. Anxiety—just like pain, traumatic memory, and cravings—requires conscious attention in order to develop and unfold. It’s fueled by active thoughts about what could possibly go wrong. Fear is a response to something actually going wrong right now. Anxiety, on the other hand, is the anticipation that something might go wrong in the future. The more vividly we imagine something bad happening, the more anxious we get.
Physiological sensations can contribute to anxiety—for example, caffeine can cause rapid heartbeats and sweaty palms, and a sudden surprise can trigger a jolt of adrenaline. If we notice these physical sensations, we may start to rack our brains for something specific to be nervous about, which can lead to a full-blown case of anxiety or even a panic attack. But without a conscious story about what might go wrong next, these symptoms are just physical sensations. They become an emotional feeling of anxiety only when we actively start to imagine terrible things happening in the future. Such imaginings can trigger more physiological changes—more adrenaline, an even faster heart rate—that we interpret as more reason to worry, and so the vicious cycle of anxiety goes.
Game play, the research shows, helps us stop imagining what might go wrong. The game breaks the cycle of attention. Even if we feel physical symptoms of anxiety while we’re playing, we’re too preoccupied with the game to actively imagine the worst. And without a nervous imagination, there is no anxiety.
In some situations, anxiety can be a helpful emotion—if it alerts you to a potential problem in the future, and if you have the time and ability to take steps now to prevent that problem. For example, if you’re anxious about an upcoming exam or presentation, anxiety can be a useful cue to study or practice more. For this reason, you should not always seek to block anxiety. However, for most people, in most situations, anxiety does not lead to productive action. Instead, it merely creates needless suffering and can prevent us from taking helpful action. Here’s a good rule of thumb for when to safely use a gameful technique to block anxiety: if the anxiety is not helping you identify concrete positive steps you can take, but rather is simply creating distress, play a game. Likewise, if the anxiety is trying to talk you out of doing something you truly want or need to do (like getting on a plane, giving a presentation, or going to a social event), go ahead and block it with a few minutes of play.
Is any form of pleasurable distraction a viable tool for disrupting the anxiety cycle? It turns out, no. Studies have shown that other similar attempts to prevent presurgery anxiety in kids have limited or no impact. Comic books, music, cartoons—none of these distractions tested nearly as well as games in the operating room.15 The problem? They just don’t offer the same level of cognitive absorption.
When we play games, we’re not just paying attention to the game—we’re paying a special quality of attention. That quality is called flow.
Flow is the state of being completely cognitively absorbed in an activity. It’s not mere distraction or engagement; it’s full engagement. It’s being totally immersed in, motivated by, and energized from the challenge at hand. In a state of flow, you not only lose track of time, you lose a sense of self-awareness. You experience a “deep focus” on the activity and no conscious awareness of competing thoughts or emotions.16
First identified by American psychology researcher Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi in the 1970s, flow is considered an extremely positive psychological state—indeed, perhaps the most optimal psychological state.17 A flow state can be achieved in many different ways, as long as the right conditions are met. It emerges when we have a clear goal, a challenging task to perform, and sufficient skills to meet the challenge—or at least to come close enough that we are energized to try again and do better. People find flow playing guitar, cooking, running, gardening, doing complex mathematics, and dancing—to name just a few ways. However, compared with a quick video game, these activities aren’t always as easy to perform in stressful contexts and everyday environments (and definitely not in an operating room before surgery). Moreover, when Csikszentmihalyi first wrote about the phenomenon of flow, he identified games and play as the quintessential flow activity.
Perhaps surprisingly, many leisure activities that we commonly think of as a good source of distraction do not typically lead to a flow state: watching television or movies, listening to music, or even reading.18 While these may be pleasurable and can indeed take our mind off our problems, they are not usually challenging and interactive in the way that flow-inducing activities must be. This is an important insight, because many people naturally turn to relaxing activities as a way to deal with stress, anxiety, or pain. But flow research shows that a challenging interactive task actually gives us more control over what we think and feel than a passive relaxing activity.
Flow is the reason that games, more than any other activity, are uniquely able to help us exert more control over anxiety and many other emotions as well. Games give us a clear goal. They require focus and effort to succeed. And digital games provide near-constant feedback so we can improve our performance. As soon as we improve our skills, the game gets harder, ensuring that we are always sufficiently challenged. Video games are such a reliable and efficient way to reach a flow state, in fact, that when scientists want to study the phenomenon of flow in the laboratory, they typically have participants play them.19 No activity that we know of creates flow more quickly, for so many people, as digital game play. And when we are in flow, we are in full control of our attention spotlight.
If you can create flow for yourself, you’re not just blocking negative feelings like pain and anxiety. You’re also actively creating better psychological and physical health.
Scientists at the Psychophysiology Lab and Biofeedback Clinic at East Carolina University recently completed a series of three studies to measure the mind-and-body impacts of video game play. They were interested in one particular genre: casual video games, the simple single-player ones like Angry Birds, solitaire, and Bejeweled. They can be learned quickly and are easy to stop and start again. They are highly correlated with flow states.20 And unlike more complex games, such as World of Warcraft and Madden NFL Football, they require no special video game skills, expertise, or regular time commitment.
The scientists’ interest in casual video games was sparked when a senior executive at PopCap Games, one of the largest casual game makers in the world, shared findings from a formal survey of its players. It turned out that 77 percent of players were seeking some form of mental or emotional health benefit from playing, not merely entertainment.21 These players reported using casual video games to improve their mood, stop anxiety, and relieve stress, and in some cases even as a kind of “self-medication.”
Were the players’ mental health benefits real or imagined? That’s what PopCap wanted to find out. So it created a research program with East Carolina University (ECU), known for its leading biofeedback research. The goal was to measure changes in brain waves, heart rate, and breathing patterns in game players to see if they aligned with physiological signs of improved mood, decreased depression, and resilience to stress.
The scientists at ECU attached monitoring devices to game players in order to track two specific measures of emotional and physical resilience: electroencephalographic (EEG) changes in alpha brain waves, which can indicate whether you’re distressed, depressed, or in an overall good mood; and heart rate variability, which reflects how quickly your body can recover from emotional or physical stress.
The group’s first randomized, controlled trial found that a twenty-minute session of casual game play decreased left frontal alpha brain waves, which typically indicates improved mood. Indeed, on a survey, the players with decreased alpha brain waves reported feeling in a better mood. They had significantly less anger, depression, and tension and more energy. A comparison group that simply surfed the Internet for twenty minutes had no significant EEG changes and no reported improvements in mood or energy level. The game players, meanwhile, also experienced significant improvements in heart rate variability. After just twenty minutes of play, their hearts were able to withstand more stress and recover more quickly.22
These initial findings were so promising that the team decided to conduct a longer-term study of casual video games. In their next trial, they studied the impact of thirty minutes of game play, three times a week, on reported mood, as well as on the same EEG and heart rate variability measures. Participants were all suffering from anxiety, depression, or both at the start of the study. After one month of this game play routine, they saw significant reductions in depression, anxiety, and general stress levels across the board. Their EEG and heart rate variability measures—both significantly improved—confirmed these perceived emotional changes at a physiological level.23 As a result of these significant findings, the researchers have called for the development of prescriptive interventions.
Someday soon it’s quite likely that psychologists or doctors will commonly write prescriptions for Angry Birds to reduce anxiety, or Peggle to treat depression, or Call of Duty for anger management. Indeed, I already frequently hear from therapists and counselors who do just that! And the science is increasingly on their side. A 2012 meta-analysis of thirty-eight randomized, controlled trials of video games published in the American Journal of Preventive Medicine found significant promise for video games to improve psychological health outcomes. (The article also encouraged researchers and the game industry to conduct trials of longer duration as a necessary next step for this emerging field of research.)24
Keep in mind that gameful prescriptions are not necessarily an alternative to traditional forms of therapy or medication. Indeed, 23 percent of participants in the ECU casual games trial continued to take antidepressants during the study. We are still at the beginning of understanding the full range and depth of the positive impact that games can have on our health and well-being. For now, and perhaps for the long term, these tools should be seen as a complement, and not necessarily as an alternative, to other forms of support and treatment.
Game play isn’t the only flow activity that can lead to these positive mind-and-body results. As you start to practice the gameful techniques in this chapter, you’ll become better and better at spotting a wide range of activities that help you tap in to your natural ability to control your attention.
Mindfulness meditation, for example, has been measured to have quite similar physiological benefits as casual game play. During mindfulness meditation, participants are challenged to focus on their breath above all other thoughts, emotions, or physical sensations. This is actually quite a difficult task that requires a tremendous amount of attention! If you’d like to try it, set aside a few minutes where you can sit quietly and simply count your breaths. Each inhalation and exhalation counts as one breath. See how high you can count before you realize that you’ve been distracted by a thought or sound or feeling and lost count. Start over from zero and try again. Continue trying to increase the number of breaths you can count without distraction until five or ten minutes have passed. (As you can see, you can take a gameful approach to meditation simply by setting a high score!)
This activity, it turns out, is nearly identical to playing a casual video game in terms of its physiological benefits.25 Two decades’ worth of research shows that mindfulness meditation leads to significant heart rate variability improvement and EEG changes consistent with improved mood and decreased stress.26 More recently, researchers have proposed that precisely the concept of flow explains these physiological changes during and after meditation.27 They describe the benefits of mindfulness meditation as stemming directly from “a state of positive and full immersion in an effortful activity.” Meditation, it turns out, is a form of play!
I have to admit, I am heartened by this scientific link between the benefits of meditation, which many already accept as an important and valuable mental and physical health practice, and the benefits of casual game play, which is more typically dismissed as a trivial pastime or even a waste of time. Thanks to the efforts of researchers, we now know that even though games are fun, we can and should take them seriously as a tool for becoming stronger, happier, and healthier.
A SuperBetter Story: The Game-Playing Monk
I met Vasily on the other side of the world, high in the mountains of Ganghwa Island, an hour outside of Seoul, South Korea. I had escaped the city for a weekend stay at the ancient Jeongdeungsa Temple, built in AD 381, where visitors are invited to learn about Buddhist cultures and traditions.
Vasily was our teacher for the weekend. Tall, handsome, and Russian, he was not quite the kind of monk I expected to meet at a temple in South Korea! I soon learned that while he had been ordained as a monk in Russia, he had chosen to make Jeongdeungsa his home, as he preferred the peace and beauty of the landscape.
After two days of practicing Buddhist methods of meditation and prayer and chanting with our group of twenty students, I had a chance to sit down for a chat with Vasily. I wanted to ask him his opinion about the role of play and games in a spiritual and happy life. I knew that the Buddha had famously rejected games, compiling a list of all the games he would not play—including those with balls or dice and even “guessing at letters traced with the finger in the air or on a friend’s back.”28 Yet given everything contemporary science has said about game play as a way to learn to control our attention—which is one of the primary aims of Buddhist practice!—I wondered (perhaps a bit impudently) if there wasn’t a place for games at a Buddhist temple after all.
Vasily first explained to me that the Buddha rejected games on the grounds that they were “a waste of time.” (Worrying about games as a waste of time? Apparently, not much has changed in the past twenty-five hundred years!) The problem, according to the Buddha, was that games distracted players from the more important work of seeking enlightenment. Vasily shared this concern and discouraged me from using games to “escape reality” rather than be present in the moment.
But then Vasily lowered his voice and said something that rather shocked me: “Of course, I play Angry Birds every night.” Looking a bit sheepish, he explained, “We meditate for hours. We pray for hours. There are still many hours in the day.” He did not see his game play as an escape: “Especially in the evening when I am tired, one hour of Angry Birds is a way to focus and calm my thoughts. It is skillful practice, not escape.”
Here was someone who had spent years training in the Buddhist practice, mastering some of the most powerful attention-control techniques ever devised. And even he, a master of highly complex forms of meditation, breathing, and prayer, had decided to integrate video games into his daily rituals!
It’s been almost three years since I met Vasily, but whenever I pull out my phone for a quick session of Angry Birds, I find myself thinking about him. I picture him in his monastery robe, seated on a meditation cushion in the oldest temple in Korea, slinging the same adorable birds through the same virtual space, both of us enjoying the peaceful experience of controlling our spotlight of attention.
From Snow World and Tetris to Super Mario and Bejeweled, healing video games teach an important lesson that extends far beyond the virtual world: you are mentally and emotionally stronger than you realize, especially in the face of stress, trauma, or pain. You can control your attention spotlight. And therefore you can control your thoughts, emotions, and even physical sensations.
MISSION COMPLETE
Skills Unlocked: Why You Are Stronger Than You Know
2
You Are Surrounded by Potential Allies
Your Mission
Discover just how many people are ready to help you with any problem, at any time.
What if you were surrounded by people ready and willing to help you with any problem at any time? How much more could you accomplish? How much more ambitious could you be?
You already have this power. You can turn almost anyone into an ally—even a stranger, even someone who thinks they don’t like you—just by playing a game with them.
In this chapter, we’ll examine the unique properties of games that make them the perfect platform for learning how to strengthen real-life relationships and find more common ground with others. You’ll see how the benefits of playing a game with others last long after the game is played. Plus, you’ll learn practical strategies for bringing the positive ways we interact in games into the rest of your daily life.
Hedgewars is a cute and funny video game, despite the word wars in its title. Players are invited to commandeer an army of pink hedgehogs for intergalactic space battle. (Think Angry Birds but a bit more challenging—and with flying spiny mammals instead of birds.) It’s relatively simple to learn, playable on any computer or mobile phone—and as researchers at the University of Helsinki recently discovered, it has a powerful effect on our bodies and brains.
When two people play Hedgewars together in the same room, they experience what Dr. Michiel Sovijärvi-Spapé and Dr. Niklas Ravaja describe as “neurological and physiological linkage.”1 The two players start to make the same facial expressions, smiling and frowning in unison. Their heart rates adapt to the same rhythm. Their breathing patterns sync. Most astonishingly, their brain waves sync, as their neurons start to “mirror” each other—a process that helps each of them anticipate what the other will do next. All these changes happen almost immediately, within minutes of starting to play.
Surprisingly, this synchronization occurs whether the two players are cooperating or competing with each other. It doesn’t matter whether you consider your fellow player a teammate or an opponent. When you play Hedgewars together, your minds and bodies start to operate in near-perfect harmony.
What makes these biological linkages so interesting to researchers? As psychologists have recently discovered, all four types of synchronization—facial expression, heart rate, respiration, and neural activity—are strongly correlated with increased empathy and social bonding. The more we sync up with someone, the more we like them—and the more likely we are to help them in the future.2
It’s not surprising, then, that in surveys conducted afterward, Hedgewars players do indeed report feeling high levels of empathy and connection with each other—again, regardless of whether they played cooperatively or competitively.
Hedgewars, as it turns out, is not special in this regard. In fact, as an expanding field of research shows, any game played simultaneously by two people in the same physical location creates this same kind of “mind meld” and body synchronization—laying the foundation for a more powerful and positive relationship after the game is over.3
How do games trigger a mind-and-body connection so quickly and effectively—and is there anything else you can do to achieve a similar effect? Let’s dig into the science of synchronization to find out.
Humans unconsciously mirror and imitate each other constantly. We fall into lockstep when walking together. We return someone’s smile naturally, without thinking. We shift our body language to match the posture of people we like. And it’s not just a one-on-one phenomenon. At sporting events and concerts, we make the same facial expressions and move in unison with other fans, creating entire crowds of biologically linked individuals.4
Not all synchronization is visibly obvious. Research shows, for example, that a mother’s heartbeat synchronizes with her infant’s when she holds her.5 And when a close friend tells you a story about his day, you experience what scientists call neural coupling. Your brain activity mirrors your friend’s as closely as if it were your own experience he was describing.6 It’s quite amazing when you think about it: your brain processes your friend’s story as if what happened to him had actually happened to you.
Why are these spontaneous biological connections so common? Scientists argue that without them, survival—let alone successful social interaction—would be impossible.
In order to interact with other people, we have to be able to understand them. What are they thinking? What are they feeling? What action are they about to take? Do they want to hurt you or help you? But it’s not easy to read someone else’s mind or guess what they’re feeling. In fact, the only way we can do it is by re-creating their thoughts and feelings in our own minds and bodies.
Consider this example: A stranger is smiling at you. Does he mean you well, or does he mean you harm? You involuntarily smile back—with the same kind of smile he just gave you. Your smile may be fleeting—maybe it lasts just for a microsecond, barely detectable. But now your brain understands the stranger’s intentions. It knows whether the smile you just gave back is the kind of warm, genuine smile you typically give people you intend to be nice to, or a pained, insincere smile you give to people you don’t like. Only by becoming a mirror for someone else are you able to accurately deduce his intentions.
Here’s another example: You run to catch up to someone and start walking beside her. You naturally fall into lockstep, and in doing so, you get important information about her state of mind. Perhaps your stride feels slightly longer and faster than usual—you physically start to feel her sense of urgency. Or perhaps you notice yourself relaxing, walking more slowly than usual. You start to feel the same sense of calm as your partner. By unconsciously mimicking her physical movement, you suddenly have access to her emotions!
We synchronize like this hundreds of times every day without thinking about it. People who do it more tend to score higher on measures of empathy and social intelligence. That’s because the more you mirror and mimic, the better you understand the people around you.
That just leaves one important question to answer: why do we like people better when we mimic and mirror them? It’s not just a matter of better understanding. Countless studies have shown that we become closer to, more affectionate toward, and more likely to help the people we sync up with. Why?
Scientists theorize that syncing up creates an “upward spiral” of positive connection between two people.7 It helps us understand each other better, which means we have smoother social interactions—and that makes us more willing to interact with each other again in the future. When we’re biologically synced up, studies show, we also perform more effectively together, because we’re better able to anticipate each other’s actions. Experiencing success together makes us more likely to help each other in the future. Meanwhile we more naturally like people who we perceive to be like ourselves. So when we unconsciously notice someone else mirroring us, we start to feel more positively about them. And the more positively we feel about someone, the more time we tend to spend with them, giving us more opportunities to sync up and strengthen our bond.
Not all synchronization leads to positive feelings or stronger bonds. If you intuit through a quick neural connection that someone else means you harm, you’re not going to befriend her. And synchronizing around an emotion like anger or frustration can create more stress, not more empathy. Research suggests, for example, that unhappily married couples actually go into downward spirals of synchronization when they argue.8 The more they fight, the more their minds and bodies align—but with negative, rather than positive, emotions. (More happily married couples, on the other hand, are actually less biologically linked during fights. Researchers theorize that they are better able to quickly mirror and process their partner’s negative feelings without having to fully embody them.)
However, syncing up around negative feelings may have at least one benefit. The increased biological connection when some couples fight may explain why so many attest that a good argument can lead to great sex. If you’re synced up, you’re much more in tune with each other’s mind and body. Still, all things considered, the biggest benefits come from syncing up around positive emotions like interest, excitement, curiosity, and wonder—emotions that are extremely common during game play.
Will you notice the next time you’re on a positive upward spiral with someone? Here’s a quest to help you increase your social intelligence right now.
QUEST 8: The Love Detector
When you understand how synchronization works, you spot it happening all around you. It’s almost like developing a sixth sense—you see relationships sparking and connections strengthening right before your eyes.
I want you to think of your new sixth sense as a powerful love detector.
What to do: Look for the telltale sign of deep biological synchronization between two people.
What’s the telltale sign? When two people are feeling positively connected, their body language starts to mirror each other. When one person leans forward, the other leans forward. When one rests her head thoughtfully on her right hand, the other follows suit. When one sits cross-legged, soon the other does as well.
This kind of spontaneous, unconscious mirroring happens in all kinds of situations: over coffee conversations with friends, during work meetings and job interviews, on first dates, and at parties. It’s what happens whenever you feel like you’re really “clicking” with someone.
Why it works: Dr. Barbara Fredrickson, one of the world’s leading researchers of positive emotion, describes these mirror moments as “micro-moments of love.” Whenever our brain activity and biochemistry align, she says, we lay the foundation for future friendship or even intimacy. While love might seem too strong a word to denote these everyday moments, Dr. Fredrickson’s research shows that every time we sync up in a safe and positive context, we are actually feeling a miniburst of deep human connection. Every time we mirror, it’s like we’re practicing and strengthening our ability to love.9
Some people may advise you to purposefully mimic your boss’s or your date’s body language to help gently nudge the love along, but I don’t recommend it. Instead, it’s much more fun (and definitely less creepy!) to simply become aware of mirroring when it happens—and to delight in these micro-moments of love whenever you notice them.
So here’s your quest to learn how to use your new love detector: for the next twenty-four hours, pay special attention to the body language of people around you (and to your own body language).
Quest complete: If you see body language being mirrored, congratulations—you’ve completed this quest by detecting a micromoment of love!
If synchronization happens all the time, what makes the syncing that takes place during game play so special?
In some regards, there’s nothing special about it—it works exactly as synchronization works during any kind of social interaction. Because you and your fellow player are focusing your attention on the same activity at the same time, your neurons start to mirror each other. And because emotions are contagious, you will pass your emotions back and forth—whether it’s pride in a successful move, or frustration over a difficult obstacle, or surprise at an unexpected outcome. As your feelings align, so do your bodies—from the muscles in your face that express different feelings to the amount of sweat on your skin that reveals how excited or stressed out you are.
All shared activities—such as watching a movie, having a conversation, or listening to music—have a similar potential to create mind-and-body links. However, the intensity of game-based linkage is typically much stronger.
Remember from Chapter 1 the special kind of attention we give to games: when we play, we go into a state of deep focus, or flow. And when two people are in flow together, the synchronization is far greater (and far more enjoyable) than when they participate in less mentally absorbing activities.10 Likewise, because we tend to feel heightened emotions like excitement and joy during game play, the quality of emotional linkage is heightened as well. The stronger our synchronized feelings, the deeper our mind-and-body connection.
But what’s really special about syncing during game play is best explained by what psychologists call theory of mind, which is short for having an accurate theory of what’s going on in someone else’s mind. When you’re playing a game with someone else, you spend a tremendous amount of time trying to anticipate what they’re going to do next. This is true whether you’re playing cooperatively or competitively: the more you can accurately model what your coplayer is thinking, the more successful you’ll be in the game.
Game play requires a powerful theory of mind, much more so than ordinary social interactions.11 Compared with taking a walk together or having a conversation, game play—with all its unpredictability and constant decision making—demands much tighter and more sustained synchronization. It’s due to this high-demand social environment that neurological and physiological links happen so quickly and easily whenever we play. It’s simply the nature of the game.
Because synchronization happens so rapidly, reliably, and deeply during game play, many gamers find it particularly useful for creating stronger social bonds. This is especially true for introverted individuals, who seem to benefit greatly from the easy and powerful social connections afforded by games.
Real-world studies offer even more insight into the benefits of syncing up through game play. Research from Brigham Young University’s School of Family Life, for example, shows that playing video games together regularly in the same physical space increases the sense of connection between parent and child.12 And for children with autism, multiplayer video games have been shown to increase cooperation, improve family social interactions, and increase social intelligence.13 Children with autism communicate more directly and confidently with their peers and siblings after playing a game together. They also pay each other more compliments and engage more frequently in positive touching, such as giving each other high-fives.14
If you’re not a frequent gamer but have a gamer in your life, consider taking the time to play together more often. It may be one of the most productive things you could do with your free time—if you want to enjoy a closer, happier relationship.
A SuperBetter Story: The Secret Language Between Father and Daughter
Antonio, a senior sales executive with a Fortune 500 company, doesn’t seem like the kind of man with a lot of time to play video games. When I met him at his company’s annual offsite leadership meeting in Chicago, he was juggling important calls and emails the whole time and flagging down colleagues to touch base about upcoming sales meetings around the country.
Although I was invited to the offsite to speak about how game psychology could improve motivation and productivity in the workplace, Antonio, like most of the executives I met that day, seemed more interested in talking to me about the role that games played in his family.
“I set aside a few hours every week to play games with my daughter,” he told me. “It’s very important to me, especially now that she’s a teenager, that we keep playing together. It helps keep the lines of communication open.”
Antonio’s daughter Julia had just turned thirteen, and her new favorite game was Minecraft, the Lego-like building universe where players gather resources to architect whatever they can imagine. Monsters roam the Minecraft world, requiring players to build safe rooms and craft armor to protect themselves.
Apparently Minecraft was giving Julia a new way to think about real-life problems—and a way to talk to her dad about them. “Just last week I was dropping Julia off at school, and she really didn’t want to go in. She’s had some problems with bullying this year, nothing physical, just verbal. A few friends of hers decided they didn’t want to be her friend anymore and have been giving her a really hard time. It’s been rough on her.
“It’s not something she usually talks to me about—she’d rather talk to her mom about that stuff. But when we pulled up at school last week, she turned to me and said, ‘Dad, you know what I can do? I can put my armor on.’ I knew what she meant immediately. When she puts on her armor in Minecraft, the monsters, the lava, all the bad stuff—it can’t hurt her.
“I told her that was a great way to think about it. ‘You’re going to put on your diamond armor today, and it won’t matter what anyone says to you. It’ll bounce right off you.’ And she said, ‘Yep,’ and smiled, and hopped out of the car. It was a little thing, but now we’ve got this conversation going. It’s like a secret code, where I can ask her if she needs her armor today, and she knows what I mean, and she knows that I’m proud of her for being so resilient.”
As we’ve seen, games are a particularly easy and efficient way to create mind-and-body synchrony. When you play a game with someone, you don’t have to focus consciously on mirroring or imitating—it just happens naturally as a result of your mutual engagement with the game. But even without games, there are lots of other ways you can intentionally jump-start your biological linkage. Find out how in your next quest.
QUEST 9: The Power of a Good Sync
If you want to strengthen your mind-and-body connection to friends and family, all it takes is a good sync.
What to do: Take one or two minutes out of your day to coordinate your actions as closely as possible with another person.
These simple methods work to stimulate mirror neurons and synchronize heart and breathing rates:
Walking, tapping, clapping, dancing, rocking, and swinging together all work in the same way—they create biological linkage through near-perfect physical mirroring and synchronization. Carrying a piece of heavy furniture together, however, is more like playing a video game: in order to avoid dropping it, bumping it, or hurting yourself, you have to successfully anticipate your partner’s thoughts and movements. This kind of intense neurological linkage stimulates the same increase in connection, affection, and empathy as physical mirroring.
There are countless ways to get a good sync in, and it only takes a few minutes. Be creative and invent your own favorite traditions.
Examples: Here are some ideas from SuperBetter players:
Tip: Your partner doesn’t need to know all the science for it to work. But if you’re going to make it a habit, clue them in so they can share in this powerful knowledge with you.
Also, it helps if your go-to syncing activity is something you both enjoy doing for its own sake. Don’t force it. Let the synchronizing happen naturally, while you’re focusing on the fun or the challenge.
Being able to strengthen bonds with people you already know is a powerful ability. Starting to see the entire world around you as full of potential allies is another superpower altogether.
Sometimes, to get more support in our lives, we have to be willing to look in the most unlikely places. And games can help us do that—by opening up our minds to friendship with people we would ordinarily overlook. One of my favorite game studies in recent years explains how.
Social scientists at Nanyang Technological University (NTU) in Singapore have been studying the real-life impacts of video games for more than a decade—and recently they made a major breakthrough. They discovered that playing the Nintendo game Wii Bowling with a stranger not only makes you like that person more—something you’d expect from almost any enjoyable activity two people perform together—but also makes you like more everyone else in the world who you perceive to be like your game partner. Let me explain.
One of the biggest social problems in Singapore today is alienation between young people and senior citizens. According to national surveys, they don’t like each other very much, and they avoid spending time together. The result is that seniors in Singapore are often socially isolated, which is terrible for their mental and physical health. Meanwhile, young people miss out on significant opportunities to be mentored and cared for by seniors.
Could games help solve this widespread social problem? The NTU researchers set up a pilot study to find out. They paired up college students and senior citizens for weekly video game dates lasting thirty minutes each. After six weeks of playing Nintendo Wii Bowling together, the seniors and the young people not only considered each other friends, they had dramatically revised their opinion of the entire other group.
The young people decided they liked senior citizens, in general, a whole lot more. Meanwhile the seniors were much less anxious about interacting with young people. Both groups said they were more likely to seek out social interaction with someone from the other group in the future. This represented a huge psychological shift. They didn’t just make one new friend; they started to see all seniors or young people as potential friends.
Crucially, this powerful change did not occur in the study’s control group, in which young people and seniors spent the same exact amount of time together making conversation, watching TV, or working on arts and crafts together. The individuals liked each other more after six weeks of hanging out, but they continued to dislike other seniors or young people in general. In short, they changed their mind about just one person, not the whole group. They remained, unfortunately, psychologically closed off from a whole world of potential allies.
By now, you can probably guess how the Wii Bowling video game accomplished what other common social interactions could not: deep synchronization was surely at play. And one particular outcome of synchronization—increased empathy—makes all the difference when it comes to reversing prejudice or healing social tension.
Empathy is the ability to imagine and relate to what someone else is feeling—and fortunately, a little bit of empathy goes a long way. Research shows that increasing our empathy for just one person in a group will improve our opinions about the entire group in general.16 However, if we simply like one person in a group without increasing our empathy for them, our opinions about the group as a whole will remain the same.
This is exactly what happens when we play a game with someone we think we won’t like, by virtue of their age or any other prejudicial factor. By increasing our empathy for our fellow player, we increase our empathy for everyone who reminds us of that player.
To feel more empathy with others, people have to have positive social interactions in safe environments. Synchronization can’t happen if you’re preoccupied with negative thoughts or feelings. In fact, research shows that strong prejudice and dislike for someone else’s group can actually prevent us from experiencing neurological linkage.17 But games have an advantage here as well. The NTU researchers theorize that the equalizing nature of games makes it easier to connect in spite of existing social tension, anxiety, or mistrust.
When we play a game, we come together on equal terms and equal footing. We agree and trust each other to follow the same rules, to pursue the same goal, and to treat each other fairly. We accept each other as worthy teammates or competitors, regardless of our outside social status.
The equal status and trust that we experience in games, as temporary and as limited as they may be, makes it feel safer to explore social interactions with people we might ordinarily be anxious around or avoid altogether. And it’s not just the NTU researchers who have figured this out. Groups around the world are starting to harness the power of play to make allies across cultural borders and boundaries. The Middle East Gaming Challenge, for example, brings tens of thousands of children in the Middle East together to play cooperative video games, online and in person. The organizers’ goal is to promote dialogue and confront prejudices that currently exist between Arab and Jewish schoolchildren in Israel. They explain:
Despite being neighbors, these children are all too often exposed to atmospheres of negative stereotypes that, unfortunately, are exacerbated by the two communities’ separate education systems. Without a doubt, for many of them the gaming challenge will be a first positive experience shared with someone their own age, in the same corner of the globe, but from an entirely different religious or ethnic background.18
When you look at the possible stakes of events like the Middle East Gaming Challenge, it becomes clear why research like the Wii Bowling study matters. When we understand how games change relationships, we can see more clearly what it takes to overcome our own biases and prejudices. And we discover just how important it is to synchronize our minds and bodies whenever we want to change someone else’s opinion of us from negative to positive.
Surprisingly, and wonderfully, this kind of change does not take exceptional amounts of time or effort. It does take a willingness to interact gamefully—by seeking out experiences that put us on equal footing and so make deep synchronization more likely to occur.
The spectacular “mind meld” and biological mirroring effects of video games and other coordinated activities require players to be in the same physical space at the same time. You can’t sync over email or text message. But what if you want to strengthen relationships with friends and family you’re not able to see in person as often as you’d like? Although you won’t get the same mind-and-body connection, you can increase your real-life social support systems through online game play. In fact, research suggests that online games are an especially powerful relationship management tool—they make it easier for us to maintain more active social relationships, so we have support from others when we need it most.
Let’s see how online play works to help you find real-life allies—and what online games can teach you about how to get social support wherever you go.
Social network games are some of the most widely played and widely studied video games in recent years. More than half a billion people have played social network games like Farmville (a cooperative farm simulation), Candy Crush Saga (a pattern-matching game in which you share power-ups with your friends), and Words with Friends (a variation on the classic board game Scrabble). These games, most commonly played on Facebook or via mobile phones, allow you to play with anyone in your social network—and you don’t even have to be online at the same time. In competitive games like Words with Friends, players take their next turn whenever they have a spare moment. In cooperative games like Farmville or Candy Crush Saga, players can contribute toward a collective goal or send their friends helpful power-ups even when their friends are offline.
As these games have gained in popularity, researchers have been curious to find out whether playing a social network game with someone makes people more likely to socialize with them in real life. Study after study has found that it does. When you play a game like Farmville or Words with Friends with a friend or family member, you not only feel closer to them, you’re also more likely to see them in person or to have conversations with them about nongame, real-life events. And if you play cooperative games together, you’re more likely to ask each other for, or offer each other, help with a real-life problem.19
The more researchers dig into the way social network games work, the more they seem to agree that these relationship-enhancing benefits stem from three key functions: establishing common ground, increasing familiarity, and modeling reciprocity.
Establishing common ground simply means sharing a common experience that gives you something to talk about. One of the biggest challenges for many people in maintaining relationships with extended family and friends is a lack of common ground in the present. If we don’t have anything in common to talk about, we’re less likely to talk at all. But social scientists have found that even something as simple as a Facebook game dramatically improves our sense of having something in the present moment that actively connects us—and therefore something to talk about. Players report that game-related conversations often expand to topics outside the game, such as work and family life. But the game itself remains the foundation of frequent communication, helping us stay actively in touch with people in our social network we would otherwise grow distant from.20
Increasing familiarity simply means interacting more often. The higher the frequency, the stronger the social bond—as long as the interactions are primarily positive. Social network games seem to be a particularly efficient way to increase familiarity, because they allow two people to interact across time and distance. They remove any obstacles that might stand in the way of face-to-face interactions. And while face-to-face interactions would certainly offer a more powerful social experience (complete with synchronization!), research shows that any increased familiarity improves the odds of offering help or having face-to-face time in the future.
Finally, modeling reciprocity means showing other people that we care about them and that they can trust us to offer help. To model reciprocity, we simply have to return a favor or make a simple gesture of kindness. In everyday life, it can be hard to find simple and effective ways to show we care. But in social network games, it’s easy. Reciprocity typically takes the form of sending someone a power-up or an extra life—something that will make it easier for our friend to advance in the game. In Farmville, for example, you can water your friends’ crops or feed their chickens. In Candy Crush Saga, you can send your friends extra moves to help them complete a difficult level.
These little boosts of help are almost always free to send someone; there is no cost other than the time it takes to click “send,” and the games constantly remind us to do so. Despite the fact that it’s so easy to send this kind of help, players report feeling genuinely assisted and looked after by friends and family who regularly give them in-game boosts. Researchers believe that this kind of continual in-game show of support fosters trust and a feeling of responsibility toward each other. And data backs up this hypothesis: people who play online games together cooperatively or as a team report getting more real-life social support from each other. And the support is meaningful—it includes everything from getting advice on a problem and tangible support like monetary assistance, to emotional support like reassurance and listening. 21
A SuperBetter Story: The Feuding Families
“Don’t go yet! I have to tell you my story!” These words came tumbling out of the mouth of a beautiful young blond woman who seemed quite intent on speaking with me.
I was at Marquette University in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, and I had just given a guest lecture on game design. Anna, twenty-eight, who was finishing up her bachelor’s degree in communications, had waited until all the other students left to try to catch a private word with me.
“This would sound ridiculous to most people, but I know you’ll understand,” she told me, taking a deep breath. “The Facebook game Farmville saved my marriage. Do you have a minute? Can I explain how?” Of course I wanted to hear more.
Anna told me that she and her husband, Aadil, had married several years ago against the wishes of both her parents and his. “Our families would not speak to each other, not before the wedding and not after. It’s because of our religion.” Anna’s parents were from Ukraine. They practiced a very strict Orthodox Christianity. Aadil was from India, his family, Muslim.
“I smoothed things over with my parents so at least they were talking to me, and Aadil did the same with his parents. But the two families have absolutely refused to have any contact with each other. This has been a huge source of pain for us. It’s especially hard because we live so far apart from both families.” Most of Anna’s extended family was still in Ukraine, and Aadil’s in India. They stayed in touch with everyone primarily through Facebook.
“We had given up on our families ever getting along,” Anna said. “And then one day the strangest thing happened. My mother started harvesting grapes with Aadil’s mother!”
Anna was talking about virtual grapes, of course. She had started playing the farming simulation game Farmville with her parents a few weeks earlier, “just as something fun to do with them every day, since they’re so far away and it’s hard to talk across the different time zones.” Anna was also playing the game with her husband. “Our schedules are so busy, and I’m always in evening classes when he comes home from work. But we played when we could, and it helped us spend a little more time together.”
“So you know how you can improve your farm faster if you get help from your neighbors?” Anna asked me. She was referring to the way Facebook games encourage you to invite your entire social network to play with you, so they can help you in the game. In Farmville, real-life friends and family become “neighbors” who can help feed your virtual chickens and water your virtual crops. “Well, I think my mom got really into the game because she was doing whatever it took to level up her farm faster. First she invited Aadil to be her neighbor and help her harvest some crops. That was amazing already. But then one day I was completely shocked, I noticed she had invited Aadil’s mom to join a co-op mission.”
In a co-op, or cooperative, mission in Farmville, players have a limited amount of time—usually anywhere from a few hours to an entire day—to accomplish a shared goal together, like planting and harvesting one hundred pounds of grapes. “His mom and my mom were in closer time zones, so I guess it was just easier for them to do missions together than to wait until we were awake in the United States.”
By this point in the story, Anna’s eyes were welling up. “You have to understand, this was the first social interaction my mom and his mom had willingly had together in three years. It felt like a miracle.”
Before they knew it, Anna’s parents were regularly inviting Aadil’s parents to do cooperative missions together in the game. “They started leaving notes on each other’s Facebook pages to plan their missions. And then, I guess since they were already on their pages, they started liking each other’s updates and leaving nice little comments. It went from just being about the game to being something more.”
The families aren’t playing Farmville anymore, now that their initial mania for it has died down. But the good news is, they don’t need to. “This game has changed everything for us. I don’t think we’ll ever go back. We’re not two families anymore. We’re all family to each other now.”
Playing games online with extended friends and family helps ensure you have strong social ties and social support when you need it. People you play with are more likely to have your back—and you, theirs. But what if you want to reap the same benefits with people in your life who aren’t on your favorite social network, or who might not want to play a game? Although social network games make it easier to establish common ground, model reciprocity, and increase familiarity, you can still use these three techniques to strengthen any relationship—with or without a game.
Here’s a quest to help you explore how to translate the power of social network games into the rest of your life.
QUEST 10: Plus-One Better
Pick three people:
1. Someone who would like to hear from you
2. Someone you would like to hear from
3. Someone who might be surprised to hear from you
Do you have your three people in mind? Good. Now—you have a choice. You can complete this quest on a difficulty setting of easy, medium, or hard. “Easy” means you’re going to send a message to the first person on your list. “Medium” means you’re going to message the first and second person on your list. “Hard” means you’re going to message all three.
What to do: Ask each of the three people, “On a scale of 1 to 10, how is your day going?”
It may feel a bit out of the blue to the person who receives it. That’s okay. In fact, it’s good. Your goal is to catch someone off guard with a signal that you care, and that you’re thinking about them. Meanwhile, asking for a number from 1 to 10 prompts more reflection than simply asking “How’s it going?”—and it often gets you a more honest and interesting reply. (You’ll see what I mean as soon as you give it a try!)
Send your message now. Make sure you send it privately—through email, text, or Facebook, for example.
Now you wait—and if they message back a number from 1 to 10, here’s what you’re going to reply: “Is there anything I could do to help move it from a 6 to a 7?” (or . . . “from a 3 to a 4” or “from a 10 to an 11”—you get the idea).
I learned this habit from my friend Michael, a philanthropist and entrepreneur who likes to ask this question (and make this offer) to almost everyone he talks to, day in and day out. He asks me to rate my day every single time I see him. He asks it of servers at restaurants when we eat out. He asked my husband the first time they met, too. After a while, I came to the conclusion that this question is completely awesome. You really can ask it of virtually anyone, close friend or stranger. And it’s easy to answer—everyone can think of a number from 1 to 10.
Sometimes they’ll answer with just a number. Sometimes they’ll offer details to explain their number. It’s amazing how much you can learn about what’s on someone’s mind by how they explain their 1, 5, or 10. And when you offer to do something to bump their number up by just +1, it pretty much always makes them smile. You’ll be surprised by how surprised other people are when you take the time to explicitly offer your support. Consider this reply from my friend Chris, when I sent him the “1 to 10” question the other day: “Better now that you asked. Truly makes a difference. Was a 5, just became a 7.”
Why it works: This quest is designed to adapt the best features of social games to everyday life. It’s quick and easy, and like online games, you don’t have to be face to face to do it. It models reciprocity: by offering to make someone’s day +1 better, you’re communicating that you care and that they can count on you for support. And it increases common ground—if they explain their number to you, you’ll know a little bit more about what’s going on, which gives you something to talk about. If they don’t explain their number, you’ve still checked in—and every check-in helps increase the familiarity that leads to stronger relationships.
Tip: Don’t do this quest just once—do it often. Whenever I find myself thinking about someone I haven’t talked to in a while, I text them the “1 to 10” question. It’s an easy and fun habit to develop and a great way to spark conversation. And if it becomes a playful tradition with some of your friends and family, all the better!
There are some ways of playing games that do not cultivate closer ties and stronger bonds. I want to caution here against one kind of game play in particular: excessive competition against strangers online. This style of game play can actually make it harder for you to cultivate positive relationships in the rest of your life.
Winning a game against a stranger—particularly when playing a video game with strong themes of domination and destruction, like Call of Duty—creates distinct physiological and neurological changes. Your testosterone surges, and as a result, you have a diminished neural capacity for empathy.22 You feel more powerful and aggressive, and you’re less likely to be kind or sympathetic to anyone you perceive as weak.23 (Men, it seems, are particularly vulnerable to this effect; women tend to see a smaller spike in testosterone after winning.)24 Note: This happens only when you play against strangers, not when you play against friends or family.
You might be wondering, what’s so bad about feeling hostile toward strangers you’ll never meet in real life? It turns out that the feelings of aggression aren’t limited to the period of play. Studies show that the effects of a testosterone surge can impact your decisions and behavior for hours afterward.25 This means that your antisocial feelings toward strangers can spill over and make you more hostile or aggressive toward your real-life friends, family, and coworkers.
It gets worse: while winning against strangers online can temporarily turn you into a bit of a jerk, losing against a distant stranger isn’t particularly good for your everyday relationships, either. The most recent game research suggests that much of the aggression that has long been associated with “violent video games” is actually related to feelings of incompetence after losing.26 Players who feel embarrassed and frustrated after losing a game are more likely to display anger and hostility toward others. This can happen when you play a game alone, or with friends and family, but it’s much more likely to happen when you play against strangers whom you’re unable to synchronize with, mentally or physically.
It’s important to be clear: games like Call of Duty have not been shown to increase hostility or decrease empathy when you play with people you know in real life. In fact, a recent study showed that playing Call of Duty competitively against other players in the same physical space actually decreased aggression and hostility and increased empathy, as much as playing cooperatively did (just as with Hedgewars, the game you read about at the beginning of this chapter). 27 For this reason, you don’t need to avoid Call of Duty or any other game that pits you aggressively against other players. They have a host of other benefits that I’ll talk about more in Chapter 4, such as improved cognitive function and better performance in high-stress situations. Looking at the science, and the potential downside of testosterone-boosting victories, I simply recommend that you spend no more than half of your game play hours trying to beat strangers online. You’re much better off, in terms of generating social resilience, trying to beat your friends and family or playing cooperatively with strangers.
Remarkably, and fortunately, negative social impacts seem to occur consistently under only one condition of game play—aggressive, competitive game play against strangers online. All other forms of game play tend to strengthen the bond between players and make you, generally, a more likable person to others. Gaming—in person or with friends and family online—is the perfect way to practice your synchronization skills, increase your social intelligence, and develop more empathy for others. These are powerful abilities you can use in any social environment, inside and outside of games.
MISSION COMPLETE
Skills Unlocked: How to Discover New Allies and Strengthen Your Support System
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You Are the Hero of Your Own Story
Your Mission
Rewire your brain so it’s easier to motivate yourself, persevere, and succeed.
In video games, we play as heroes. We become conquering space cowboys, warrior princesses, daredevil racecar drivers, or the last survivors of a zombie apocalypse. Even in nondigital games, we strive to be the hero of the day, accomplishing epic feats that amaze. Think about scoring a last-second goal in soccer, or marching a pawn across the chessboard to win a second queen after losing your first.
But do games actually develop our heroic potential? Can games make us more likely to be an inspiration to others, and to achieve extraordinary goals in real life? The evidence suggests yes.
In this chapter, we’re going to explore how games of all kinds increase our character strengths—like grit, perseverance, compassion, and work ethic. We’ll uncover the science behind how games strengthen our real-life willpower and help us change our real-world behavior for the better. We’ll look at the neuroscience of game play—how it changes the way our brains respond to challenge and effort, making us less likely to give up when things are difficult for us. And we’ll explore why certain games make us more likely to rise to the heroic occasion when someone else is in need.
By understanding exactly how games tap into your natural determination and compassion, you can become better able to tap into these heroic qualities—anywhere, anytime.
Let’s start with a game that has a truly audacious goal: to help young people beat cancer.
At first glance, Re-Mission looks like a typical fantasy shooter game. You control a superhero robot named Roxxi, who flies through a twisting-and-turning landscape, using powerful weapons to blow up the bad guys. But despite the 3-D graphics and immersive sound effects, Re-Mission isn’t a typical video game. Look closer, and you’ll notice that Roxxi is flying inside the human body, the bad guys are cancer cells, and her weapons include chemotherapy blasters and antibiotic grenades.
Re-Mission was created by the nonprofit HopeLab for a special purpose: to improve young patients’ adherence to difficult, but life-saving, chemotherapy and antibiotic regimens.
To fight childhood cancers like leukemia, most patients will take oral doses of these medications for two to three years. It’s extremely important for patients to try to never miss a dose. Eighty percent of cases where childhood cancer comes back (instead of staying in remission) are associated with missed medication. Fewer missed doses means lower rates of infection, fever, and hospitalization—and most important, better survival outcomes.
Families and patients know this, but young people miss doses anyway, for many different reasons. They can’t stand the side effects, such as nausea and fatigue. They get busy with school or sports as they start to feel better, making it harder to follow a strict medication routine. Or after years of treatment, they subconsciously rebel and forget to take the drugs, because they are just “sick of being sick.”
Re-Mission was designed to prevent these lapses, by helping young patients feel more optimistic and motivated to take their medications. As senior HopeLab researcher and UCLA professor of medicine Steve Cole told me, “Thirty percent of kids miss twenty percent of doses or more. Those kids have twice the risk of having a rebound of the leukemia. This is a completely avoidable risk. We have to somehow get across the message: No matter how bad the disease is, you are fundamentally in control of your health, and no one can save your life if you don’t do your part.”
Cole and his collaborators hoped that patients would become more committed to their treatment plans if they learned more about chemotherapy in the empowering context of a video game. These lessons were integrated right into the game play. For example, when the virtual patient in the game skips a chemotherapy dose, Roxxi’s chemo-blaster weapon starts to malfunction, misfiring every third shot. Skip another chemotherapy dose, and more virtual cancer cells survive each blast. Skip again, and cancer cells become drug-resistant, further increasing the challenge of each level.
So did it work? Yes, overwhelmingly. In a clinical trial, patients who played Re-Mission for as little as two hours had greater medication adherence for three months.1
Electronic pill-cap monitors showed that the game players took 16 percent more antibiotic doses over a three-month period than nonplayers. This means the game effectively eliminated a whopping half of the typically missed doses. And when patients’ blood was drawn and tested, Re-Mission players had 41 percent higher doses of the cancer-fighting medication in their bodies. They were significantly more successful in keeping up with treatment—and therefore more likely to stay in remission.2 (The trial was conducted with 375 patients, aged 13 to 29, at 34 medical centers across the United States.)
Interestingly, a full quarter of the study participants reported that they rarely played video games before the trial. Another third had previously played just one or two hours per week. In other words, these were not hard-core gamers who were benefiting from the game. The game worked equally well for novice or infrequent game players as it did for lifelong players—and it is continuing to work for patients worldwide. As a result of this successful clinical trial, Re-Mission has been distributed to more than 250,000 cancer patients. And recently HopeLab released six follow-up cancer-fighting games online, including Stem Cell Defender and Nanobot’s Revenge. (They are free to play at www.re-mission2.org.)
HopeLab’s games are an incredible, potentially life-saving resource. But even if you aren’t battling cancer, the Re-Mission research offers a powerful, life-changing insight: motivation alone is far less important to success and willpower than you think.
Before the cancer patients played Re-Mission, they were already fighting for their lives—presumably a highly motivating state. This was not a group that simply needed more motivation. They had it in spades, yet they nevertheless regularly failed to do the things they knew could dramatically improve their chances for a cure.
Somehow the video game Re-Mission intervened in a way that converted mere motivation into a much more powerful psychological resource. But what is that resource? And how did the game create it so quickly?
This is exactly what the HopeLab team was wondering after they saw the success from their first clinical trial. Originally, they had hypothesized that thirty hours of play would be necessary to make a positive impact on medication adherence. They were amazed when just two hours made such a significant difference. And they had expected players to need continual reinforcement and reminders from the video game every day in order to keep up their behavior change. Yet it turned out that playing the game just once was enough. It was truly a surprising result. What could explain such long-term, real-life behavioral changes after such a short time of virtual play?
The key to solving this puzzle was found in another set of data that the researchers collected during the clinical trial. They weren’t just monitoring medication adherence. They also tracked psychological changes during the trial. Players and nonplayers reported the same levels of motivation, stress, cancer symptoms, and physical side effects, but the game players differed remarkably in one area. They reported feeling significantly more powerful, optimistic, and able to positively impact their own health than nonplayers.
Psychologists call this state of mind self-efficacy. It’s the belief that you, yourself, can effect positive change in your own life.
Self-efficacy is not the same thing as self-esteem, which is a more general positive feeling of self-worth. Self-efficacy means having confidence in the concrete skills and abilities required to solve specific problems or achieve particular goals. It is usually context-specific: you might have high self-efficacy at work but low self-efficacy about public speaking or losing weight.
Self-efficacy is the crucial difference between having lots of motivation but failing to follow through, and successfully converting motivation into consistent and effective action. With high self-efficacy, you are more likely to take actions that help you reach your goals, even if those actions are difficult or painful. You also engage with difficult problems longer, without giving up. But with low self-efficacy, no matter how motivated you are, you’re less likely to take positive action—because you lack belief in your ability to make a difference in your own life.
So where did the Re-Mission players’ new self-efficacy come from? Well, all games are intentionally designed to increase players’ feelings of competence, power, and skillful ability over time—in other words, to build up their self-efficacy. Like all video games, Re-Mission challenges players to achieve a difficult goal: navigating through a complex, 3-D space and destroying all the virtual cancer cells before time runs out. This goal requires skill, practice, and effort. Players of Re-Mission, like players of all games, are typically unsuccessful at first. But quickly, with repeated effort and as they learn how the game works, they start to improve their skills and strategies. Eventually they master a few challenges. And because it’s a video game, it gets harder. The challenges get more difficult and complex with each new level. This constantly escalating challenge requires a willingness from players to keep trying, even when they fail. It instills a belief that if they keep practicing and learning, if they put in the hard work, they will eventually be able to achieve more difficult goals.
This is the classic path to increased self-efficacy: accept a goal, make an effort, get feedback on that effort, improve a concrete skill, keep trying, and eventually succeed. You don’t need a game to set off on this path. But because it is the very nature of games to challenge and improve our abilities, they are an incredibly reliable and efficient way to get there.
And here’s the good news: once you have a feeling of self-efficacy about a particular problem, it tends to persist. It’s a lasting mindset shift, permanently changing what you believe you are capable of and what goals you believe you can realistically achieve. And this is exactly why Re-Mission worked so well. The game created a new source of self-efficacy for young patients, in a situation where it is easy to otherwise feel powerless or overwhelmed. Instead of seeing chemotherapy as a negative experience they were forced to undergo, they came to see it as a powerful weapon they were fully in control of. They understood exactly how it worked, and they weren’t afraid to use it!
This shift in mindset alone—from powerless to powerful, from feeling weakened to feeling successful—was enough to supercharge the players’ willpower and determination throughout the long course of treatment.
Self-efficacy is increased anytime you learn a new skill or master a new challenge. So let’s increase your self-efficacy right now—with another quest!
QUEST 11: The Power Breath
You’ve probably tried deep, slow breathing to calm yourself down. But there’s actually a more useful breathing technique, one that can reduce stress, decrease pain, increase concentration, halt migraines, and prevent panic attacks.
What to do: Breathe in while you count slowly to 4. Exhale while you count to 8.
In for 4, out for 8. Repeat for at least one minute. This is a bit more challenging than it sounds! The trick is to always exhale for twice as long as you inhale.
Give it a try right now. You don’t have to do a full minute right away. Try to do it just once: in for 4, out for 8. Got it?
Okay, now try to do it twice in a row.
Good? Now try three in a row. If you can, count a little bit slower, and draw the breath out even more.
Excellent! You’ve mastered the trick. When you can keep this up for at least one full minute, you will be able to help yourself feel better, almost immediately, in many different stressful or painful situations.
Why it works: Breathing at this rhythm increases your heart rate variability,3 the slight differences in the length of time between your heartbeats, from one to the next.
The more variation, the better. In the long term, high heart rate variability protects against stress, anxiety, inflammation, and pain. In the short term, increased heart rate variability has a huge impact on your nervous system. It shifts your body from what scientists call sympathetic stimulation (which, when activated by stress, pain, or anxiety, triggers a fight-or-flight mode) to parasympathetic stimulation (a calm-and-connect mode).4
Just by changing how you breathe for one minute, you can shift your entire nervous system from a stressful state to a highly relaxed state. Muscles relax, heart rate decreases, digestion improves, and state of mind improves. If you’re feeling any kind of bad, this powerful shift is sure to help.
But you’re not finished with this quest yet! I want you to think of two different situations where this power breathing technique could help you feel better, immediately. For example, I personally use this technique to stop migraines in their tracks, and to calm my anxiety during turbulence on flights. A collaborator of mine at Nike uses it to relieve muscle cramps after tough workouts. SuperBetter players have reported using the power breath technique to control their tempers with their kids, to battle the nausea of morning sickness, to fight insomnia, before going into a stressful meeting, and even to put themselves in the mood to make love. How will you use it?
What to do: Predict two situations in your life where power breathing for one minute could help. Make a decision now to use this technique the next time you find yourself in that situation.
Quest complete: That’s it—congratulations! You’ve increased your self-efficacy when it comes to battling stress, anxiety, discomfort, or pain. You’ve learned a new skill, and you’ve anticipated two specific problems it can help you solve. You’ve got a superpower—and you know exactly how and when to use it.
Hopefully, you’re starting to see how self-efficacy is created—and how it can supercharge your ability to do what’s difficult. However, there’s still one puzzling thing about the Re-Mission clinical trial results. It makes sense that participants in the study would develop more confidence and belief in their video game skills by playing Re-Mission. Playing a video game makes you better at that particular game and probably other games as well. But how did confidence in their ability to beat a video game translate into confidence to beat cancer in real life? It’s a hell of a lot harder to win the battle against a real life-threatening disease than it is to destroy virtual bad guys on a computer screen.
To solve this mystery, we need to turn to the neuroscience of video games. Because it turns out that while there are many ways to increase confidence in individual skills, nothing primes the brain for general self-efficacy—or the belief that you have the ability to conquer any problem you put your mind to—faster or more reliably than video games.
Video games create a rush in the brain as pleasurable and powerful as intravenous drugs. It was the first major breakthrough in the neuroscience of gaming, and it was rather shocking. The year was 1998, and a group of British scientists had just found that playing video games leads to a massive increase in the amount of dopamine, the “pleasure” neurotransmitter, in the brain.5 To their astonishment, they found that the increase in dopamine from game play was equal to the boost experienced when scientists injected amphetamines intravenously into the same study participants.
Games impact the brain in nearly an identical fashion to highly addictive drugs?! On the face of it, this finding might seem alarming—particularly given that, depending on the study, anywhere from 1 to 8 percent of video game players consider themselves at least periodically “addicted” to their favorite games.6 (The most common percentage reported in these studies is 3 percent; in Chapter 4 we’ll look at the factors that can lead to excessive game play and the most effective techniques for treating it.) Indeed, if you’re already familiar with the neurotransmitter dopamine, you’ve probably heard about it in the context of addiction. The pleasurable effects of many drugs, from nicotine to cocaine, are thought to stem from the large amount of dopamine they release in the mesolimbic pathways, the “reward circuitry” of the brain.
But the mesolimbic pathways are involved in many brain processes, not just pleasure and addiction. Dopamine in this region also stimulates memory, motivation, learning, emotion, and desire. In fact, for the vast majority of people, in the course of ordinary everyday life, increased dopamine in the reward circuitry is not a sign of addiction. More commonly, it’s a sign of increased motivation and determination.7
Here’s how it works. Every time you consider a possible goal, your brain conducts a split-second, unconscious cost-benefit analysis of whether it’s worth the effort to try to achieve it.8 How you conduct this analysis depends less on the facts of the situation than on how much dopamine is present in your brain.
When you have high dopamine levels in the reward circuitry, you worry less about the effort required, and you find it easier to imagine and predict success. This translates into higher determination and lower frustration in the face of setbacks. Meanwhile, when dopamine runs low in the reward circuitry—something that happens during a period of clinical depression, for example—you weigh more heavily the effort required, often magnifying it, and you discount the importance of your goals.9 You also tend to anticipate failure rather than success, which can lead you to avoid challenges altogether.10
Obviously, then, when you’re tackling a new goal or facing a tough obstacle, it’s a huge benefit to have high levels of dopamine. And the benefit extends beyond motivation and determination. High dopamine levels in the reward circuitry are also associated with faster learning and better performance.11 That’s because when we’re goal-oriented, we pay more attention to what we’re doing. We also respond more quickly and effectively to feedback, which makes it easier to learn and improve. This is the neurological basis of self-efficacy: high motivation to achieve a goal, combined with the increased determination and faster learning required to master new skills and abilities. This powerful combination makes you more ambitious and justifiably more optimistic about your odds of success.
For many video game researchers (and video game players!), these neuroscience findings make perfect sense. Gamers, after all, spend on average 80 percent of the time failing when they play their favorite games.12 Without the dopamine rush during game play, surely they would give up much sooner. But the high level of dopamine in the reward circuitry ensures that gamers stay focused, motivated, and determined to succeed. Meanwhile, thanks to the faster learning that occurs with continuous dopamine release, gamers are more likely to improve their skills and eventually achieve their goals.
No wonder frequent gamers work so hard, hour after hour, at their favorite games. Their brains are being primed for increased self-efficacy with every move they make. Scientists know that dopamine is released every time we anticipate feedback from a goal-oriented action—whether in daily life or in games. We get a rush of excitement to find out how we did. It just so happens that when we play video games, we take so many goal-oriented actions, so quickly, and get such immediate feedback, that the dopamine rush is as powerful as amphetamine drugs.
It’s not always beneficial to be optimistic and determined. In some contexts, a predisposition to try harder for more unlikely or difficult rewards can be counterproductive or even pathological—particularly when greater effort is unlikely to actually help. When it comes to gambling, for example, where luck is more of a factor than hard work, this mindset can lead to terrible consequences. Or in the case of a dopamine rush created by a drug like cocaine or nicotine, extreme motivation to achieve a reward (more of the drug) can lead to a dangerous discounting of the health costs involved with actually getting what we want.
But in many more everyday contexts, especially where hard work is likely to produce better results—such as trying to learn something new, completing a difficult assignment, training for a sport, rehabilitating from an injury, or even just trying to pull ourselves out of depression—a neurological bias toward effortful action can produce powerful and positive results.
But does the dopamine rush translate from video games to real-life challenges and problem solving? Do games rewire our brains to be more motivated and work harder only when we’re playing? Or can we translate our increased ambition and self-efficacy to the rest of our lives?
Researchers have found that frequent video gamers do indeed put more effort into difficult problem solving outside their favorite games. One recent study showed that gamers exhibited “a dispositional need to complete difficult tasks” and “the desire to exhibit high standards of performance in the face of frustration.”13 When given a series of easy puzzles to solve and difficult puzzles to solve, frequent game players spent significantly more time on the difficult puzzles. Infrequent players, on the other hand, gave up much faster and showed less interest in mastering the challenging task. Overall, the researchers reported, gamers showed much higher persistence and perseverance. They showed a habitual thirst for challenge and a striving to succeed even under difficult circumstances.
What accounts for this trait development? Previous studies (not on video games) show that individuals who engage successfully in any task requiring high effort will continue to extend high effort in future tasks. Working hard and then achieving our goal primes us—neurologically, with more dopamine—to work harder. It’s the same biochemical process of addiction, but it’s a virtuous rather than a vicious cycle.
As a result of these findings, scientists have proposed that higher dopamine levels in the brain may actually be the most important driver of a solid work ethic.14 This is a crucial rethinking of one of the most universally valued and admired character strengths. Work ethic is not a moral virtue that can be cultivated simply by wanting to be a better person. It’s actually a biochemical condition that can be fostered, purposefully, through activity that increases dopamine levels in the brain. This explains precisely how challenging video games—like Re-Mission—could prime us to tackle other everyday challenges with higher effort and more determination.
Adding further evidence to this theory, another recent study suggests that frequent video gamers’ brains are indeed changed in a long-term way by the heightened dopamine response. A team of twenty-five scientists from Germany, Belgium, France, the U.K., and Canada reported together that frequent gamers—defined as people who play at least nine hours a week on average—have higher gray matter volume in the “left ventral striatum,” part of the reward-processing area of the brain.15 More gray matter, in general, means that the brain is bigger and more powerful. More gray matter in the left ventral striatum, in particular, means you have more cognitive resources to devote to motivation, determination, optimism, and learning.
It’s possible that people who are naturally more motivated by challenge and who are better learners are more attracted to video games—rather than video games increasing these strengths over time. However, most neuroscientists who study games believe this is not the case. They attribute differences between the brains of frequent and infrequent game players to neuroplasticity, or the ability of the brain to rewire itself and strengthen different regions based on frequent activity.16 Daphne Bavelier, Ph.D., and her cognitive neuroscience laboratory at the University of Geneva, Switzerland, for example, have been studying the effect of action video games on brain plasticity and learning. After more than a decade of research, she believes that games lead to significant neural reorganization, resulting in increased attention, faster decision making, and more effective learning.17 Indeed, Dr. Bavelier has identified video games as potentially the single most effective intervention for increasing neuroplasticity in adults.18
Judy Willis, M.D., is another neuroscientist who believes in the power of games to rewire players’ brains for the better. A former chief resident at UCLA’s neurology clinic, she spent fifteen years seeing patients in her own pediatric neurology practice. Today she works with schools and educators to teach cognitive habits that lead to lifelong success and psychological well-being. Her primary strategy: provide students with daily experiences of self-efficacy, including frequent video game play.
“Neurons that fire together, wire together,” she likes to say, quoting one of the basic principles of neuroscience.19 The more you repeat a thought pattern, the stronger the neural networks that drive it become. And the stronger the neural networks, the more likely you are to repeat that thought pattern in the future. The pattern becomes easier to access, with neurons firing up to one hundred times faster—and because the patterns are repeated so often, the neural networks are less vulnerable to cognitive decline over time.
This means that the self-efficacy we experience when we play games frequently is not just a belief, according to Dr. Willis. It’s a way of thinking that is hardwired into the brain—a result of repeated activation of specific neurological circuits that train the brain to be motivated by challenge, rewarded by feedback, and more resilient in the face of temporary failure. “This is why nothing builds a success mindset faster or more effectively than video games,” Dr. Willis told me. “When you have constant opportunities to try different strategies and get feedback, you get more frequent and more intense bursts of dopamine. Not only do you get minute-to-minute pleasure, but the mindset starts changing in long-term ways. Your brain starts looking at things that weren’t achievable before and starts to think they might be achievable with a little effort. It expects to learn and improve and eventually succeed, because that’s what it’s used to doing.
“When you’re constantly experiencing successful goal achievement,” she explains, “your brain’s cost-benefit analysis changes entirely. You can overrule your brain’s default mode that wants you to avoid wasting energy on difficult tasks or challenging goals. Your brain adapts to seek out more challenge, to be less afraid of failure, and to be more resilient in the face of setbacks.”
Fifteen years’ worth of neuroscience research on games adds up to one big idea: if you want to change your brain for the better—to turn motivation into self-efficacy, to learn faster, and to cultivate more resilience—play more games. Or at the very least, provoke your brain with challenging learning opportunities in the same ways that good games do.
Here is one of Dr. Willis’s favorite ways to spike dopamine in the brain. It’s not a game, but it’s very gameful. She uses this simple technique with patients and clients to help them recover from mental burnout. And it’s your next quest!
QUEST 12: Make a Prediction
What to do: Make a prediction about something—anything—that you can personally verify the outcome of sometime in the next twenty-four hours.
It can be big or small, silly or serious. Just make a prediction—and see if you’re right!
Examples: Here are some things SuperBetter players have made predictions about.
Why it works: Making a prediction is one of the most reliable and efficient ways to prime the reward circuitry of the brain. “Every prediction you make triggers an increase in attention and dopamine,” says Dr. Willis. That’s because every time you make a prediction, two highly rewarding outcomes are possible. You might be right—which will feel good! Or, you might be wrong—which will give you information that will help you make a better prediction next time. Surprisingly, this will also feel good—because your brain loves learning. In fact, “the dopamine boost is often greater when you learn something new and useful than when you succeed,” Dr. Willis says.
Dozens of scientific studies back up this claim. Gamers get a dopamine hit even during failure and losses—as long as they have a chance to try again.20
So go ahead and make a prediction—any prediction! Whether you’re right or wrong, you’ll get a dopamine boost. It’s a win-win game. Use this trick whenever you’re bored, frustrated, or stressed. It’s a quick and natural way to provoke curiosity and attention, while strengthening the neural circuitry that promotes determination, ambition, and perseverance. (And if you’re with someone who is bored, frustrated, or stressed, ask them to make a prediction!)
Tip: For an extra dopamine boost, try to get someone else to make a competing prediction. The added social stakes will increase your anticipation of a potential reward.
A SuperBetter Story: The Job Seeker
A few weeks ago I heard from my good friend Calvin. He’s thirty-five years old, married, and a computer scientist with a Ph.D. We’ve known each other since graduate school at UC Berkeley. Over the past decade, Calvin has worked both in the tech industry and in university research labs. Recently, he decided to take a leap of faith and look for a full-time academic position.
“Career adventures are coming fast and frequent at this point,” he wrote me in an email. “I’ve landed interviews at five universities.” He sounded upbeat in the letter, but he admitted to being pretty stressed out about one of his interviews at a top research university.
“A friend of mine who interviewed there last year said he was practically crying by the end of the meeting. Apparently, this one professor had started the interview by telling my friend that his dissertation work was complete crap, and that the university had made a huge mistake in inviting him to interview.” Not the most encouraging story, considering that Calvin was slated to meet with the same professor!
Job interviews are stressful even in the best circumstances, but when Calvin got to campus for the two-day interview, the tension only increased. “The first few people I met with all warned me about my upcoming interview with this same professor, telling me how notoriously vicious he is with junior researchers. Everyone had a war story about meeting with him. Even the chair of the hiring committee said they had second thoughts about including him on my schedule.
“Needless to say, the night before that day I was pretty nervous. I had to get a grip. I thought ‘How can I make this meeting into a game, rather than into something I’m dreading?’ So I decided to create a bingo game. I tried to predict the worst possible things he could say to me, whatever would upset me most. I wrote them down, plus the ‘free square’ in the middle. I folded that bingo card and put it in my pocket when I went in for the interview.”
Calvin sent me a photo of the card so I could see his gameful solution for myself. His custom bingo squares included the kinds of moments that would make any interviewee cringe: “Personal attack/critique,” “Tests my knowledge/skills,” “Points out flaw/error/mistake in my work,” “Cites references I’m not familiar with,” “Says my work is derivative, obvious,” “Dismisses it as not important,” “Accuses me of being unprincipled.”
And did it help? Unequivocally, yes. “Turns out, he did say lots of those negative things to me, but it didn’t bother me at all,” Calvin said. “Every time he tried to make me feel small, I got to mentally check off a bingo square. It brought a lot of humor to a really stressful situation.”
Calvin won twice. First, he scored a bingo. “The professor got the whole middle horizontal row,” he told me. “He really was as bad as everyone said!” But later Calvin scored the real victory: he got a job offer from the university. Ultimately, he decided to take a job somewhere else, but having multiple offers helped him negotiate the best deal.
I’m so impressed by Calvin’s clever solution to a nerve-racking situation. He might not have been intentionally hacking into his dopamine pathway, but he was definitely giving himself a dopamine boost every time he filled in a bingo square. And because the mere act of making a prediction heightens attention and boosts dopamine, just creating the bingo board put Calvin in a much more determined and optimistic state of mind.
“Worst-case-scenario bingo” may not be a game you look forward to playing—because really, who wants to be in a stressful or unpleasant situation? But if you do need to tap into your determination and grit, this gameful intervention is a brilliant way to prepare your brain for resilience and success. While you’re at it, why not create a “best-case-scenario” bingo card for your next big day? Think of all the good things that could happen to you on a trip, or at a big work event, or on a special occasion. After all, you can benefit from determination and optimism on fun days just as much as on tough ones!
Now you know: game play supercharges self-efficacy, work ethic, and determination. So what kinds of real-life goals can you accomplish with these gameful strengths?
One leading-edge research lab at Stanford University has dedicated the past ten years to investigating this question. The Virtual Human Interaction Lab (VHIL), founded and directed by cognitive psychologist Dr. Jeremy Bailenson, specializes in research on how virtual reality experiences can change our real-life attitudes and behaviors for the better. Through dozens of ingenious experiments, they’ve discovered that just a few minutes in the right virtual environment can increase our willpower and compassion, changing how we think and act for the next twenty-four hours or even the next week.
Here are a few of their most intriguing findings.
Want to exercise more, but can’t quite seem to summon up the willpower? There may be a gameful way to trick your brain into moving your body. It’s called vicarious exercise. All you have to do is watch a video game doppelgänger, or an avatar designed to look just like you, exercising in the virtual world.
It’s true. You can build exercise-related self-efficacy without doing a single push-up or taking a single step. You just need to spend a few minutes watching your avatar do all the hard work.
In a study conducted by the VHIL, researchers found that participants who watched their virtual doppelgängers running on a treadmill reported feeling significantly higher confidence that they could exercise effectively. More important, after they left the lab, they exercised a full hour more than participants who watched their virtual doppelgänger stand around doing nothing. Over the next twenty-four hours, the participants with running avatars walked more city blocks, climbed more stairs, and spent more time in the gym.21
However, this technique worked only when the avatars were specially created to look like the participants. Watching a generic male or female avatar exercise had zero effect on participants’ real-life movement.
Can seeing a virtual version of yourself succeed trick your brain into believing you’ve actually done it yourself? This study suggests it can, and that it’s an effective shortcut to boost self-efficacy. The Stanford researchers theorize that the virtual doppelgängers create a “mirror neuron effect.”22 (As you’ll recall from Chapter 2, our mirror neurons mimic the neural activity of people around us, particularly when we are doing the same activity or feel closely connected to them.) Because participants felt more closely connected to avatars that looked just like them, the mirror neuron effect was stronger. It’s quite an astonishing finding—we can create mirror neurons not just with other people but with virtual people as well!
On the heels of this promising study, the same lab decided to try to create an even more effective exercise booster. They kept the virtual doppelgängers and added a new, interactive element. This time participants were asked to lift weights while observing their avatars. Every time they completed a successful lift in real life, their virtual avatar changed shape, appearing more muscular and fit. During mandated breaks in the participants’ exercise, however, the avatars changed shape again, becoming heavier and flabbier.
After just a few minutes of this interactive workout, participants were invited to stay for up to thirty minutes and continue their workout. Compared with a group that lifted weights without a virtual doppelgänger, they completed ten times as many exercises. Imagine if you could motivate yourself to do ten times as many push-ups, or climb ten times as many steps, every time you exercised—just by spending a few minutes working out with a virtual version of yourself!
Like many of the other studies we’ve looked at in this chapter, dopamine bursts seem to be a major factor in creating this positive change. Dr. Bailenson calls it the “instant gratification” of immediate virtual weight loss. “Working out with a virtual doppelgänger means you can see physical rewards of exercise right away,” he says, “which is something that doesn’t typically happen in the real world. In the real world, it takes days or weeks to notice any positive physical changes.” But game avatars that respond to physical activity right away can trigger dopamine boosts that trick the brain into feeling rewarded immediately. This process enables players to build self-efficacy much more quickly than in normal life. And greater self-efficacy, even if it’s from a virtual experience, leads to more real-world exercise, right away.
To confirm this surprising phenomenon, the Stanford researchers have conducted five different studies to date. They all show the same thing: vicarious exercise and vicarious weight loss significantly increase self-efficacy, and as a result, real-world exercise.23
So what does this mean for you, today? The VHIL virtual doppelgängers aren’t available to the public yet—although undoubtedly, vicarious exercise technology will become widespread in the future. In the meantime, this research should be a powerful reminder that self-efficacy, not motivation, is the key to building up your willpower and determination to do things that are difficult. If you need to boost your own self-efficacy without the help of virtual reality, focus on specific skills and abilities that you can increase, even if it’s only the tiniest bit each day. Run for one minute longer. Do one more push-up. Walk one more block. The key is to commit to a specific improvement at the start of each workout. Every time you set a slightly more challenging goal and successfully achieve it, you’ll activate the neural networks that support increased self-efficacy and determination.
If you want the full avatar experience, however, a simpler version of vicarious exercise may be available to you today. Meredith, forty, an elementary school teacher in Phoenix, Arizona, discovered this trick by accident when she started playing the computer game The Sims, a kind of computerized dollhouse in which you create custom avatars and help them achieve their career and family goals. “Not sure what to make of this,” she wrote me recently, “but my Sim seems to have inspired me to exercise and talk to my neighbors more.” It turns out that Meredith had created a Sim version of herself—same hair color, eye color, height, weight, and even fashion sense. And watching her virtual doppelgänger work out and socialize in the computer game triggered the motivation and self-efficacy to do it herself. “The instant results that my Sim gets when she works out or chats with neighbors is so satisfying!” she told me. “Seeing the immediate reward the avatar gets makes it look so easy.”
As in Dr. Bailenson’s lab, the instant gratification of virtual feedback seems to have triggered real-world self-confidence in Meredith. It also triggered a helpful awareness of priorities. “I think it’s the panel that shows the Sims’ needs that really inspired me,” she said, referring to the way Sims games keep score by reminding you that your Sim characters need things like exercise and social activity to be happy and healthy. “I started thinking of what my own panel would be like,” Meredith told me. “I realized I needed to spend more time doing the things that make me feel good. Funny how a computer game can teach you something important about yourself!”
We’ve looked so far in this chapter at heroic qualities like determination, grit, and perseverance. These character strengths help you overcome the kind of tough obstacles and achieve epic goals that can make you an inspiration to others. But there’s another kind of heroic quality that increased self-efficacy can provoke: altruistic qualities.
In another series of experiments at Dr. Bailenson’s Stanford University lab, participants were invited to learn how to “fly like Superman,” using a special virtual reality flying simulator.24 Players would fly through a city landscape, controlling their flight path through their own physical gestures. To give you an idea of what it might feel like to interact with this kind of simulator, here are the game play instructions given to the study participants:
Lift your hands over your head to take off. To land, drop your hands to your side. Where you point your hands is where you will fly. To move faster, move your hands together. To fly slower move your hands apart.
Players were instructed to search the city streets for a crying child. That child, they were told, is diabetic and needs you to deliver insulin to save his life.
The physicality of the experience was an essential component of this game’s design, for two reasons. First, the researchers wanted to give participants the chance to learn a new and unfamiliar skill. By following the instructions and successfully learning how to control the simulator, players would experience a burst of self-efficacy. Second, the researchers wanted to evoke classic mental associations with superhero characters. The ability to fly through the air using only your own power evokes, for most people, the idea of a benevolent superhero like Superman. The researchers’ hypothesis was that by having a firsthand experience of effectively developing a superpower usually associated with superheroes, participants would be more likely to behave heroically toward others in everyday life.
To test this hypothesis, another set of participants were invited to play the same game, but with a different set of rules. They were told that this game would take them on a helicopter ride through the city. Instead of directly controlling their own flight, they passively experienced a tour of the same streets. Like the other participants, however, they were instructed to look for a crying child, so they could land the helicopter and deliver life-saving medicine.
All participants were allowed to keep playing until they successfully completed their rescue mission. Then—and here comes the clever part of the experiment’s design—the researchers staged a fake accident, which happened after the participants had finished playing the game but before they left the lab. Would they notice a person in need—a young woman who suffered a spill—and would they come to her rescue?
It turned out that participants who controlled their own flight in the simulator jumped up to help three times faster, and helped for twice as long, as participants who simply wore the same virtual reality headset and enjoyed a passive helicopter ride through the city landscape. In fact, every single person who learned how to fly helped the struggling person, whereas a full 20 percent of the helicopter passengers completely ignored her.
The important take-away from this study is that players who had direct control over their rescue mission were significantly more inspired to help others. Even though all the participants received the same prosocial “help others” messaging, self-efficacy was ultimately a much more powerful boost of altruistic behavior.
This finding was confirmed in another twist of science, when the Stanford researchers invited yet another group of participants to use the flight simulator without a rescue mission. This group of players learned how to “fly” but were not asked to find a crying child or deliver life-saving medication. This nonrescue group, despite not receiving any “help others” messaging, also was quicker to jump to the rescue and spent more time helping than were the helicopter passengers with a rescue mission. The direct experience of a superpower was enough to change their real-life behavior, even without the subconscious priming of a fictional rescue mission.
The superhero story, it turns out, doesn’t matter as much as the super-empowering experience of having full control over a successful outcome. If you want to tap into your own heroic nature, give yourself the chance to master new skills and experience success—whether it’s in a game or a sport, in the kitchen or the garage. Whenever you feel strong and capable, you’re more likely to use those strengths and capabilities to help others.
Superpower simulators aren’t the only gameful way to unleash your heroic altruism. Here’s a quest inspired by one of my favorite scientific papers from the past decade, written by researchers at MIT’s Sloan School of Management and New York University’s Stern School of Business, and conducted with Princeton University psychologists. The paper, titled “From Student to Superhero,” documents a simple psychological trick you can use anytime, anywhere, to increase your own real-life heroic behavior.
QUEST 13: The Superhero Mirror
Your quest instructions come straight from a psychology lab at Princeton University:
“For this task we would like you to describe the characteristics of a superhero. Think of a superhero, and list the behaviors, values, lifestyle, and appearance associated with these characters.”25
Go ahead and do this now.
What to do: Take at least two full minutes to list everything you can think of that describes a generic superhero: what motivates them, how they treat others, what they do in the face of danger—you get the idea.
You don’t need to be a comic book genius to complete this quest, just do your best! And remember, don’t describe any superhero in particular. Instead, try to list characteristics that describe many, if not most, superheroes.
For the biggest impact, don’t just think of your answer. Write it down, or record it into your phone. At the very least, talk out loud to yourself—it will help you focus and fully lock in the benefits of this quest.
Why it works: Just thinking about what it takes to be a superhero makes you more likely to act like one in the future. You’re more likely to volunteer to help others and donate your time to a worthy cause.
Here’s the data on this quest: the MIT and NYU researchers found that study participants who completed the same quest you just completed were far more altruistic afterward. When asked to sign up to tutor local at-risk youth, twice as many participants who thought about superheroes volunteered as participants who did not think about superheroes (51 percent compared with 24 percent). Among those who volunteered, the superhero group volunteered twice as many hours (an hour a week versus half an hour a week, on average). Most surprisingly, a full three months later, the superhero participants were four times as likely to actually show up for a volunteering session.
How could just a couple minutes’ worth of reflection trigger significant behavior change over a three-month period? Well, psychologists know from numerous studies that when we’re asked to think about the positive traits of a particular social group (such as the selfless, fearless behavior of superheroes), we invariably compare ourselves to the admirable group—and we usually start by looking for similarities. We subconsciously measure ourselves against their values and virtues—and because almost everyone wants to live up to highly admired social standards, we naturally look for ways to fit the bill. It’s like holding up a mirror that reflects back only the best parts.
It’s a bit of a “positive bias”—we all want to think that we’re amazing, wonderful people, even if we’re not. But it’s still a neat and useful psychological trick. Take advantage of your own bias by spending a few minutes thinking about the values and virtues of a group of people you admire—whether they’re professional athletes, firefighters, emergency room nurses, teachers, activists, CEOs, or artists. Every time you do just that, you become twice as likely to jump at the chance to be like these heroes when the opportunity arises.
One important caveat: This quest seems to work only when you think about an entire group of heroes, not one in particular. If you single out one particularly amazing person, you are more likely to compare yourself unfavorably with his or her virtues or achievements. That’s because, psychologists have found, we tend to look for similarities between ourselves and admirable groups, but we tend to notice differences between ourselves and admirable individuals. Thinking about these differences can actually decrease your motivation and self-efficacy! So be sure to focus on general qualities of groups you admire and not on individual heroes.
Tip: To really benefit from this quest, you should look for an opportunity right now to be more like your heroes (or superheroes, whoever inspires you most!). If you make a mental commitment to do something concrete while the positive social standard is still at the top of your mind, you’re more likely to follow through in the future. Researchers describe this as “committing yourself to future behavior while a temporary goal is more salient,” or top-of-mind. If you’re thinking about heroes or superheroes right now, you’re more motivated to adopt an altruistic goal. Adopting that goal right now makes it much easier for you to make the time and energy to achieve it, whether it’s tomorrow, next week, or even months from now. So make a tiny commitment right now to do some good in the world, and you’ll fully reap all the benefits of this quest.
The science of games reveals that we have more power to motivate and improve ourselves than we realize—to make positive change, to adopt new habits, to be better people, to do what is otherwise hard. Games show us how to strive for epic goals that inspire us—and in doing so, they help us build the strengths that inspire others.
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You Can Make the Leap from Games to Gameful
Your Mission
Smash the boundaries that keep your gameful strengths separate from your real life.
So far we’ve looked at findings from more than one hundred scientific studies that reveal the natural gameful abilities we all possess: to control our attention, thoughts, and feelings; to connect and bond with virtually anyone; and to supercharge our willpower and determination.
But not everyone who plays games will succeed in translating these strengths from games to daily life. In fact, many gamers seem to suffer—academically, socially, or in their physical and mental health—as a result of excessive play, leading many to worry about “video game addiction.” How is it possible that some frequent game players benefit from play while others struggle?
It’s a paradox I’ve spent years researching, and I’m not the only one. Consider the following headlines. These are all actual results from peer-reviewed research on the impact of playing video games.
“Study Shows Videogames Linked to Depression and Lower Life Satisfaction”1
“Study Shows Frequent Gamers Experience Greater Levels of Happiness and Life Satisfaction”2
“Gaming Linked to Lower Grades, More Drug Use in Teenagers and College Students”3
“Video Game Play Linked to Higher Grades, Less Drug Use in High School and College Students”4
“Videogames Linked to Poor Relationships with Friends, Family”5
“Videogames Improve Family Relationships, Particularly Between Fathers and Daughters”6
It’s maddening, isn’t it? I’ve read literally hundreds of scientific papers on this topic, and many of them convincingly argue that playing games will make you more depressed, anxious, and socially isolated. But many more just as convincingly argue that playing games frequently will make you happier, healthier, and more ambitious, with stronger social support to boot.
It’s not that either group of researchers is wrong. They’re both right.
When you examine all the factors behind the diverging results, as I have, again and again you’ll come across one reason why only some gamers learn how to effectively apply these strengths in real-world contexts, such as work, school, health, or family. So what makes the difference?
It’s not, surprisingly, a matter of which games you play, or how much time you spend playing them. Instead, it depends entirely on why you play games.
Do you play to escape your real life, or do you play to make your real life better?
(If you’re not sure which you do, keep reading—this chapter will help you figure it out.)
If you typically play games to escape your real life—that is, to ignore your problems, to block unpleasant emotions, or to avoid confronting stressful situations—you will have a very difficult time translating your game skills to real life. An escapist approach to play really does increase depression, worsen social isolation, and make you less likely to achieve real-life goals.7 That’s because the more stressful your life gets, the more you play games—and the less time and effort you put into action that could help solve your real-life problems. Your problems therefore get worse, so you spend more time gaming to escape them. It’s a vicious cycle.
If you know someone who is addicted to games, they are almost certainly playing with an escapist mindset. In fact, researchers have found that “the use of games to escape daily life” is the number-one factor that predicts excessive or pathological game play. 8
However, if you play with purpose—with a positive goal, such as spending quality time with friends and family, learning something new, or energizing yourself after a long day—you are much more likely to bring gameful ways of thinking and acting into everyday contexts. You’re not playing to avoid problems—you’re playing to bring benefit. You clearly see the connection between gaming and its impact on your daily life, so you’re better able to activate your gameful strengths in real-world contexts.
Researchers have found that this kind of purposeful play builds self-confidence and real-world problem-solving skills.9 More important, it has the opposite impact of escapism: it helps you be happier, better connected, and more successful in real life.10
The difference between struggling and flourishing turns out to be quite simple. You don’t have to play different games, or even spend less time playing games, to benefit. You simply have to stop thinking of games as a distraction from real life and start thinking of them as a source of genuine strength, skills, and power. It sounds almost too easy to be true, but the research is persuasive. Let’s take a look.
Although virtually all gamers experience a deep level of immersion when they play, it turns out there are actually two different kinds of immersion: self-suppressive immersion and self-expansive immersion.11
When you self-suppress, you’re trying to prevent bad thoughts, feelings, or experiences. You’re avoiding rather than seeking.
Almost everyone self-suppresses from time to time, even though it’s not the healthiest psychological coping mechanism. Some people self-suppress by reading a juicy novel, or completing a hard workout, or binge-watching a television show. Any escapist activity can be self-suppressive, helping us mentally block out a stressful reality we’re trying to avoid.
More dangerously, many people self-suppress with addictive substances, such as alcohol, drugs, or food. This kind of habit can spiral quickly out of control: addiction only adds to the problems and stress you’re trying to suppress, so you spend even more time trying to escape them.
Even people who self-suppress rarely, or who try to escape through a relatively benign activity like reading or running, may experience a downside to this coping technique. While self-suppression works in the short term, leading to a temporary improvement in mood and well-being, it hurts us in the long term. Every time we succeed in feeling better by escaping reality, we become less likely to face our stress or challenges in the future. We reinforce the idea that the fastest way to feel better is to avoid rather than to engage. Over time self-suppression actually diminishes our sense of self-efficacy and control over our lives. We no longer see ourselves as people who can effectively solve our own problems.12
When you self-expand, on the other hand, you’re trying to promote positive thoughts, feelings, and experiences. You’re actively creating something good in your life. You focus on what you want more of, not on what you want less of. Self-expansive activity looks exactly like self-suppressive activity: reading a book for an hour, going for a five-mile run, playing a video game all afternoon. You can’t tell whether someone is self-suppressing or self-expanding just by looking at what they’re doing, or how much time they spend doing it. You can find out only by asking about their motivation and mindset.
If someone has a negative motivation—“I don’t want to deal with anyone right now” or “I just don’t want to think about it”—they’re self-suppressing. If they have a positive motivation, like learning something new, improving a skill, achieving a goal, reenergizing, or strengthening a relationship, they’re self-expanding.
Self-expansive activity is a healthy and positive coping mechanism, even though it also involves ignoring “real life” for a while. That’s because when you self-expand, you build confidence and self-efficacy. You start to look at your favorite leisure activities—whether they’re sports, games, hobbies, or other pastimes—as powerful tools you can use to get stronger and improve your life. This self-efficacy spills over into daily life. When you feel successful at creating positive thoughts, feelings, and experiences for yourself in your leisure time, you are more likely to put in the effort and creativity to seek positive outcomes in challenging everyday situations.
In some cases, however, the line between self-expansion and self-suppression seems unclear, particularly when it comes to highly immersive video games. In Chapter 1, for example, we looked at the use of virtual reality games like Snow World to block pain, or video games like Tetris to prevent flashbacks. Are these uses self-suppression? The goal, after all, is to avoid physical pain or mental anguish, which sounds like negative motivation. But ultimately, it boils down to how players think about what they’re doing. If they feel powerful and proactive, then their game play is self-expansive. If they think, I have the ability to control how I feel right now, or I have the power to influence whether I suffer traumatic flashbacks, they have a positive motivation. They are building self-efficacy. But if they are simply seeking refuge—I can’t deal, this game is my only escape—they are indeed self-suppressing. By playing with this self-suppressive mindset, they diminish their own capacity to solve problems and improve their lives.
In edge cases like this, players must understand that they are using games to tap into their own strengths, not to avoid their problems. The behavior may be the same, but the mindset is different—and the mindset is what determines whether gameful strengths will be used effectively not only in play but in all of daily life.
So what exactly do you have to do to move from a self-suppressive mindset to a self-expansive mindset? It’s quite easy—you simply need to identify the benefits you seek from games, then consciously embrace play habits that give you what you seek. This purposeful approach to play is all it takes for your gameful strengths to flourish.
If your favorite games are sports or puzzles, or board or card games, you probably have some benefits in mind already. Playing sports not only improves physical health but also builds character and contributes to emotional well-being. Puzzles are widely considered to be a good way to stay cognitively sharp as we age. Board and card games are often praised for promoting family together time, or as a way to enjoy face-to-face interaction with friends. Basically, if your favorite kind of game is anything but a digital game, you likely can already identify some benefits, because nondigital games are for the most part accepted by society as a healthy and positive activity.
However, even if you derive great pleasure from playing your favorite digital games, you may not have a very good idea of how exactly they are building up your real-life strengths (beyond what you’ve learned in the first three chapters of this book, that is). That’s because for the past three decades, discussion about video games has mostly focused on their potential harms rather than their potential benefits.
Fortunately, in 2014, the scientific journal American Psychologist published an extensive analysis of “The Benefits of Playing Video Games.”13 This paper summarizes the findings from seventy other scientific studies, including many of the studies you have already read about in this book.
So far, in our discussion of the benefits of playing video games, we’ve focused on the ones that directly contribute to your ability to be stronger and more successful in the face of stress and challenge. But there are many others. Knowing these additional benefits can help you play with greater purpose. So here they are for your consideration. Which of these benefits ring true to your own experience? (If you’re not a frequent game player, you can share this list with any passionate gamers in your life and see which ring true for them.)
COGNITIVE BENEFITS
Games can make you smarter, particularly fast-paced action and racing video games like Call of Duty, Forza, and Grand Theft Auto. Individuals who frequently play action video games enjoy the following cognitive benefits:
Strategic games, such as StarCraft, Mass Effect, and Final Fantasy, also improve concrete problem-solving skills that predict academic success and higher achievement in daily life. These benefits include:
Finally, all genres of video games have been linked to greater creativity. Kids who spend more time playing games—including games with violent content—score higher on tests of creativity that involve storytelling, drawing, and problem solving.16
It’s worth noting that significant scientific evidence for the cognitive benefits of traditional, entertainment-focused video games is considerably greater than that for so-called brain-training games that are marketed specifically as improving cognitive function. In fact, in 2014, seventy neuroscientists cosigned a public statement calling attention to the fact that in the peer-reviewed scientific literature, brain-training games—the best-known example being Lumosity games—have not been found to produce long-term cognitive benefits.17 More important perhaps, studies that have directly compared the benefits of mainstream video games like the sci-fi puzzler Portal and the fantasy role-playing game World of Warcraft to brain-training games have found that the traditional video games improve cognitive performance significantly more than the brain trainers.18 The researchers I’ve talked to about these results suggest a simple explanation: traditional video games are more complex and harder to master, and they require that the player learn a wider and more challenging range of skills and abilities. Therefore, if you are particularly interested in cognitive benefits, I encourage you to play ordinary video games that are challenging and new to you, and not to spend your limited game play hours on simple “brain trainers.”
EMOTIONAL BENEFITS
Playing video games helps change your mood and improve your emotional state, particularly puzzle games such as Angry Birds and Bejeweled and platform games such as Super Mario. Playing your favorite games gives you the power to
Video games also help you learn to manage difficult emotions. This is especially true of very challenging, scary, or emotionally intense games, such as BioShock, Resident Evil, and Silent Hill. Frequent players of these games become
Gamers even develop some unusual emotional “superpowers.” Perhaps the most surprising power has to do with dreaming. People who frequently play first-person games (which graphically show you the game world from the point of view of the hero, like Minecraft, Halo, and Portal) develop two rather amazing skills:
SOCIAL BENEFITS
Multiplayer and massively multiplayer video games can teach important social skills, beyond the ally-building skills we examined in Chapter 2. People who frequently play team-based games, such as Call of Duty, League of Legends, and Team Fortress, show
Meanwhile, people who frequently play games that require them to organize groups and lead others in like-minded efforts, such as Guild Wars and World of Warcraft, are rated by others as
They are also more likely to engage in civic behavior, such as volunteering and raising money for charity.23
These are just a few of the benefits that you can purposefully reap by playing games. The key to adopting a self-expansive mindset is to be perfectly clear on why you play. What are you seeking, and how does it benefit you in daily life?
This question has many good answers—answers that are potentially as unique and varied as the 1.23 billion people on this planet who play video games for at least one hour per day. What’s your answer?
Here’s a quest to help you find out. It’s designed specifically for people who frequently play games (of any kind, including sports, board games, and card games). However, if you’re not a frequent game player, you can replace “games” with any kind of “hard fun”—that is, any favorite hobby or pastime that regularly challenges you to learn and improve. If you don’t have any hard fun hobbies yet, you can skip this quest for now.
If you have a gamer in your life who you worry may be playing excessively, use this quest to start a conversation with them about how to play with purpose. It’s the first and most important step to getting a negative gaming habit under control.
QUEST 14: Play with Purpose
Playing with greater purpose is easy. Just follow this simple three-step method.
1. Choose a game. Name a game that you often play.
2. Find the benefit. What’s one benefit you think you get from playing this game? It might be a skill or talent you build, or a positive change in how you feel, think, or interact with others. (For ideas, review the benefits listed in this chapter!)
3. Connect it to a purpose. What real-life goal, or what situation in daily life, could this benefit help you deal with more effectively?
It may feel awkward at first to answer these questions, especially if you’re used to thinking of games as just “fun” or a waste of time. But give it a shot!
Examples: For inspiration, here are some SuperBetter players’ responses to this quest:
Nancy, 64, Colleyville, Texas
The game: Criminal Case on Facebook.
The benefit: “I like the feeling of making progress and solving the crimes. I feel mentally quite sharp!”
The purpose: “I can have more confidence in my memory, which puts me in a better mood and helps me feel less shy in social settings.”
Jacob, 23, Pittsburgh
The game: “I usually play FIFA [a soccer video game] after work.”
The benefit: “I have more energy after I play. It’s like a jolt to my system.”
The purpose: “After about thirty or forty minutes of playing, I can ‘switch gears’ and be better company for my girlfriend. She gets the best of me instead of the worst of me.”
Merilee, 38, Indianapolis
The game: “I play Just Dance on the Wii with my kids.”
The benefit: “I’m getting exercise on days that I don’t have any free time for myself.”
The purpose: “I’m staying fit even when I’m busy, plus I’m helping my whole family be physically active, which is important to me.”
Joshua, 13, Edmonton, Alberta, Canada
The game: “My favorite game is Minecraft.”
The benefit: “I get to be creative. I can make whatever I can imagine!”
The purpose: “When I have to be creative for school projects, I never draw a blank. I’m good at thinking up new things to make because I practice all the time in Minecraft.”
Now it’s your turn. Choose a game, find the benefit, and connect it to a purpose.
Quest complete: Were you able to complete the three steps? If so, well done. You’re starting to realize the powerful strengths and skills you’re building when you play—and knowing your strengths is the first and most important step toward using them in daily life.
The more you play with purpose, the more resilience you’ll have against all kinds of self-suppression in the future. Like all cognitive habits, self-suppression can become hardwired into your brain. Each time you self-suppress, you strengthen the neural networks that urge you to escape again in the future.
Learning to keep this cognitive habit in check is important, because self-suppression is closely related to another psychological behavior that can wreak even more havoc on your life: experiential avoidance. Also sometimes referred to as experiential escape, it’s an unwillingness to accept or directly deal with distressing thoughts or emotions, coupled with attempts to escape or avoid anything that might trigger distressing thoughts and emotions in the future.24
Here are some examples of experiential avoidance: A young woman experiences anxiety on a turbulent flight; for years afterward, she avoids taking long-distance trips and goes to extreme lengths to avoid flying. A son feels guilty whenever he visits his aging mother in her assisted living apartment, so he stops visiting her. In both of these cases, instead of learning to manage their anxiety or discomfort, the person simply tries to avoid its trigger. The more they try to escape potential distress, the more positive experiences and relationships they are likely to miss out on in the future.
This kind of escapist mindset can lead to profound depression, social isolation, and even self-harm. At the very least, being unwilling to do things that might potentially trigger a negative thought or feeling severely restricts and limits your goals, ambitions, and life experiences.
Experiential avoidance is something you’ll learn more about in Chapter 7, when we talk about “bad guys” and how confronting them regularly can make you stronger and braver. For now, it’s enough to know that playing with purpose will help you develop the psychological habits necessary to avoid escapism of any kind and to live with greater purpose, even in the face of risk, adversity, or challenge.
There’s one more important thing to understand about self-suppression or escapist game play: it often reaches a tipping point. Eventually, beyond a certain limit, avoiding the reported negative consequences of excessive video game play, such as more depression and anxiety, lower grades, and social isolation, becomes very difficult.
What is the tipping point? I’ve spent five years investigating this issue, looking at everything from military studies of how much time troops spend playing video games, to player surveys of when their play starts to feel detrimental to their health and happiness. Here’s what I’ve found, again and again: at around twenty-one hours a week of digital game play, things start to go south. Twenty-one hours a week is the tipping point.25
People who play video games three or fewer hours per day tend to reap the benefits of play. They report having a good balance between their game pursuits and their real-world goals. However, for both children and adults, playing more than three hours a day takes too much time away from nongame work, study, physical activity, and relationships. These areas of life start to suffer, and the vicious cycle of self-suppressive play kicks in.
However, here’s the good news: once you get your gaming hours under twenty-one hours per week, the benefits start kicking back in. This is a crucial finding. If you are seeking a practical intervention for yourself or for someone you care about, you don’t have to eliminate games or even reduce them severely. You just need to get the total hours per week below twenty-one. For gamers who worry about playing too much, this change in habit is far less intimidating than giving up games completely.
Playing fewer hours per week won’t automatically switch someone to a self-expansive mindset. However, it will get them safely under the self-suppressive tipping point—which will ultimately make it much easier to stop escaping and to develop a healthier relationship to immersive play.
Despite what we now know about the harms of escapism, a whopping 41 percent of frequent game players still say they “play video games to escape daily life.”26 No wonder so many gamers have not yet made the leap from games to gameful! They’re convinced that games are just a distraction. This belief is not only incorrect—it’s actively harmful. Another study of game addiction found that “playing without a sense of purpose to the activity” was the best predictor of problematic or excessive game play.27
Well-meaning parents, spouses, and educators make the situation even worse by admonishing gamers to “put down the game and do something real,” or to “stop wasting so much time.” This kind of nudging, while well intentioned, conditions gamers to believe that play has no purpose, no meaningful connection to success in daily life. This kind of artificial psychological barrier makes it almost impossible to develop a self-expansive mindset.
If you have an avid game player in your life, the best thing you can do for him or her is to start a conversation about the benefits of play and the psychological strengths of gamers. Instead of asking him or her to put the game away, here are some powerful questions to ask:
And then the most powerful question to ask any gamer (because connecting is always better than escaping):
I’ve made it my mission to explain the difference between playing to escape and playing with purpose to as many gamers as possible—through my TED talks, my first book, in interviews, on Twitter, and anywhere else I can reach them. Through this work, I’ve had the opportunity to meet many gamers—and parents and spouses of gamers—who, simply by changing their mindset, have been able to make the leap from just playing games to being gameful in everyday life.
Paul’s story, relayed to me by his father, is typical. At fifteen, Paul seemed addicted to online video games. He attended classes at his Chicago-area high school, but he ignored his schoolwork, preferring to play League of Legends every night until three in the morning. His physical health deteriorated from lack of sleep. His GPA dropped to a D+ average. His parents tried to intervene, taking away his computer, but it backfired: Paul didn’t come home at night and found other places to play. His father told me that the situation seemed hopeless.
Then one day Paul’s father showed him a video of one of my talks. They started a conversation about the psychological strengths that gamers develop—strengths that Paul surely had. His dad asked him how he might use these strengths for good in the real world. From this conversation alone, Paul began to make big changes. He didn’t stop gaming, but he became curious about what he could achieve with his gameful strengths—particularly his determination, his online research skills, and his team leadership.
Paul started using these strengths to set and achieve real-life academic goals. He took a gameful approach to college applications, approaching each step in the process like a quest. He planned and celebrated every “achievement” he unlocked, from finding five colleges he could picture himself happy at, to collecting three letters of recommendation, to finishing a first draft of a personal essay. He assembled a team of people to help him in his college quests, including his high school counselor, his parents, and graduated classmates. Today, Paul is thriving as an engineering major at Dartmouth—still playing games every night, but not until three in the morning. As his dad proudly told me, “It’s all because he finally understood, and because we as his parents finally understood, that his love of games isn’t a weakness. It’s a source of strength.”
Paul’s story is a dramatic one. Most people don’t need to make such a 180-degree turnaround in their relationship to games. However, almost everyone can benefit from understanding the huge difference it makes in our lives when we stop playing to waste time or forget our troubles and start playing with purpose.
Amelia McDonell-Parry, thirty-six, a writer in New York City, is a great example of how even small efforts to connect game strengths with daily life can lead to big positive changes. Amelia spent the summer of 2013 playing the wildly popular pattern-matching game Candy Crush Saga for hours on end. She played so often, in fact, that she regularly experienced visual flashbacks. “I close my eyes,” she said, “and I see the Candy Crush playing field. Candy Crush combos infiltrate my dreams.”
Amelia wanted to make those hours count for something more than a high score, so she decided to think about what the game had taught her about her strengths and weaknesses. The most important lesson she learned, she decided, was this: “Don’t be afraid to ask others for help.” She describes her “aha!” moment:
Friends who also play Candy Crush can give you additional lives and help get you access to the next set of levels, if you can put aside your pride and ask for it. At first this made me uncomfortable. I generally don’t like asking others for assistance and prefer to figure things out on my own. Having an issue with an article I’m writing? I troubleshoot it myself. Need to put together a piece of IKEA furniture? I don’t care that the directions say it’s a two-person job! I’m doing it by my lonesome! Having a really rough day? No, I don’t want to talk about it, I just want to cry in a corner by myself, thanks. But sometimes in life, you need a shoulder to cry on, a tidbit of advice, an extra set of hands, or a spare Candy Crush life from that Facebook friend you haven’t seen or spoken to in ten years. Don’t be afraid to ask for any of these things when you need them.28
Amelia’s breakthrough realization was that she could do in her daily life exactly what she learned to do so effectively in her favorite game. Asking for help and cultivating allies was a skill the game taught her, and it didn’t remain limited to the game. This is a quintessential example of making the leap from games to gameful.
The most convincing evidence I’ve seen that almost anyone can bring gameful strengths to daily life—even individuals who rarely have time to play games!—is the SuperBetter community. There hundreds of thousands of people have learned how to bring their gameful strengths to real-world challenges. They’ve harnessed their natural gameful abilities—to control their attention, to turn anyone into an ally, and to supercharge their willpower and determination—to bring more motivation, creativity, positive emotion, and social support to their most important real-life goals.
You’ve completed Part 1 of the book, which means you are now ready to make this same leap. You understand the science of games. Now it’s time to actively use that science to change your life. It’s time to play SuperBetter.
MISSION COMPLETE
Skills Unlocked: How to Make the Leap from Games to Gameful
We all already have the power within ourselves to think and live gamefully—and to become stronger, happier, and braver as a result. It’s just a matter of putting that power into concrete actions, within a gameful structure.
SuperBetter gives you that structure, in seven simple rules to play by whenever you want to tackle a challenge or make a positive change in your life. Those seven rules will make it easier for you to draw on your natural gameful strengths—the four strengths discussed in Part 1:
The seven SuperBetter rules you’ll learn in Part 2 have been validated through scientific study and data analysis. The stories presented come from the more than 400,000 players who have tested the SuperBetter method to improve their own lives. The recommendations are drawn from an analysis of more than 10,000 unique challenges tackled by players—from “finding a new job” to “having a healthy pregnancy” to simply “getting back on my own two feet.”
More formally, the University of Pennsylvania conducted a randomized, controlled trial of the SuperBetter system. (The study was led by Ann Marie Roepke, Ph.D. candidate, the researcher who coined the term post-ecstatic growth.) The study determined that playing SuperBetter for thirty days significantly reduces symptoms of depression and anxiety and increases optimism, social support, and self-efficacy. The study also found that people who followed the SuperBetter rules for one month were significantly happier and more satisfied with their lives.1
Additionally, the Ohio State University Wexner Medical Center conducted a clinical trial of the SuperBetter system to help rehabilitate young patients with concussions.2 This study, three years in the making, was funded by the National Institutes of Health and was designed to find out the best ways to use the SuperBetter method in a medical setting. Quantitative results from the trial and interviews with patients and doctors strongly support the finding that a gameful approach improves optimism, decreases anxiety and suffering, and strengthens family relationships during rehabilitation and recovery. The study was led by OSU College of Medicine faculty member Lise Worthen-Chaudhari, who has twenty years’ experience in rehabilitation research and who says, “I haven’t seen anything else that does what SuperBetter does so well, in terms of increasing social support, motivating patients to do things to take care of themselves, and giving caregivers concrete and positive ways to help.”
You can learn more about both the Penn study and the OSU trial in “About the Science” at the end of this book.
So how will you get superbetter? Just take it one gameful rule at a time. Each chapter in Part 2 includes:
In Part 2 you will meet many SuperBetter players who in interviews share their stories of growth and triumph. (And I have stories to share, having used the SuperBetter rules not only to heal from a mild traumatic brain injury but also to train for my first marathon and to successfully complete IVF treatment—which resulted earlier this year in the birth of twin daughters!)
SuperBetter players, as you’ll see, come from all walks of life and play for all kinds of reasons. They are people like:
Josh,* twenty-five, a computer programmer who suffered with depression for years but never had the courage to tell any of his friends or family about his struggle. In his own words: “SuperBetter helped me finally tell two people what I’ve been going through, my brother and a close friend. That may not sound like a lot, but for me it’s huge. I’ve never spoken to anyone about my depression. It has been this huge secret, a huge weight. Just being able to finally talk about this alone has helped so much. I would not have had the courage to do this outside the context of this game.”
Beckie Tran, thirty-six, who suffered from insomnia for twenty years and cured herself by playing SuperBetter for two months. In her words, she went from being “a chronically sleep-deprived half-person” to being “someone who sleeps like a baby every night—something I thought I would never, ever, ever achieve.”
Joyce Curwin, sixty-seven, recently retired, who wanted to “find a new spark in life”—and especially “a way to be sexy to my husband again.” Playing SuperBetter for thirty days was the perfect springboard for her new life, helping her jump-start a writing practice and leading her husband to remark that she was, indeed, “looking sexier than I have in decades! What could be better than that?”
Kamalah, thirty, a bank officer who had a very difficult time working through her grief over her father’s unexpected passing. She followed the seven SuperBetter rules for a month to find a better balance between her sadness and her desire to live joyfully. “I was completely stuck before I tried SuperBetter. It was like I had no control over what I was thinking or feeling. I’m not sure why it worked exactly. I think SuperBetter made it possible for me to start finding the positive again, even though it didn’t take the sadness away. It helped me honor my father by living more fully again.”
Eric, thirty-eight, a lifelong gamer who started following the SuperBetter rules “to lose weight and get in shape.” After losing twenty-five pounds in six weeks of play, he said, “I guess I was surprised to realize that I could do small things every day to make a big difference. I was avoiding even trying because I didn’t really think I could do it. By treating it like a game, it wasn’t such a big deal, and I didn’t have to worry about failing. That’s the kicker. I finally stopped worrying about failing, and that’s what made me successful.”
Sonja Rauwolf, forty-two, a stay-at-home mom who introduced her friend with a new diagnosis of multiple sclerosis to SuperBetter. “I wanted to show her that I was willing to be there for her. I wanted to do something concrete. I feel it has greatly improved our relationship already. By playing together, I now have an easy way to show my support. Even if it only takes me a minute a day to check in on the game, to let her know we’re in it together.”
Phillip Jeffrey, thirty-one, a photographer and cancer patient who is living with a rare, advanced blood cancer. He plays SuperBetter as “Phillip the Creative Cancer Fighter.” Although this fatal disease has no known cure, Phillip decided to use the SuperBetter rules to help get the most out of each day and to combat the draining side effects of chemotherapy. He says, “Playing SuperBetter has been one of the most positive experiences of my life. It gives me a sense of purpose and control over how I feel. Even on bad days, I am committed to completing at least one quest. I get out of bed every single day because of this game. It has added so much meaning to my life, playing this game, and reminding myself that even with cancer, I can be creative, I can be accomplished.” Three years later he has experienced several periods of remission and is still completing quests.
Marilyn, fifty-four, a middle-school teacher who “doesn’t have any major problems—I just want to get SuperBetter.” She isn’t currently facing any big obstacles in her life, but she does want to feel happier, healthier, and more confident. She is like many of the 400,000 people who have helped us study the SuperBetter method: she wants to live more fully, build resilience, have more happy years ahead, and become stronger in the face of any potential challenges in the future.
Part 1 explored the science of why games make you so good at tackling tough challenges. Part 2 will teach you how to apply these gameful skills to everyday life.
Whether you’re getting superbetter from a trauma, an illness, or an injury, or you just want to become the best possible version of yourself, this part of the book will teach you everything you need to know to use your gameful strengths to unlock the powerful benefits of post-ecstatic and post-traumatic growth.
Are you ready to lead a life truer to your dreams and free of regret? If so—let’s play!
5
Challenge Yourself
How to Be Gameful Rule 1
Challenge yourself. There are thousands of ways to get happier, healthier, stronger, and braver. Decide what real-life obstacle you want to tackle, or what positive change you want to make first.
Here’s an interesting fact about games: we almost never feel hopeless when we play them.
It’s true. Psychologists have studied the top emotions during game play, and genuine anxiety and pessimism are extremely rare. Even when we’re losing or struggling, we’re vastly more likely to feel determined and optimistic than panicked or powerless.1 This is true even of professional athletes and poker players whose careers and livelihoods are on the line when they play.2 That’s because—as you’ll learn in this chapter—the psychology of games naturally makes it easier for us to manage anxiety more effectively, to focus on opportunity rather than threats, and to fear failure less.
Why? Because when we play a game, we focus on goals and growth. We seek out challenges voluntarily, and we savor the difficulty. We play not to avoid losing but to find out what we are capable of. And we believe that victories even against great odds are possible.
What if you could bring this gameful mindset to your real-life obstacles? Is it possible, or even wise, to feel the same optimism, courage, and curiosity in everyday life, where the stakes are higher and failure has significantly more consequences?
Yes, it absolutely is possible and wise to bring a gameful mindset to real-life obstacles. It’s called adopting a challenge versus threat mindset—and as you’ll see in this chapter, the research shows it works.
A challenge is anything that provokes our desire to test our strengths and abilities and that gives us the opportunity to improve them. Crucially, a challenge must be accepted. No one can force you to tackle it. You have to choose to rise to the occasion.
Here are some of the challenges SuperBetter players have tackled successfully by adopting a gameful mindset:*
Some of these challenges are entirely self-chosen, a positive life change that the player wants to make. Many of them, however, are challenges no one would ever choose for themselves—an injury, an illness, a trauma, a loss. You might think that these kinds of challenges would be resistant to a gameful approach. They’re too serious, too painful, too life-or-death to “play around” with. Fortunately, this is not the case. In fact, a gameful approach to problems works even better for the uninvited challenges that life throws at you than for the positive changes you decide to make.
That’s why I recommend tackling something that is truly an urgent goal for you—whether it’s living free of anxiety, finding a new job, changing your diet, flourishing despite chronic pain, or jump-starting your love life. Tackle an important problem in your life, even if it seems overwhelming right now or out of your control.
In fact, tackle it especially if it overwhelms you or feels out of your control. Gameful thinking and acting work extremely well in situations where we can easily become hopeless and give up. Indeed, according to data from more than 400,000 SuperBetter players, the more overwhelming the problem or daunting the challenge seems to you, the more effective the gameful method seems to be. That’s because everything about it helps you develop more control and exercise more power in situations where you feel powerless or have self-doubt. So don’t hold back. Pick a tough challenge for yourself that you feel will truly change your life.
If you’re seeking post-traumatic growth, your challenge could be:
Here are the ten most common post-traumatic growth challenges that SuperBetter players have chosen to tackle (ranked in order, with number one being the most common):
1. Beating depression
2. Overcoming anxiety
3. Coping with chronic illness or chronic pain
4. Finding a new job or overcoming unemployment
5. Surviving a divorce or family separation
6. Healing from a physical injury, including traumatic brain injury
7. Bouncing back from a school or career setback
8. Recovering from PTSD
9. Thriving with a learning disability or neurological disorder (often tackled by a parent and child together)
10. Grieving the loss of a loved one
If you’re seeking post-ecstatic growth, on the other hand, your challenge might be:
Because everyone has different dreams and talents, post-ecstatic goals tend to be more varied. Some of the more popular ones we’ve seen among SuperBetter players include eating healthier, finishing a degree, writing a book, sleeping better, “doing something that scares me,” starting a business, getting better at managing stress, losing weight, running a 5K or a marathon, learning to meditate, starting a family, saving for and planning a dream trip, helping a friend with a personal challenge, making a difference for a good cause, being a better parent, and being a better husband or wife.
You may be facing serious adversity or trauma in your life right now, but that doesn’t mean you can’t pursue post-ecstatic growth. Many SuperBetter players have successfully reduced anxiety, depression, and pain by pursuing a meaningful personal goal or dream. You may feel more motivated and optimistic right now about tackling a positive goal than about focusing directly on an illness or trauma. That’s totally okay! There’s no right or wrong challenge to tackle first.
Have you got an obstacle in mind? Good. But before you dive in, there’s a skill you need to master. It’s called cognitive reappraisal, and it means changing how you think and feel about a stressful problem in your life.
How does it work? There’s actually a very simple trick—a scientifically validated method—that I can teach you right now. It helps you turn anxiety into excitement, and it’s the easiest form of cognitive reappraisal to learn.
It turns out that anxiety and excitement are, physiologically, the exact same emotion. Whether you are anxious about something or excited about it, your body responds in a nearly identical “high arousal” state. You have excess energy, you may feel butterflies in your stomach, your heart rate may increase, and so on.
This means that when you’re feeling anxious about a problem, it’s much easier to try to get excited about solving it than to try to calm down. In order to calm down, you would have to slow your heart rate and reduce your adrenaline. That’s not easy, especially when you’re facing a stressful situation. But to get excited, you don’t have to change how your body feels at all. You just have to change how your mind interprets what you’re physically feeling. You can reappraise the adrenaline rush and the increased heart rate as signs that you’re actually enthusiastic and eager or even exhilarated.
It’s easy to do. Based on mind-body science, Harvard Business School researcher and psychologist Alison Wood Brooks has devised an incredibly simple trick to turn anxiety into excitement.3 Are you ready to learn it? All you have to do is this:
Think about something that usually makes you nervous—not something truly traumatic, but an everyday situation where you personally would like to experience more confidence and less negative stress. Perhaps it’s public speaking, or taking a test, or asking for a raise at work, or flying, or going to a party alone. Even better, if you have something specific on your horizon that’s making you nervous—a tough conversation you need to have, a doctor’s appointment, getting feedback on your work, a first date—concentrate on that. Whatever it is that gets your nerves going, keep imagining it, and wait until you feel the telltale butterflies in your stomach.
As soon as you feel your nerves, say I’m excited or Get excited to yourself. Out loud. Say it a few times. I’m excited. Get excited! That’s it—that’s the whole trick. According to Dr. Brooks’s research, this is literally all it takes to make people less anxious, more optimistic, and more successful in solving problems or undertaking stressful tasks. When we’re not thinking anxious thoughts, we’re free to use that mental effort and physical energy to be creative, focus on the problem, and otherwise get stuff done. This explains why, in Dr. Brooks’s lab, participants not only felt more optimistic but also performed better at high-stress tasks (like singing in front of judges) when using this technique.
The key to making the Get excited! technique work is to be open to the possibility that you are, in fact, at least a little bit excited about whatever you think you’re anxious about. Could something good come about as a result? Is there any reason to be hopeful about what might happen? If so, you truly might be excited, not anxious.
This is not just a mind game you’re playing with yourself. The line between feeling anxiety and experiencing excitement is exceedingly thin. Your body reacts the same way to both, and your brain can’t always tell the difference. This means that most of the time, you have a real choice between feeling anxiety and feeling excitement. Game players and athletes exercise this choice all the time. It’s why a football player can feel excitement instead of terror when someone is chasing him down the field, trying to violently tackle him.
Don’t hesitate to use this power to your advantage, especially when it’s as easy as saying two little words. It will not only make you feel stronger and happier in the moment, it will also improve your ability to tackle tough obstacles and achieve your goals.
The Get excited! technique works best for situations where the stakes aren’t too high and you simply want to get a better grip on your nerves. But you can also use your powers of cognitive reappraisal for much more serious problems.
When faced with a truly significant adversity, you can use cognitive reappraisal to view it as a challenge you’re capable of meeting, rather than as a threat that will overwhelm or harm you. This is called replacing a threat mindset with a challenge mindset.4 And it’s the number-one rule of living gamefully.
In a threat mindset, you focus on the potential for risk, danger, harm, or loss. You feel pressured to prevent a negative outcome rather than to achieve a positive outcome. A threat mindset often occurs when you have low self-efficacy—that is, if you feel it’s outside your control or ability to change the situation or to avoid negative impacts.
In a challenge mindset, you focus on the opportunity for growth and positive outcomes. Even though you acknowledge that you may face risk, harm, or loss, you feel realistically optimistic that you can develop useful skills or strategies to achieve the best possible outcome. You prepare yourself to rise to the difficult occasion by gathering resources and drawing on your personal strengths. People with high self-efficacy find it easier to adopt a challenge mindset. So do people who spend a lot of time playing games.5 In fact, “challenge-seeking” is one of the most common personality traits of frequent game players.6
Every time we play a game, we approach it with a challenge mindset—and you’re going to learn how to bring this mindset to real-life goals and obstacles. But first let’s talk about why a challenge mindset matters.
Psychologists have been researching challenge versus threat mindsets for more than thirty years, studying how they impact people’s ability to handle stress and adversity. Here are the main differences they’ve found:
When you operate under a threat mindset, you’re more likely to develop anxiety and depression in addition to whatever struggle you face. As a result, your ability to perform under pressure suffers. Meanwhile, instead of developing helpful coping skills or finding new resources, you’re more likely to engage in escapist and self-defeating actions, like social isolation, drug and alcohol abuse, or simply ignoring your problem until it gets even worse.7
With a challenge mindset, however, you experience less anxiety and depression, and you adapt to change more effectively. You don’t try to escape your problem. Instead, you take advantage of important resources like social support and your own competence. You increase your skills and become better able to solve your problem. In short, you’re much more likely to achieve the best outcome possible in your current situation.8
The differences between a challenge mindset and a threat mindset aren’t just mental. They also determine how your body reacts to the stress.
In a threat mindset, your arteries constrict, and your heart has to work much harder to pump blood throughout your body. In the short term, this increases your chances of suffering a heart attack. Over time, if you spend months or years operating under a threat mindset, your heart may weaken from having to work so much harder.
With a challenge mindset, by contrast, your arteries expand, and you experience much more efficient cardiac output. You have improved blood flow, with much less effort. In other words, a challenge mindset keeps your heart healthy and relaxed.
In a threat mindset, your fight-or-flight instinct kicks in, which activates your sympathetic nervous system. If your sympathetic nervous system is engaged continuously for hours, days, weeks, or longer, your immune system can become compromised, and you may experience more illness.
With a challenge mindset, however, your nervous system finds a better balance between the sympathetic (fight-or-flight) and the parasympathetic (calm-and-connect) responses. This balance helps you avoid nervous exhaustion and burnout.
Finally, a threat mindset leads to an increase in the stress hormone cortisol and the metabolism hormone insulin. Increased cortisol and insulin are associated with weight gain, difficulty building muscle, and diabetes.
In short, a threat mindset is not just a psychological barrier—it’s also damaging to your physical health. Adopting a challenge mindset, on the other hand, increases both your mental and your physical resilience.
Now that you know how important a challenge mindset is, it’s time to figure out how close you are to achieving one. The best way to do that? A quest!
QUEST 15: Challenge vs. Threat
Think about your biggest personal challenge, goal, or source of stress at the moment. We’re going to call this your obstacle. By answering twenty questions about your obstacle, you can figure out whether you’re likely to tackle it with a threat or a challenge mindset.
What to do: Put a check mark (or highlight) any statement that you agree with. If you disagree with a statement, skip it.
1. I’m eager to tackle this obstacle.
2. Thinking about this obstacle stresses me out.
3. I’m worried that this obstacle might reveal my weakness.
4. I can become a stronger person because of this obstacle.
5. There is someone I can turn to for help with this obstacle if I need it.
6. Tackling this obstacle seems like an exhausting prospect.
7. This obstacle is probably going to have an overall negative impact on my life, no matter what I do.
8. I get fired up when I think about tackling this obstacle.
9. This obstacle threatens my or my family’s health and happiness.
10. I’m worried that I lack the resources needed to overcome this obstacle.
11. This obstacle gives me a chance to find out what I’m really made of.
12. I feel like this obstacle represents basically a hopeless situation.
13. I get excited when I think about the possible outcomes of tackling this obstacle.
14. I don’t mind struggling with this obstacle, or sometimes failing, because the outcome is important to me.
15. I think I have or can acquire the abilities needed to successfully tackle this obstacle.
16. If I succeed, my choosing to tackle this obstacle will have a positive impact on my or my family’s health and happiness.
17. This obstacle probably requires more strength than I have to deal with it effectively.
18. If I fail to overcome this obstacle, it will have significant negative consequences for me and my life.
19. It’s beyond anyone else’s power to help me with this obstacle.
20. I’ll probably learn something by tackling this obstacle as best I can.
Scoring: How many of the following statements did you agree with? 1, 4, 5, 8, 11, 13, 14, 15, 16, 20. This is your challenge score. How many of the following statements did you agree with? 2, 3, 6, 7, 9, 10, 12, 17, 18, 19. This is your threat score.
To reap the benefits of a challenge mindset, you should strive to have a challenge score that is higher than your threat score. The bigger the difference between the two numbers, the better.
If you’re already 100 percent in a challenge mindset, with a threat score of zero, fantastic. More likely, you’re somewhere on the spectrum between threat and challenge.
Your goal, by the time you finish this chapter, is to move yourself at least one or two points closer to a full challenge mindset and away from the threat mindset.
Here’s something important to keep in mind: different people will appraise the same exact situation as a threat or a challenge, depending on how they evaluate the opportunities for harm versus growth. The actual stressful circumstance you face does not determine whether you view it as a challenge or a threat. It’s how you choose to engage with the stress that makes the difference.
Indeed, researchers have so far found no limits to the kinds of stressful situations in which a person can successfully develop a challenge mindset. According to more than three decades’ worth of studies, whether you are dealing with economic hardships or a medical crisis or even living in a war conflict zone, achieving a challenge mindset—no matter how objectively threatening the circumstances—is possible.
Here are just a few of the types of stress for which scientists have documented profoundly significant benefits from cultivating a challenge mindset:
There’s one important point I want to make clear: a challenge mindset doesn’t require you to think positively all the time, or to ignore your pain or losses. It’s more about investigating your own strengths and abilities and trying to increase them.
Similarly, having a challenge mindset does not mean living in denial of potential negative outcomes. It simply means paying more attention, and devoting more effort, to the possibility of positive outcomes or personal growth. It means not accepting the negative as inevitable—or if a negative outcome is inevitable, not allowing it to completely define your experience. With a challenge mindset, you’re committed to looking for something more than the negative, something that will bring meaning and purpose to your struggle.
So how can you move from a threat to a challenge mindset? Here are three techniques to try:
1. Write down the ten expressions of a challenge mindset (statements 1, 4, 5, 8, 11, 13, 14, 15, 16, 20 in Quest 15) and put the list in a place where you will see it every day. Looking at this list will give you a daily reminder of what a challenge mindset feels like. This can be extremely helpful, especially if it doesn’t come naturally in your current situation. You can also try reading the statements out loud like a mantra once a day. That won’t make them automatically true, but it will give you a chance to reflect on the possibility that they might become true. Indeed, the more you speak them, the more likely you are to make choices or changes that foster a challenge mindset.
2. Ask yourself, What’s the best that could happen? When we operate under a threat mindset, we tend to spend a lot of time pondering What’s the worst that could happen? (And we usually come up with lots and lots of answers.) To balance out this cognitive habit, ask yourself the opposite, and see how many answers you can come up with. It will help you stay open to the potential for some kind of positive outcome or post-traumatic growth.
3. Say that you’re getting superbetter at something, not from something. Just the way you talk about your SuperBetter journey can influence whether you adopt a threat or a challenge mindset. Getting superbetter from something implies a threat, but getting superbetter at something implies the opportunity for growth.
If you’re pursuing post-ecstatic growth, this phrasing should come naturally. I’m getting superbetter at writing a novel. I’m getting superbetter at world travel. I’m getting superbetter at triathlons. I’m getting superbetter at running for city council.* But for post-traumatic growth, it may require a bit of rethinking. For example, instead of getting superbetter from anxiety, you might be getting superbetter at being brave, or finding peace, or preventing panic attacks, or whatever represents to you the positive change or growth you want to experience. Instead of getting superbetter from insomnia, you might get superbetter at sleeping. Instead of getting superbetter from a concussion, you might get superbetter at healing your brain.
Eventually, as you continue to get superbetter—and as you learn the other six rules of living gamefully—you’ll naturally strengthen your challenge mindset. That’s because the other rules are designed to help you increase your personal resources or help you focus on the potential for growth and positive outcomes. Collecting power-ups will give you more physical and emotional resources. Battling bad guys will allow you to develop new mental resources. Completing—and designing your own—quests will help you acquire new skills and abilities specific to your challenge. Recruiting allies will increase your social resources. Seeking epic wins will help you focus on opportunities for growth and positive impact. And adopting a secret identity and keeping score will highlight your progress and growing strength. So even if you feel unprepared at this moment to bring a challenge mindset to your most pressing problems, don’t worry. Keep going. Achieving a challenge mindset is the inevitable outcome of engaging with obstacles more gamefully.
In the meantime, here’s another cognitive reappraisal technique—and a quest—to help you start bringing out the challenge, and squashing the threat, right now. It’s called Find the unnecessary obstacle. It’s significantly more difficult to master than Dr. Alison Wood Brooks’s Get excited! technique—but you’re up for a challenge, right?
To master this next technique, you need to learn my favorite definition of a game. It comes from the late philosopher Bernard Suits, who famously wrote: “Playing a game is a voluntary attempt to overcome unnecessary obstacles.”17
Think of the game of golf—a classic case of unnecessary obstacles. In ordinary life, if your goal were to put a small ball in a small hole, you would simply walk up to the hole and carefully drop the ball in. But because golf is a game, you agree to stand very far away from the hole—the first unnecessary obstacle. And to make it even more difficult, you agree to use a long stick (your golf club) to try to aim the ball toward the hole—the second unnecessary obstacle. There is no logical or necessary reason to approach the goal of getting a small ball into a small hole in this way. We do it simply for the pleasure of engaging wholeheartedly with a difficult challenge. We do it for the enjoyment of testing our abilities and improving them.
Every game works the same way. Every game offers us the opportunity to accept a challenging goal that, by design, will stretch our capabilities and help us develop new skills. This is why there is such a strong correlation between a gameful mindset and a challenge mindset. When we play a game, we volunteer to be challenged. No one forces us to try to solve a game’s puzzles, or defeat another team, or reach a certain score. Because we are fully in control of whether we accept a game’s challenge, we don’t experience anxiety or depression when we play—despite the very real possibility of loss or defeat. Our primary experience is of agency, not of threat.
But in daily life, we don’t always get to choose our own obstacles. The challenge you are facing now may be an obstacle you would never have volunteered to tackle if you had a choice. This makes it harder to be gameful. It’s not easy to focus on the possibility of a positive outcome when you feel blindsided by the threat.
Cognitive reappraisal, however, can help you regain a sense of agency and choice. It can empower you to find the unnecessary obstacle within the uninvited challenge you face.
The key is to identify an obstacle that you feel capable of tackling within the larger challenge, an obstacle that other people might not choose to tackle.
To see how this works, let’s try a quest.
QUEST 16: Find the Unnecessary Obstacle
Think about the biggest uninvited difficulty you currently face, or any personal setback or disappointment you’ve experienced in your life.
What to do: Use your imagination to answer this question: What would be the worst possible, least helpful reaction that you—or anyone else in your shoes—could have to it?
You don’t have to be completely realistic here. Let your mind go to extremes for just a moment. Here are some examples from SuperBetter players:
As you can see, some people approach this quest with a sense of humor. Others find it helpful to just be honest and plainspoken about the worst reaction they might have. Two common reactions to this quest are simply “Someone else in my shoes might just give up and do nothing,” or even, “The worst thing I’ve considered doing is killing myself.” If that’s what popped into your mind, it’s good to acknowledge it and work with it.
Now: What is the opposite of that worst reaction?
Examples:
Whatever the opposite of your “worst possible, least helpful reaction” is, consider adopting it as your unnecessary obstacle. Challenge yourself to do something that requires more strength and determination than what someone else might do in your shoes.
Why it works: Completing this quest has two benefits. First, when you imagine the worst possible reaction you could have to adversity, you highlight your agency in the situation. You do have options. And as long as you’re not doing that worst possible, least helpful thing, you can challenge yourself to do something better. It may not feel like total agency and choice, but it involves some agency and choice—and that’s enough to activate a challenge mindset.
Meanwhile, imagining the opposite of the worst possible reaction gives you a specific positive and purposeful goal. This goal is now something you can aspire to achieve. You may not have chosen your current adversity, but you are choosing to challenge yourself to engage in a way that improves your chances for growth and success.
The more concrete you can make your unnecessary obstacle, the easier it will be to embrace it as a challenge. One SuperBetter player found that having a very specific goal made all the difference between a challenge and a threat mindset.
A SuperBetter Story: The Broken Artist
Rowan, forty, is a freelance artist in Missouri who recently developed extremely painful tendinitis in her right arm—“my drawing arm,” she explained in an online discussion forum for SuperBetter players. The injury caused her quite a bit of anxiety. “I need to get better so I can keep working. This is my dream job. Also, my art business is my sole income.”
Rowan expected her arm to heal quickly, but it didn’t. “This injury has entered the realm of chronic pain,” she wrote. “It’s quite disheartening if I allow it to be, and I have.” Knowing that she needed to change her mindset, she decided to look for the unnecessary obstacle.
What was the worst possible reaction she could have to her injury? “Ignore the pain and try to work through it.” What was the least helpful thing she could do? “Continue grinding down the tendon until the arm is permanently damaged.” So what was the opposite of all that?
“I’m learning to do things with my left hand to give poor ol’ righty a break,” she announced one day. This became her new, unnecessary obstacle: Learn how to do ten new things with her nondominant hand.
Rowan started practicing each day and looking up videos online showing how to do things one-handed. “I’m amazed at how many things I can do with my left hand that I never tried before, like open a jar with one hand.” Granted, opening a jar wasn’t her ultimate goal—returning to work was. But pretty soon the benefits of a challenge mindset—including a sense of optimism and the ability to spot opportunities for growth—kicked in. “I’m rethinking everything,” she wrote. “I am focusing now on the fact that I have one perfectly healthy arm and that I can make that arm stronger.”
Rowan had found the perfect unnecessary obstacle for her. It was small enough to feel manageable but challenging enough to provoke her curiosity and stretch her abilities. More important, it was genuinely helpful in her current situation. By challenging herself to learn this new skill, she was actively helping her dominant arm heal faster. And if for some reason her right arm never healed, strengthening her left arm would create new windows of opportunity for her in the future.
As the weeks progressed, her mood improved, and she stopped feeling helpless or hopeless about her situation. She realized she might have to live with tendinitis in her right arm. But by focusing her efforts right now on a smaller, voluntary obstacle, she is actively improving her chances of continuing her successful career as an artist.
Hopefully, you’re starting to feel skillful at cognitive reappraisal. But sometimes, no matter how hard you try to reappraise a problem, it still seems more like a threat than a challenge. This is natural. Some problems really do have higher stakes or trigger unavoidable grief or anger. It can feel unnatural and absurd to try to view a major illness, the loss of a loved one, the incarceration of a family member, or severe economic distress as an opportunity for growth. These kinds of adversity and loss strongly resist reappraisal, especially when you’re just beginning to cope with them. Even though any form of adversity contains potential for post-traumatic growth, looking for that “silver lining” too soon can feel wrong, disloyal, or inappropriate—and rightly so.
If you find yourself in this position right now, you still have more power than you realize. If you’re facing a threat or a loss that you simply cannot, in any way that feels genuine and sincere, view as a challenge, there is a gameful technique you can employ. It’s called “adopting a strategy goal,” and it can help you get many of the benefits of a challenge mindset, even if it feels more natural and appropriate to operate (at least for now) under a threat or loss mindset. Here’s how it works.
Anyone in the face of an obstacle or struggle can adopt three types of goals: a difficult goal, a do-your-best goal, and a strategy goal.18 To explore the differences among these three types of goals, let’s use two examples of potential obstacles: running a marathon and trying to get out of credit card debt.
Adopting a difficult goal means trying to achieve something very specific and very challenging. It’s the kind of goal you could reasonably expect to fail at, even if you try your best. A marathon runner’s difficult goal might be “I want to run this marathon in under four hours, which would be faster than I’ve ever run one before.” A credit card debtor’s difficult goal would be “I want to be 100 percent debt-free a year from today.” In ordinary or low-stakes life circumstances, such as running a marathon for fun, difficult goals can be highly motivating and effective. But in a high-stakes situation, like getting out of debt, difficult goals are more likely to add to your negative stress, making it harder for you to thrive.
Adopting a do-your-best goal means putting forth your best effort, without concern for the results. You generally hope to do well, but you have no specific expectations for what you might achieve. The marathon runner’s do-your-best goal would be “Try to finish this race without walking, but if you have to walk, that’s okay, too. Just do your best!” The credit card debtor’s do-your-best goal might be “I’ll pay more attention to what I’m spending and try to avoid buying things I can’t afford.” Do-your-best goals can alleviate performance anxiety, which can be beneficial in some circumstances. But generally speaking, unless your biggest problem is a crippling fear of failing to meet your own standards, a do-your-best goal is not particularly motivating or helpful.
Adopting a strategy goal, on the other hand, means being determined to discover and master strategies that will help you be successful. Instead of focusing on a specific outcome (as with a difficult goal) or a general effort level (as with a do-your-best goal), you put your attention on learning and improving concrete skills and strategies that will help you do better in the future. The marathon runner’s strategy goal might be “I’m going to try out a new strategy in this race. I’ll run the first half slower than my practice pace, so I have lots of energy left in the tank for the second half of the race.” The credit card debtor’s strategy goal could be “Every week for the next six months, I’m going to adopt one new strategy for saving money that I can put toward paying down my debt. This week the strategy is to pack my lunch instead of eating out at work. Six months from now I’ll be doing twenty-five things to help me get debt-free.” When you adopt a strategy goal, you can be successful regardless of whether you win the race or even finish it; and regardless of whether you’re 100 percent debt-free in a year or just well on your way. You’re successful as long as you’re learning and improving.
Researchers have figured out that for someone operating under a threat mindset, a strategy goal is absolutely the best kind to adopt.19 When the stakes are high or the loss severe, a strategy mindset will increase your resilience and improve your coping abilities.
Why does this work? By focusing on developing and practicing effective strategies, you’re going to build up new strengths and abilities. These strengths and abilities will be a real resource for you. They will help you be braver, happier, healthier, or more successful within the reality of the threat or loss you’re facing. Your strategies may not change that reality, but they will help you find and maximize your power to do and feel the absolute best you can, given the obstacle you face.
Adopting a strategy goal is also like adopting a mini-challenge mindset. You’re challenging yourself to learn and improve, even if the overall situation still feels overwhelming or is objectively out of your control. A mini-challenge mindset will help trigger some of the physiological and psychological benefits of a challenge mindset, like less depression and anxiety, and lower cortisol and insulin levels. (And as a bonus, as you learn and master each new strategy, you’ll experience the neurological benefits of goal achievement, such as the increased determination and optimism described in Chapter 3.)
So here’s the upshot: if you’ve tried all the quests in this chapter and you don’t think a challenge mindset is realistic for you at this moment, don’t worry. You can still adopt a strategy goal. In fact, I have a specific strategy goal in mind for you:
Keep learning and practicing as many strategies as you can to increase your four types of resilience—in other words, your physical, mental, social, and emotional strengths.
Here’s a SuperBetter story about a man who experienced success with this very strategy goal.
A SuperBetter Story: The Man in Search of Purpose
Dennis, sixty-six, lives in rural Kansas. For the past forty years, he has worked in higher education, overseeing grant programs for low-income students and serving as their academic adviser. He is also a SuperBetter player. He recently wrote me to describe a major loss he’s facing, and the strategy he’s adopted to cope with it gamefully.
“I’m getting close to retiring and, frankly, it is (was) scaring the bejesus out of me. I’ve worked hard to help underprepared students find success in college. For a good number of years, I’ve been heavily focused on this task. But now my wife and I are talking about retirement in real terms—with dates associated with it. Don’t get me wrong, I would love to live near my grandchildren and be a significant part of their lives—that’s the upside. But I’m having difficulty coping with the change. It feels like a loss of purpose.
“For the past six months I’ve found myself exhibiting signs of depression at home. I had worked myself into a frozen state unable to deal with the practicality or emotionality of this change. Then I found SuperBetter. I decided my strategy was to work on the ‘physical’ and the ‘mental’ at the same time.
“So I got up once every hour and did at least one small thing on a project I had been ignoring. I noticed this started to make for pretty good evenings. The projects I have undertaken vary from simply watering plants, organizing my laptop/reading section, and doing stretches, to larger projects like vacuuming the house, pulling weeds in the yard, or like the last three nights, deep-cleaning the carpets on the first floor. (Second floor begins this weekend.) One of my larger ongoing projects now is journaling my thoughts and formulating plans.
“The point of this for me is that I have been able to shift away from an inward, downward spiral and refocus my attention outward. I was finally just now able to put together a plan for retirement and talked with my wife about it. I am beginning to consider how I change from assisting students to assisting other people in volunteer roles. I am becoming more excited to think about this transition.
“There are two other strengths to build as I go. For my emotional strength, I put a photo of a smiling baby on my work desktop. I simply cannot help but smile when I look at it. This is the same photo I’ve used with students over the past decades, usually to help them with test anxiety. I’ve always told them that when they see someone else smile, they smile inside for a short time. Now I realize I can use the same trick in my own life.
“Oh, and I really don’t need to worry about the social—I am madly in love with my wife and we travel frequently to see our grandkids. But it’s good for me to pay attention to how much strength I already have in this part of my life.”
Dennis, like many folks who are getting superbetter, keeps me apprised of his progress by email. He always refers to his gameful activity not as playing but as “my four resiliences work.” This is a perfect example of cognitive reappraisal in action! For a man retiring from a truly meaningful job, it’s good work and not necessarily play that will truly energize and engage him. And it does seem to be making a big positive difference. As he wrote me just today: “What can I say? The four types of resilience are changing me and my life. I’m pleased to see progress and know that I will have further insights over time.”
Dennis’s attitude is the perfect example of adopting a strategy goal. He is focused on making progress and getting stronger one day at a time.
You can adopt a strategy goal right now. You learned about the four types of resilience in the Introduction, and you’ve been completing quests all along the way that bolster them. You can decide right now to continue to learn and practice new ways to build more physical, mental, social, and emotional resilience as you cope with whatever adversity is currently causing you pain or difficulty. At SuperBetter, we call this challenge simply “getting superbetter.”
Most of the advice in this chapter has been geared toward helping you adopt a challenge mindset in the face of obstacles that others might view as a threat. But what if you’re not facing any truly significant obstacle in your life currently?
If you’re seeking transformative growth, you need to put yourself in a position to be seriously challenged. It’s just as important for you to choose a challenge as it is for someone who is facing a personal setback, illness, injury, or loss. After all, wrestling with a significant challenge is how you experience the “gains without pains” (or at least fewer pains) that Ann Marie Roepke calls post-ecstatic growth.
But how do you choose the right activity to maximize your chances of experiencing post-ecstatic growth? While becoming a parent for the first time and running a marathon are two classic examples, most people at any given moment in their lives are not necessarily in a position to do either. So I asked Dr. Roepke what other kinds of challenges a SuperBetter player should choose if they’re seeking post-ecstatic growth.
In reply, she designed the following quest, based on her research, clinical practice, and personal experience. Give it a try!
QUEST 17: Go for Gains Without Pains
Looking for inspiration? Here are the top three questions that can help lead to post-ecstatic growth.
What to do: Ask yourself one, two, or all three of these questions to figure out the perfect challenge for your SuperBetter journey.
1. What would I do if anxiety and fear weren’t holding me back? “Positive experiences don’t always feel ‘positive’ through and through,” Dr. Roepke says. “Often the things that people cite as their best experiences actually involve struggle and pain, not just love and inspiration. Think of the two classic post-ecstatic growth examples: having a baby and training for a marathon! There may actually be a blurry line between so-called positive and negative experiences, between post-ecstatic growth and post-traumatic growth. It could be that our lives are richest when we have a blend of struggle and pain on one hand, and comfort and inspiration on the other—just like athletes are at their best when they have a blend of exhausting work on one hand, and nourishment and rest on the other. The juxtaposition of dark times and bright times—a sort of psychological chiaroscuro—may help us grow the most.”
2. What have been the most energizing and inspiring moments in my life so far? “Most of us have a few flashbulb memories of important experiences, and we can use these for insight and inspiration,” Dr. Roepke advises. “Maybe these memories happened a long time ago, and they might seem irrelevant to us now, at a first glance. But we can look past the superficial features of that experience, isolate the important ones, and design a new experience that scratches the same itch.”
3. What do I want to be remembered for after I’ve lived a long, full life? “Think of what you would want people to say about you in your obituary, or in a toast at your ninetieth birthday party. What will you have stood for? What will you be loved for? What will you have done that’s bigger than you? If you can answer this question, you’ll have a better idea of the kinds of activities that will be personally meaningful enough to you to facilitate real growth.”
Questions like these can help you zero in on the kinds of positive challenges that eventually lead to growth. But as Dr. Roepke reminds us, “There’s a difference between facilitating an experience and forcing one. In some ways, trying to make yourself have a growth experience is like trying to make yourself fall in love. There’s an uncontrollable, unpredictable element to some things in life, so we’d be wise to relax into whatever form our experiences take.” In other words, don’t worry about finding the perfect post-ecstatic growth challenge. Just pick any tough and meaningful obstacle to wrestle with, and you’ll build the skills to grow from challenges now and in the future.
Now that you’ve mastered Rule 1 for living gamefully—Challenge yourself and purposefully engage with potentially life-transforming obstacles—it’s time to choose your first SuperBetter challenge.
QUEST 18: Choose Your Challenge
The SuperBetter method works best when you focus on just one challenge at a time. If you could be stronger, happier, healthier, or braver in one specific way, what would it be?
I’m getting superbetter at:
__________________.
Tip: The phrasing is important! You’re going to get SuperBetter at something, not SuperBetter from something.
Skills Unlocked: How to Choose Your Challenge
6
Power-ups
How to Be Gameful Rule 2
Collect and activate power-ups—good things that reliably make you feel happier, healthier, or stronger.
Power-ups are essential to most video games. They’re the bonus items that give you more strength, more power, or extra life. Think of the power pellets in Pac-Man that allow you to gobble ghosts, or the care packages in Call of Duty that restore your soldier’s health, or the super seeds in Angry Birds that supersize the birds in your slingshot, making them capable of knocking down bigger, stronger walls.
What if we could collect and activate power-ups in real life? Good news: we can. And it’s easier than you think.
Here are a few of my favorite real-world power-ups:
Watch videos of baby animals on YouTube. Look out a window for thirty seconds. Hold my husband’s hand for six seconds. Eat ten walnuts, because they’re good for my brain. Try to make my dog smile. Send a text message to my mom. Listen to a song from one of my favorite Bollywood movies. Do ten push-ups even if I’m exhausted—in fact, especially if I’m exhausted, because I like how strong it makes me feel. I think to myself: Screw you, exhaustion! Look at what I can do! I call them screw-you push-ups, and they feel awesome. (Confession: I just did a set, to fight writer’s block!)
What do all these power-ups have in common? I can do them easily, at no cost, and they never fail to make me feel at least a little bit better, no matter what else I’m thinking or feeling or battling that day.
This is one of the most powerful weapons in the arsenal of someone who is living gamefully. It’s the ability to feel better, anytime, anyplace, no matter what.
Just as you would use a power-up in a video game to get through a particularly difficult level, or to accomplish a seemingly impossible task, you can use real-world power-ups to give you a boost during difficult times.
Different power-ups work for different people. This chapter is about experimenting with and collecting the power-ups that work for you.
A power-up is any positive action you can take, easily, that creates a quick moment of pleasure, strength, courage, or connection for you. Collecting a power-up simply means identifying it as something you want to try. Activating a power-up means actually doing it in your daily life.
The concept is simple enough: do little things that will give you a burst of energy, a positive emotion, social support, or motivation. But power-ups are about more than just feeling better in the moment. They also change your biology in extraordinarily important and long-term ways, helping you become far less vulnerable to stress and much more likely to experience post-traumatic or post-ecstatic growth. In the pages ahead, you’ll learn all about the biology of positive change. But first let’s give you a chance to power up.
All-Time Favorite Power-ups
Over the past three years, SuperBetter players have collected and activated more than a million power-ups. Which are their favorites? Here are the all-time most activated and shared power-ups, by resilience type. If you think you could use a quick boost of physical, emotional, social, or mental resilience, by all means, try one or more of these power-ups right now!
PHYSICAL RESILIENCE
Drink a glass of water! There’s almost nothing it doesn’t help, from improving mood to building muscle to controlling appetite to increasing energy to boosting the immune system.
EMOTIONAL RESILIENCE
Sing your lungs out! Just pick a favorite song you know most of the lyrics to, and sing it at the top of your lungs. “At the top of your lungs” is the crucial part—it turns singing into an aerobic activity, which can trigger a release of endorphins, the happy hormones. So don’t hold back—you’ve got to really belt it out to get these benefits!
SOCIAL RESILIENCE
Love spree! Check the clock or start a timer. You’ve got three minutes to like, favorite, or leave a positive comment on as many social media posts from friends and family as you can. If you’re not on social media, use your three minutes to send quick “you’re awesome” or “thinking of you” emails and text messages to as many people as you can. You’ve only got three minutes, so don’t think—just spread the love!
MENTAL RESILIENCE
Future boost! Name two specific things you’re looking forward to in the next week, big or small. This dopamine-boosting power-up is inspired by the ancient wisdom “Always have two things to look forward to.” If you can’t think of two things in the next seven days that you’re genuinely looking forward to, now is the time to schedule them.
Once you’ve chosen your challenge, collecting and activating power-ups is the most important part of daily gameful living. That’s because in order to rebound from stress and tackle major life obstacles successfully, you need what scientists call high vagal tone. And power-ups are the best way to get it.
Vagal tone refers to the health of your vagus nerve, which stretches all the way from your brain to your intestines. The vagus nerve touches your heart, lungs, voicebox, ears, and stomach, helping to regulate virtually every important function in your mind and body, from your emotions to your heart rate to your breathing rate to your muscle movement to your digestion.1
Because the vagus nerve is so essential to so many biological and psychological functions, its health is an excellent measure of your mind-and-body resilience. Nearly twenty-five years of research, in fact, has consistently shown that the tone, or strength, of the vagus nerve is the single best measure of how effectively a person’s heart, lungs, and brain respond to stress.2
If you want to get a more concrete feel of what vagal tone is, try this trick: place your fingers on the pulse point on the side of your neck. Feel your pulse for a few seconds to get a sense of its speed. Now start to breathe in and out as slowly as you can.
You should notice that your pulse subtly quickens on the inhalation and slows on the exhalation. It might be easier to notice if you mentally count each beat of the heart. Take a minute now to feel this.
This subtle difference between your pulse when you inhale and exhale is what scientists call respiratory sinus arrhythmia, or RSA for short.3 Arrhythmia literally means “without a steady beat”; most people associate the term with potentially dangerous heart conditions in which the heartbeat changes erratically. However, a variable heart rate—within certain bounds—is absolutely healthy, normal, and necessary. If your heart rate didn’t increase during inhalation and decrease during exhalation, you would be at a higher risk for heart attack, stroke, aging-related cognitive decline, and stress-induced illness.4 In fact, the more pronounced the difference between your inhalation and exhalation heart rates, the better.
The bigger the difference, the stronger your RSA—and therefore the stronger your vagal tone. The stronger the vagal tone, the better able you are to control your emotions and thoughts, the more physical pain you can withstand, and the less likely you are to suffer a variety of ailments, from diabetes and irritable bowel syndrome to social anxiety, loneliness, depression, and post-traumatic stress disorder.5
Dr. Stephen Porges, a neuroscientist at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, was the first researcher to identify vagal tone as a physiological marker of stress vulnerability, and he has continued to research it for decades. He argues that increasing vagal tone is the best all-around mental and physical health intervention possible. That’s because, he explains, what determines your mental and physical health is not the presence or absence of a stressful life event or even how you react to such an event; it’s your neurophysiologic state, or mind-body strength, before a stressful life event occurs. Depending on how much strength you’ve built up, you will either be more resilient and therefore better able to experience growth, or more vulnerable and therefore likely to experience negative impacts.
By now you’re probably wondering how strong your vagal tone is and whether there’s a way for you to measure and compare it with others’.
If you were a participant in a formal scientific study, researchers would measure your vagal tone using sophisticated laboratory equipment: echocardiogram (ECG) electrodes would track your heart rate, while “pneumatic bellows” strapped around your chest would measure the rise and fall of your breath. This would produce a very precise RSA number that could be deemed high, low, or average.
Assuming you don’t have this equipment lying around at home, you’re not going to get an accurate RSA number just by taking your own pulse. But don’t give up yet: there’s another way to put a number to your vagal tone, one that doesn’t require any special equipment at all. In fact, it doesn’t even measure your breath or heart rate. Instead, it measures your rate of emotions—specifically, how many positive emotions you feel in the course of a day compared with how many negative emotions you feel. Although this measure, known as emotional ratio, may seem highly subjective, scientific studies have shown it to predict vagal tone quite effectively. The higher the ratio between positive and negative emotions you feel daily, the stronger your vagal tone.6
The relationship between emotional ratio and vagal tone was first discovered by leading psychologist and mind-body scientist Dr. Barbara Fredrickson, director of the Positive Emotions and Psychophysiology Lab at the University of North Carolina. Dr. Fredrickson was investigating the underlying body mechanisms that account for the association between positive emotion and physical health. For decades, researchers have known that experiencing more positive emotions in everyday life is correlated to better physical health. Longitudinal studies of hundreds of thousands of people have documented that experiencing feelings like curiosity, hope, laughter, and wonder seems to make people more resilient to illness and injury. In fact, people who experience positive emotions on a more frequent basis are not only happier; they also live ten years longer. And along the way, they get fewer colds, experience fewer headaches, show less inflammation in the body, feel less pain, and have lower rates of cardiovascular disease. Emotions linked to stronger social connections—such as gratitude and love—seem to be especially powerful drivers of better health and longevity.7
Happier people are healthier not just because they don’t have health problems to worry about, but also because, as research shows, positive emotions provide protection. People who experience more positive emotions recover faster from whatever illnesses and injuries they do suffer—and are better able to avoid chronic conditions like high blood pressure and high blood sugar that wear down health over time.8
What accounts for this mind-body connection? Dr. Fredrickson’s psychophysiology lab was the first to figure it out: the vagus nerve, which connects the mind to so many important organs in the body, is the most likely candidate for what mediates the relationship between emotions and physical health. For many years, researchers have observed that people with a stronger vagal nerve seem to have more control over their emotions and to experience more positive emotions daily. This fact, combined with decades of research on the relationship between vagal tone and physical resilience, convinced Dr. Fredrickson that the vagus nerve was the missing link between positive emotions and better health.
This hunch quickly paid off: in a series of studies, she and her colleagues demonstrated that interventions designed to increase positive emotions (like the power-ups described in this chapter) directly improved the health of the vagus nerve, which in turn improved the RSA numbers that represent the body’s resilience to stress. Not only that, but the stronger the vagus nerve became, the better able participants were to feel and provoke positive emotions on a daily basis.9 This created what Dr. Fredrickson refers to as an “upward spiral dynamic” between positive emotions and physical resilience. Improving your vagal tone makes it easier for you to have positive emotional reactions to everyday life events, and with every positive emotion you feel, your vagus nerve gets stronger. This is why measuring the positive emotions you feel daily turns out to be such a valid and effective alternative measure of vagal tone. 10
Now that you know how it works, let’s measure your vagal tone with a quest inspired by the technique used in Dr. Fredrickson’s lab.
QUEST 19: What’s Your Number?
To calculate your positive emotion ratio, let’s do a quick count of all the emotions you’ve felt since you woke up today. (If you just woke up, think about yesterday instead!)
What to do: Take a look at the following list of emotional experiences. If you’ve felt this emotion today, put a check mark by it.
If you felt it really strongly, or for a very long time, and not just for a fleeting moment, feel free to put two, three, four, or even five check marks by it. For example, if you finished a big project this morning and felt extremely proud about it, you might decide that just one check mark by “pride” isn’t enough to represent how you feel—maybe it’s worth two or three. Or if you spent most of the morning really angry about a serious injustice you personally experienced, it might be worth five check marks by anger. If the feeling was mild or fleeting, one check mark is fine.
POSITIVE EMOTIONS
Amusement, laughter
Pride, accomplishment
Love for someone else
Interest, curiosity
Hope, optimism
Inspiration, motivation
Peacefulness, serenity
Awe, wonder
Gratitude, thankfulness
Excitement, energy
Connection, being part of something bigger than myself
Joy, bliss
Pleasure, contentment, satisfaction
Surprise (positive)
Looking forward to something
Savoring a pleasant memory
NEGATIVE EMOTIONS
Anger
Boredom
Depression
Disgust
Embarrassment
Fear
Guilt
Frustration
Hatred for someone else
Hopelessness
Sadness
Shame
Dissatisfaction
Loneliness
Dread or anxiety about something in the future
Rehashing a negative experience
Scoring: Count up all the check marks by a positive emotion (PE). This is your PE total. Then count up all the check marks by a negative emotion (NE). This is your NE total. Now divide your PE by your NE. This is your positive emotion ratio. For example, if you have six check marks by positive emotions and four check marks by negative emotions, your ratio would be 6/4, or 1.5.
Tip: If you find you have a hard time remembering how you felt over the past twenty-four hours, Dr. Fredrickson recommends that you keep a log of your activity for the next twenty-four hours. Write down everywhere you go, what you do, and who you talk to. At the end of the day, go back through the list and use it to help you recall any emotions you might have felt. This option requires more work but it has the benefit of being more accurate.11
Now that you know your positive emotion ratio, what does it mean?
Generally speaking, you want more positive emotions than negative emotions—and the higher your ratio, the stronger your vagal tone. If your ratio is 1:1 or lower (meaning you have as many or more negative emotions as positive ones), you’re more vulnerable to stress and less likely to experience post-traumatic or post-ecstatic growth. If your ratio is higher than 1:1, you’re probably already experiencing significant resilience, but raising your ratio to 2:1, 3:1, or more will make you stronger.
To give you an idea of how your positive emotion ratio can relate to positive life outcomes and resilience to stress, consider these findings from scientific studies:
Understand that positive emotion ratios are not precise mathematical formulas. You can’t calculate your resilience to stress with the exactness of the circumference of a circle or the boiling point of a liquid. At the same time, myriad studies show that having more positive emotions, on average, than negative emotions is highly beneficial. And if you can have double, triple, or even quadruple, you may benefit increasingly. But there is no optimal or ideal number you’re trying to reach. There’s no magic tipping point at which your life will go from very difficult to full of joy, good health, and success.
Instead, think of your positive emotion ratio as a baseline you can maintain or build on, if necessary. If you want to increase your resilience to stress and improve your chances of experiencing post-traumatic or post-ecstatic growth, simply increase your ratio. Whether you’re increasing your number from 1 to 2, or 2.5 to 3, or even just 3 to 3.1, you’ll strengthen your vagal tone—and as a result, you’ll experience a wide range of mind and body benefits.
So why are power-ups such an important tool for increasing your positive emotion ratio and strengthening vagal tone? Interestingly, Dr. Fredrickson’s lab has found that trying to directly decrease the number of negative emotions you feel provides virtually no benefit. People with high vagal tone experience just as many negative emotions daily as people with low vagal tone—in fact, some research suggests they may feel even more. The difference between high and low vagal tone is in the number of positive emotions you can pile up to balance out and offset the negative emotions. This is good news, because it’s much easier to find little ways to feel happy and connected than it is to block or prevent negative emotions entirely.
The research also shows that when it comes to positive emotion, frequency is more important than intensity.18 Little positive things matter and pile up. You don’t have to make major improvements in your life or experience huge bursts of powerful, all-consuming positive emotion to increase your resilience. Instead, the most effective strategy is to collect as many microbursts of positive emotion as you can throughout the day.
When I was recovering from my concussion, power-ups gave me control, even on the darkest days, to do something, anything, to help me get stronger. When I look back at that difficult time, I credit using power-ups as the most important and effective step I took to break free of the cycle of anxiety and depression.
Here are other SuperBetter players talking about their favorite ways to quickly boost resilience—and what power-ups have meant to them.
How to Power Up: Player Favorites
The power-ups below have all been rated highly effective by the SuperBetter community.
PHYSICAL POWER-UPS
Sunshine on your shoulders: Go outside and let the sun touch your skin for at least five minutes.
“This power-up was recommended to me by a nurse at the hospital where I’m getting treatment for a traumatic brain injury. She said to think of it as harvesting vitamin D from the sun. I have to admit, even on days when it feels like I can’t do anything right, this is something I can do.”* —Devon, twenty-four, whose challenge is to recover from a traumatic brain injury
Dance break: Stop whatever you’re doing and dance to a favorite song.
“I use this with my six- and eight-year-old girls, especially when they’re fighting with each other or giving me a hard time. Whoever is in the worst mood gets to pick the song we all dance to. It’s good for our physical health, and it really pulls everyone out of the drama.” —Therese, thirty-three, whose challenge is to be a calmer, happier mom
Make new bacteria friends: Eat yogurt or pop a probiotic pill to strengthen the ecosystem in your gut. This one’s not just about digesting better. The friendly bacteria in yogurt and probiotic supplements communicate directly to your brain through your vagus nerve, sending signals to your brain to secrete anxiety-reducing and mood-boosting neurotransmitters.19 The higher your vagal tone, the better this power-up works!
“I thought this was a really weird idea at first, but I also know from personal experience that stress and anxiety seem to make my stomach problems worse. So I love the idea that now my intestines can tell my brain to chill out, instead of my brain always telling my intestines to freak out!” —Jackie, forty-five, whose challenge is to end IBS once and for all
MENTAL POWER-UPS
Brand-new day: If you’re having a terrible, horrible, no-good, very bad day, get back into bed, pull the covers up, and close your eyes for one minute—then roll out of bed as if you’ve just woken up for the first time.
“This helps me when I’ve been procrastinating a lot and I’m starting to beat myself up over it. I feel bad that I’ve wasted the whole day, so I get back in bed and jump out and ask myself, ‘Liz, what do you really want to do today?! Okay, let’s go do it!’” —Liz, twenty-three, whose challenge is to figure out what she wants to do with her life
Stop, challenge, choose: This is a willpower booster. Stop before eating, and challenge your choice—is there any one thing you could do to make this meal or snack a tiny bit healthier? Now choose to make one small positive difference based on your health or weight-loss goals.
“This is a lot easier than dieting. I make one decision, whenever I eat, to do one small thing better. I put one squirt less of ketchup to cut back on sugar, or I make myself eat one bite of something green before I eat anything else. Instead of focusing on what I shouldn’t do, I look at what I can do. It’s fun to challenge myself. Plus I feel good about every single meal instead of feeling guilty because I know I did at least one thing right.” —Phuong, thirty-one, whose challenge is to get to a healthy weight
Digital Detox: Power down and walk away from anything with a screen—your phone, a tablet, a computer, the TV. Don’t turn it back on or pick it up for ten whole minutes. See who or what captures your attention in the physical world. (No, you can’t cheat and use your phone to check the time! Find a clock!)
“I’m a self-diagnosed workaholic. I’m trying to get superbetter at giving my wife and our son more of my attention at home. I’m doing the digital detox when I walk through the door.” —Marco, forty-one, whose challenge is to find a work-life balance
EMOTIONAL POWER-UPS
Hug yourself: Give yourself a hug or a pat on the arm or back, while telling your body what a great job it’s doing—just the way it is.
“I feel like I’m always fighting with my body, always mad at it, always disappointed by it. I activate this power-up when I need to take a minute to treat my body the way I would treat a dear friend’s, with compassion and kindness and warmth.” —Mia, twenty-one, whose challenge is to stay in college with myalgic encephalomyelitis
Find your voice: Read one of your favorite poems or quotations out loud.
“I read Maya Angelou’s poem ‘Still I Rise’ out loud. By the time I get to the final three lines, ‘I rise, I rise, I rise,’ I feel like nothing can stop me.” —Terry, forty-eight, whose challenge is to reduce her stress so she can serve her community better
A mighty act of self-care: Attend to one simple and easy task that helps you take care of yourself. Brush your teeth or hair, put away one piece of laundry, stretch for one minute, or get dressed in something you love.
“There are some days where this power-up feels like it’s literally the only thing I’ve accomplished. But you know what? That’s okay. I’m working on my depression and it feels good to acknowledge when I take care of myself.” —Mike, twenty-eight, whose challenge is to manage his depression
SOCIAL POWER-UPS
Cheer ’em on: Pick one person and send them words of encouragement or support about something they’re doing or going through today.
“This one’s my fave. By the time I pick someone, think of something, and tell them, I feel great.” —Jack, forty, whose challenge is to be healthier for his family
Matching socks: Any time you activate compassion and express care for another human by noticing a commonality between the two of you—you power up! It could be as simple as noticing you’re both wearing the same color socks!
“I do this when I find myself feeling aggravated or annoyed or judgmental of someone else. I can always find at least one thing we have in common, like the fact that we’re both women so we probably face similar pressures to be thin and beautiful, or we’re both with our pups at the vet, so we both want the best for our animal. It doesn’t mean we’re going to become best friends or anything, but it softens my heart whenever I do it.” —Louisa, thirty-eight, whose challenge is to just get superbetter
Listen to a friends-and-family playlist: Send an email, or write a social media post, asking all your friends and family to pick one song for you to add to a music playlist. Pick a theme or occasion for the playlist, like a holiday, or “survive my commute,” or working out, or just “calm my nerves.” Whenever you listen to the playlist, you’ll know that it’s made up of music handpicked just for you. Make a new playlist whenever you need another musical hug. (Tip: You can use a streaming audio service like Spotify or a video-sharing site like YouTube to make your playlist.)
“I asked my friends and family to make me a Good Times playlist to listen to during chemo. I asked them to pick a song that reminded them of one of the best times in their life, and to tell me the story behind it. It gives me something special to think about during treatment, which can last as long as four hours. I felt like I knew them all better whenever I listened to it.” —Lisa, fifty-two, whose challenge is to survive breast cancer
*Clinical trials have shown that increasing vitamin D levels improves brain healing. Activated vitamin D is a neurosteroid; it can stimulate new neuron growth and protect existing neurons.
As you’re hopefully starting to see, it’s easy to brainstorm and collect power-ups. But there is one catch: it’s easier to provoke positive emotions when you already have a strong vagus nerve. Consequently, it’s harder to strengthen your vagal tone when you’re not currently experiencing many positive emotions. This is particularly true of power-ups that focus on building emotional and mental resilience.20
It’s a bit of a catch-22: the happy get happier, and everyone else has a much harder time of it. If your ratio is 1:1 or lower, power-ups that work well for someone with a relatively high positive emotion ratio might not work for you—yet.
But don’t worry if you find yourself in this situation. While you may be more resistant to mental and emotional power-ups right now, studies show that physical power-ups (such as exercising, getting good sleep, and consuming omega-3 fatty acids) and social power-ups (such as spending more time with friends and family and participating in a faith community) are still effective for people with low vagal tone.21 When your ratio goes up, you’ll be more responsive and open to positive events and experiences—so a wider range of power-ups will start to work better. In the meantime, if your ratio is currently near or below 1:1, collect and activate as many physical and social power-ups as you can.
So, the more power-ups, the better? Not quite. There can be too much of a good thing, even when it comes to getting stronger. If your ratio reaches an extreme like 30:1 or higher, researchers caution, it may be an indication of mania—the mental disorder characterized by extreme euphoria and risk-taking activity. (If you already know you’re prone to periods of mania, you might consider a rapidly climbing ratio to be an important warning signal.)22
More generally, a high ratio could also indicate an absence of negative emotion—which, you might be surprised to know, psychologists also consider a problem. Without any negative emotions at all, you lack sufficient motivation to recognize and deal with problems in your life. Indeed, according to Dr. Fredrickson, a very high PE could be a sign of psychological denial.23
If you’re feeling virtually no negative emotion in your day, you may be having an unusually good day—or you may just be trying to hide from the bad parts. As you’ll see in Chapter 7, it’s important to be open to negative experiences and feelings. So if your PE ratio hits the double digits, take a closer look and make sure you’re not simply ignoring the difficult stuff.
In the end, is there a positive emotion ratio that is just too high? There are no hard and fast numbers that scientists can point to—no tipping point at which power-ups become dangerous or counterproductive. Just be aware that your goal is not to keep increasing your positive emotion ratio higher and higher forever. Instead, find a happy range that works for you—it might be 2:1, or it might be 10:1. When you find your happy range, you may never want to go any higher—and that’s perfectly fine.
Every power-up you collect is a resource you can use to change how you feel, when you need it most. So let’s start building those resources—and increasing your control—right now, with a quest.
QUEST 20: Collect Your First Five Power-ups
The world around you is full of power-ups. All you have to do is spot them. So let’s start looking.
What to do: Collect your first five power-ups. Remember, anything that makes you feel happier, stronger, healthier, or better connected counts as a power-up.
You can collect any of the power-ups already shared in this chapter. Or, if you’d like to personalize your list, here are some brainstorming questions to help you out:
My power-up list:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
Quest complete: Congratulations! You’ve collected your first five power-ups. Eventually you may build up a supercollection of one hundred or more! The bigger your power-up collection, the more control you have every single day to feel better—no matter what stress, pain, or adversity you’re facing.
Bonus quest: I challenge you to activate one of your five power-ups right now before you continue reading!
Now that you’ve got your first power-ups, here’s how to make the most of them.
Try to activate at least three power-ups every day. If it helps, think of it as one in the morning, one in the afternoon, and one in the evening. (If you want to activate more than three a day, by all means, go for it! Power up every single hour, if you need the boost.)
Keep collecting. The more power-ups you know how to activate, the stronger you’ll get. Collecting power-ups is a mental habit, a way of seeing the world around you. To start developing that mental habit, challenge yourself to find one new power-up every day for the next week, and you’ll have a total of one dozen at your disposal.
Trade. Most SuperBetter players say their favorite power-ups are ones suggested to them by a friend or family member. The easiest way to collect them is to ask this simple question: “What’s something you can easily do in five minutes or less that makes you feel happier, healthier, or stronger?” Ask it of as many people as you can.
Use social media to trade and collect even more power-ups. Post one of the brainstorming questions from Quest 20 on Facebook, Twitter, or your favorite discussion forum. Or if you’re a visual person, ask friends to show you their favorite power-ups by sharing photos on a platform like Instagram or Pinterest. (Finding out what makes other people in your life feel better is also a great way to boost your social resilience.)
Always experiment! Part of the fun of collecting power-ups is discovering new tricks and finding surprising sources of strength. Don’t be shy to try a new power-up. You never know what might work for you. If it doesn’t make you feel better, no problem—you never have to try it again! Power-ups are a chance to be creative and learn new things. The more open you are to new power-ups, the better.
Retire power-ups if they’re not working for you. A power-up may not work forever. Pay attention and make sure you’re getting the biggest boost possible. If the boost is less than it used to be, you may need to refresh your power song, your mantra, your energy food, or your “always make me smile” photo with a new one.
Boost all four types of resilience. Make a point to collect and activate power-ups that help you build up mental, physical, emotional, and social resilience. Most people have a blind spot in their daily lives—a type of resilience they’re less likely to develop. Figure out what yours is, and make a conscious effort to collect and activate power-ups for that type.
Finally, keep in mind that powering up isn’t something you do just to improve yourself. You can share the power with others.
If you have children in your life, powering up is a highly effective way to help them practice emotional regulation and to develop positive habits. The ability to self-provoke positive emotion is an important life skill that, if learned early, builds lasting resilience in children. Studies have shown, for example, that high vagal tone improves attention in school, protects children from parental conflict, and reduces the amount of the inflammation-related stress hormone cortisol they produce during stressful challenges.24
Fortunately, most children grasp the concept of real-world power-ups easily, thanks to their ample experience with video games. Here’s a story about one SuperBetter player who discovered her young daughter’s natural ability to build her own resilience gamefully.
A SuperBetter Story: The Empowered Daughter
Reva, thirty-six, a self-defense instructor who lives in Phoenix, started playing SuperBetter last year to deal with a mysterious and difficult to diagnose autoimmune illness. She recently wrote me to share her delight that her entire family wanted to get in on the game—particularly her seven-year-old daughter.
“SuperBetter has been so beneficial in getting me through the beginning stages of this chronic illness diagnosis that I haven’t been able to stop talking about it for the past several months. My daughter, Aditi, who is very curious, has had so many questions about SuperBetter! I’ve mostly just told her that it’s a game that I play to accomplish my goal of feeling better. I’ve also explained that unlike the other games we play on our iPhone and iPad, it has specific uses that may be more suited for grown-ups. But she was not going to give up easily!
“Yesterday we took a drive to visit my mom. Her house is a bit of a drive from mine, so I told Aditi that she could bring her iPad. On the way home, her iPad battery died, and while I was recharging it, she asked to play a game on my phone. I could see through my rearview mirror that she was very engaged in her game, but I didn’t think to ask what she was playing. I figured it was the usual Pac-Man, Makeup Girls, or Fruit Ninja. It wasn’t until we arrived home that she told me she had played SuperBetter. In fact, not only had she played, she had created her own power-ups!
“This week we had a situation where an older boy, who is a friend, cornered her alone and told her that he liked her and had a crush on her. It made her uncomfortable, and she didn’t know how to react. We discussed boundaries and how others need to respect them, and to inform a parent or adult if you feel uncomfortable.
“So I was amazed when she showed me the ‘Boundaries’ power-up she had created, turning the unpleasant incident into an empowering lesson she had learned. (“Boundaries! Say a boy likes you. Does it make you feel weird? Have boundaries! And tell your parents.”) She also created a ‘Dance’ power-up, about one of her favorite activities to stay healthy (“Dance! You should always dance. It is good for your body, and plus you get to dance to your favorite song.”) She even included her own pictures from my camera roll!
“I am so impressed by her ability to take the few details I mentioned about the game, primarily in conversation with my husband, and make them useful and relevant to her life, without any direct input from me.”
Reva’s experience reflects a wider phenomenon: young children today are strikingly fluent in the language and concepts of game play, thanks to the ubiquity of digital games. Aditi’s natural ability to turn her own stressful experience into a way to be stronger shows just how easily kids can adopt a gameful mindset to build resilience. You may find that power-ups are a wonderful way to talk to your kids about how to handle stressful situations, and how to be happy and healthy.
There are infinitely many power-ups you can choose for yourself. But I want you to try one more power-up in particular, one that has been scientifically tested and demonstrated to be supereffective. It’s called social reflection, and it works even for people with extremely low vagal tone. This is important, because as you recall, people with low vagal tone can actually be resistant to many power-ups. Besides physical exercise, social reflection is the only power-up proven in studies to boost the vagal tone and positive emotion ratio of people who are suffering from extreme stress, burnout, trauma, or depression—that is, people with a positive emotion ratio of less than 1:1.25
Let’s learn this power-up right now, with a quest inspired by the research of Dr. Bethany Kok, a scientist at the Max Planck Institute of Human Cognitive and Brain Sciences.
QUEST 21: Try the Social Reflection Power-up
Social reflection is the king of power-ups. It’s the one that can boost your resilience no matter how troubled, hopeless, or uninspired you feel.
What to do: Shortly before you go to sleep, think about the three social interactions in which you spent the most time today. They could be at home, at work, at school, at church, or in any public or social setting. They might be in person, on the phone, on video chat, or even just an extended conversation by email or text message. They could be interactions with individuals or with a larger group—such as participating in a sports practice, a discussion group, a work team, a fitness class, or a club meeting, or even just sitting in a café, theater, or hall full of other people.
If you spent most of your time alone today, you might think of more fleeting interactions, such as with a cashier at the store or a stranger you made small talk with. Depending on how you spent your day, they might even be three different interactions with the same person. (This often happens to me when I’m working from home, and the only person I speak to or see all day is my husband!)
Okay, have you got your three social interactions in mind? Now think of them all together and ask yourself how much you agree with the following statements:
1. During these three social interactions, I felt close to the other person or people.
2. During these social interactions, I felt “in tune” with the other person or people.
Rate your agreement on a scale of 0 to 10, with 0 representing “I completely disagree with this statement” and 10 representing “I agree completely.” You should have two numbers after completing this power-up, a number between 0 and 10 for each of the two statements.
Why it works: Dr. Kok and her colleagues theorize that reflecting on your social interactions helps in several ways. It gives you an opportunity to savor any positive interactions you had, which increases positive emotions. It helps you identify potential allies for the future, increasing your social resources. And if your social interactions were fewer or less satisfying than you’d like, it gives you the chance to notice that, so you can plan to be more social tomorrow.
How to use it: The power of this simple technique comes from repetition. You’ll need to activate this power-up each night for at least three days before the benefits start to kick in. According to Dr. Kok’s research, the biggest impact will occur if you keep up the habit for a month or longer. That’s a lot to ask—but for now make a commitment to try it for three days in a row.
To make sure you don’t forget, right now set an end-of-night calendar appointment on your phone or email, or put a Post-it note reminder on your toothbrush or your bedside so you’ll be sure to see it each night. After all, there’s no point in collecting a power-up if you forget to activate it!
Skills Unlocked: How to Power Up Anytime, Anywhere
7
Bad Guys
How to Be Gameful Rule 3
Find and battle the bad guys—anything that blocks your progress or causes you anxiety, pain, or distress.
We all know how bad guys work in video games—they’re the obstacles that force us to be creative and clever, like the relentless chocolate fountains that block our moves in Candy Crush Saga. They require us to try harder and jump higher, like the ubiquitous turtles we have to avoid in Super Mario Bros. The really tough bad guys might prompt us to call in a friend for advice or a little backup. (Which first-time Minecraft player hasn’t needed some help figuring out how to avoid those pesky creepers?) Many nondigital games have bad guys, too, even if we don’t call them that: the sand traps in golf, for example, or defenders in basketball, or the letter J in Scrabble.
Bad guys in everyday life work just the same way—they make things tougher on us. But in making it harder for us to achieve our goals, bad guys also help us develop skills and strategies that ultimately make us smarter, stronger, and faster—so we can achieve bigger goals in the future.
That’s why we battle bad guys: to get better. As the poet T. S. Eliot famously wrote, “If you aren’t in over your head, how do you know how tall you are?”
This is not just a feel-good sentiment—it is a validated, scientific finding. In order to become happier or healthier, we need what researchers call psychological flexibility: the courage to face things that are hard for us. We must be open to failure and negative experiences—not just in games but in everyday life. We must know when to retreat and regroup, until we feel ready to try again.
Living gamefully helps you develop this flexibility. SuperBetter players have battled more than half a million real-life bad guys. And according to our data, SuperBetter players feel better—stronger, happier, more confident, and more optimistic—after reporting a battle, whether they win or lose.
Here are just a few of the real-life bad guys battled by SuperBetter players:
“Mrs. Volcano. She erupts inside of me and makes me yell horrible things at my little children and husband who I adore to bits.”
“The Elevator Sirens. They call to me seductively whenever I’m trying to be more active and take the stairs. They say, ‘You deserve a nice relaxing ride, come to me, come to me.’”
“Lord Impossibility. If I plan anything good, he comes and tells me it’s impossible. ‘You’re not good enough, you have no luck, it’s too difficult, you don’t have enough money, you never completed any of your plans, you’re quitting everything as soon as it calls for diligence. Look around you, can you see any people who can do it? Well, you can, but they are healthier, richer, smarter, younger, older than you, etc.’”
“My Four Devil Foods: pizza, soda, marshmallows, and hot chocolate. It feels really liberating to not worry so much about all the food in the world that I shouldn’t eat, and just work on battling the four big ones. I already took a Sharpie to the marshmallow bag and drew a scary face on it. Next time I really want a piece of fluffy sugar junk, I will be faced with a terrible monster that I must destroy . . . by not eating it.”
“The Regret Parade, in which all the things that I have done in my life that I regret scroll past at random, in my head.”
“The Late Night Computersaur and the Late Night TV-saur. These guys are tough. Not only do they strike at night, when I’m most vulnerable to the onslaught of distraction, but they can also battle for several hours at a time. You know they are close when you smell the distinct odor of Netflix and XBox.”
“The Sad Nap. That’s when I go to bed in the middle of the day because I’m bored or depressed, not because I’m actually tired. They tend to last a long time, and they screw with my sleep later on, which starts a Sad Nap cycle that’s hard to get out of.”
“The Pain That Doesn’t Go Away. I have rheumatoid arthritis that is very difficult to treat. For me, defeating this bad guy doesn’t involve making the pain go away, because it hardly ever does. Instead, it means making the day manageable and not using the pain as an excuse to be unhappy.”
“Snuff the Tragic Dragon. This is basically just self-pity. But guess what? It’s not a big, powerful monster. It’s ridiculous, and I can laugh at it.”
As you can see, there are all kinds of bad guys: mental, emotional, physical, and social. They can be counterproductive thoughts or bad habits (mental); unpleasant emotions that zap your energy, focus, or motivation (emotional); actions that make you feel unwell, or symptoms that cause you pain or limit your activity (physical); or negative ways of interacting with others that make it harder for you to find and keep allies (social).
In short, a real-life bad guy is anything that tries to stop you from doing what you want or need to do to get superbetter. Spotting a bad guy means identifying it as a potential source of trouble or distress. Battling a bad guy means experimenting with different strategies for dealing with it effectively. Succeeding in battle means not letting it stop you from having a good day or making progress toward your goals.
You’ll notice that in all the examples above, the bad guys have names that are worthy of a truly legendary foe. It isn’t necessary to get this creative, but it can help you spot and battle the bad guys more effectively. As one player explains, “My bad guys all have their own distinct names and identities. Otherwise I feel like I’m swatting the air. Also, the names help separate them from me. It’s no longer all the dark stuff I’m carrying around and can’t drop.”
My roster of bad guys changes constantly. Yours should, too. By regularly confronting your bad guys, you’ll eventually get strong enough, smart enough, or skillful enough to vanquish them forever. Something that’s a bad guy for you today likely won’t be a bad guy for you six months from now.
For example, when I was playing to get superbetter from my concussion, my real-life bad guys included bright lights, crowded spaces, and reading or writing for more than a few minutes at a time. These bad guys triggered my symptoms, so I had to avoid them. But little by little, I built up my tolerance to them, and eventually, my brain healed. Now I no longer have to avoid them. That’s one way to vanquish a bad guy: get strong enough that it doesn’t bother you anymore.
When I was training for my first marathon, my bad guys included painful blood blisters and throbbing shin splints. The only way to beat these bad guys was to get smarter about training. Instead of giving up or skipping runs, I learned better ways to run and cross-train. (I also learned about wool socks.) That’s another way to vanquish bad guys: to be clever and outsmart them.
When I was trying to get pregnant with my husband, it wasn’t easy for us. We went through fertility treatment, and I had to do all kinds of things that scared me: inject myself with hormones, get blood drawn every day for weeks, and even have surgery. But these things weren’t my bad guys—they were actually positive steps toward my goal. The real bad guys were the thoughts that made me anxious or pessimistic while I took those crucial steps. The biggest bad guy I battled during fertility treatment I nicknamed “Madame Esmeralda”—the psychic in my mind who kept looking into her crystal ball and predicting that everything would go horribly wrong. She never once predicted that everything would go right! So I had to tell Madame Esmeralda to shut up and stop trying to predict the future—it was better for my mind and my body to stay focused on the present. This is yet another way to vanquish a bad guy: learn a new skill to overpower it. My anxiety lowered considerably when I learned to turn off catastrophic thinking (or always expecting the worst)—and I know this had a positive effect on how successfully my body responded to the treatment. (In the end, Madame Esmeralda’s predictions all proved wrong—and my husband and I are the proud parents of twin girls!)
In this chapter, you’ll learn how to spot your own bad guys and develop the courage to do daily battle against them. You’ll practice simple techniques for becoming stronger, smarter, and skillful enough to conquer your bad guys permanently.
To begin, let’s introduce you to four of the bad guys that tend to trap and torment SuperBetter players the most.
Meet the Super Villains
SuperBetter players have spotted and battled more than half a million bad guys. Below you’ll find the four bad guys that have been most frequently spotted by our players, by resilience type. These are the biggest, baddest bad guys—the Super Villains, if you will.
PHYSICAL RESILIENCE
The Sticky Chair. Can also be spotted in the disguise of the Sticky Couch or the Sticky Bed. It cons us into sitting or lying down and being sedentary all day.
SOCIAL RESILIENCE
Solitary Confinement. This bad guy freezes you in its icy shell and prevents you from having any meaningful human contact for an entire day. It’s a trickier foe than you think! You can find yourself in solitary confinement even if you’re constantly surrounded by other people—if you’re stuck in your head, distracting yourself with digital devices, or keeping all your thoughts and feelings to yourself.
MENTAL RESILIENCE
The Too-Headed Monster. You know you’re in the clutches of this bad guy when you find yourself making an “I’m too” statement. “I’m too tired to . . . ,” “I’m too depressed to . . . ,” “I’m too scared to . . . ,” “I’m too stupid to . . . ,” “I’m too slow to . . . ,” “I’m too fat to . . . ,” “It hurts too much to. . . .” This kind of statement is usually an excuse to talk yourself out of doing something you really want or need to do to get superbetter.
EMOTIONAL RESILIENCE
The Guilty Twin. This bad guy twists positive feelings of gratitude into negative feelings of guilt. It happens more easily and often than you might expect. According to researchers at UC Berkeley’s Greater Good Science Center, guilt is actually gratitude’s evil twin emotion.1 If we feel unworthy of someone else’s kindness or forgiveness, we can actually make ourselves feel guilty about something good.
So what should you do if any of these bad guys are lurking in your life? We tapped the insights of psychologists, doctors, and researchers at Stanford University, UC Berkeley, Ohio State University, and the University of Pennsylvania to come up with the most effective battle strategies possible.2 If you recognize any of SuperBetter’s biggest Super Villains, try out our recommended battle strategy right now!
The Sticky Chair strategy: Battle this bad guy by getting up for a count of five. (For an extra boost, when you get to five, say out loud or think to yourself, “I’m free!”) When you’re finished counting to five, you can sit or lie back down if you really want to. But once you’ve escaped the Sticky Chair’s clutches, you may find that you want to stay unstuck at least a little while longer!
The Solitary Confinement strategy: To battle this bad guy, blast through the isolation with a warm ray of human contact: send someone a “thinking of you” message, start a conversation, give a stranger a smile, pick up the phone and tell someone what you’re feeling, give someone a high-five or a hug. Or leave your digital devices at home and just go somewhere you can be around other people without distraction.
The Too-Headed Monster strategy: Whatever your excuse—as an experiment, just for today, get rid of the “too” and do it anyway! Instead of saying, “I’m too tired to cook dinner,” say “I’m tired, and I’m going to cook a healthy dinner anyway.” Instead of saying “I’m too depressed to get out of bed,” say, “I’m depressed, and I’m going to get up and dressed anyway.” Instead of saying, “I’m too slow to run a 5K,” say, “I’m slow, and I’m going to go running today anyway.” When you do battle using this strategy, you’ll figure out that you don’t have to change how you feel or what you think about yourself to do something good that makes you stronger, better, happier, or healthier. So don’t let your “too-headed monster” stop you. Acknowledge it, and do whatever you want anyway.
The Guilty Twin strategy: If you find yourself feeling guilty, ask yourself: are you actually twisting profound gratitude about the good someone else has brought to you, or the forgiveness they’ve shown you? If so, then remind yourself that you are worthy! And to ease your guilt, thank that person. Thank them for their time, their effort, their support, their thoughtfulness—or just thank them for valuing and loving you enough to forgive your mistake. Express your gratitude—in writing or in person—to turn the “guilty twin” back into its better half.
Although bad guys like these four Super Villains can seem like nothing but trouble, you benefit enormously from confronting them. Every time you battle a bad guy, you increase your awareness of what’s really standing in your way, and you broaden your repertoire of potential strategies. These are precisely the two key components of psychological flexibility: increased awareness of the difficult stuff and a willingness to experiment with different responses to it.3
As you will recall, psychological flexibility is the courage to face things that are hard for us. Developing this courage is a two-part process.
First, you must increase your awareness, or mindfulness, of anything that might block your progress or cause you pain, difficulty, or distress. Being mindful means paying close attention to negative thoughts, feelings, and experiences. You don’t try to deny, avoid, or suppress them. Paying attention to the negative helps you deal with it more effectively. After all, you can’t solve a problem or change a behavior if you pretend it doesn’t exist.
Over time, mindfulness also helps you accept that negative sensations and experiences are a natural part of everyday life. This includes the inevitable temporary setbacks and failures you’ll face as you try to overcome tough challenges and achieve meaningful goals. Eventually, you’ll start to notice that bad guys, no matter how powerful or persistent, do not necessarily prevent you from having a good day or leading a meaningful and satisfying life. This realization is a pivotal step toward post-traumatic or post-ecstatic growth. Studies show that transformative personal growth is much more common among individuals who are both mindful and accepting of the negative as a part of their daily life.4
Then, once you’re fully aware of your bad guys, you can work toward developing multiple strategies for dealing with them. Psychologists call this having a flexible response. Instead of relying on a single dominant strategy, you develop many ways to respond effectively. You vary your response based on which bad guy you’re facing, what resources you have available at the moment, and whatever else might be compromising your motivation, physical ability, or attention.
Having multiple strategies makes you much more resilient to setbacks. When a bad guy takes you by surprise, or when multiple bad guys gang up on you at the same time, you’ll be much more agile and flexible in your response. And if one strategy doesn’t work, you’re less likely to give up entirely. You’ll simply pay attention, change your strategy, and keep trying to make progress. The more strategies you have, the more likely you are to keep taking action toward your goals, no matter how much difficulty, unpleasantness, or uncertainty you face.
Spot the bad guys and Battle the bad guys are gameful descriptions of these two essential mental strengths. When you spot a bad guy, you’re being mindful of the negative. When you battle a bad guy, you’re developing a flexible response.
So why do these two mental strengths matter? Studies have shown that people with greater psychological flexibility experience fewer psychological problems, more positive emotions, greater career success, closer relationships, and an overall higher quality of life.5 People with psychological flexibility have also been shown to cope better and recover faster from all kinds of injuries, illnesses, griefs, economic difficulties, career setbacks, and personal losses.6
On the other hand, a psychological inflexibility—or a tendency to ignore, deny, or avoid things that are hard for us—is linked to worse coping and longer recovery times, and higher rates of self-harm and addiction.7 Psychological inflexibility also increases the chances of developing post-traumatic stress disorder after a traumatic experience.8
To understand how one simple mental strength can make such a huge difference in outcomes, it helps to take a closer look at one of the most interesting areas of research related to psychological flexibility: the development of chronic back pain and disability after an acute back injury.
Researchers have known for years that some people who experience acute back pain recover successfully and lead full lives, while others experience ongoing pain that eventually leads to disability. Surprisingly, it’s not the type or severity of back injury, or the degree of pain initially experienced, that best predicts who will recover and who will continue to suffer. Instead, it’s the psychological flexibility of the patients at the time of their injury.9
The more psychologically flexible a patient is, the faster they return to work, the more they exercise, and the fewer pain symptoms they report over time. But the less flexible they are, the less likely they are to ever return to full employment, and the more likely it is that back pain will continue for months or even years to interfere with their ability to lead full lives.
Two decades’ worth of pain and psychology studies help explain this phenomenon. It turns out that a fear of pain, discomfort, or failure can cause people who are ill or injured to enter a downward spiral of withdrawal from ordinary activity. In an effort to avoid triggering pain or experiencing failure, they severely limit the actions they take—avoiding physical activity, travel, or work, for example. This can be a helpful and natural reaction at first. But if these self-imposed limits are not challenged and tested often, they become artificial barriers to full living. Individuals become less likely to challenge themselves and therefore less likely to discover that they have, in fact, gotten stronger or can still do things that are important to them even while in pain.
To compound the potential downward spiral, restricting daily activity gives individuals more time and attention to pay to their physical symptoms. This can lead them, quite understandably, to become even more convinced that their injury or illness is so severe as to require further restricting activity.10 This has been shown to be true not only for back pain but also for migraines, chronic fatigue syndrome, fibromyalgia, irritable bowel syndrome, chronic anxiety, and many other potentially debilitating chronic conditions.11 In all these cases, avoiding pain and failure leads to more suffering and disability, not less.
The only way to avoid this kind of downward spiral, clinical psychologists have shown, is to stay fully engaged with your goals and your life, even when you’re facing extremely negative thoughts, feelings, or experiences.
In other words, you have to acknowledge and battle your bad guys. You can’t ever let them persuade you to give up or to stop looking for ways to lead a good life.
The biggest Super Villian I ever faced was the suicidal thoughts I had during my concussion recovery. They were persuasive and persistent, and I had never dealt with anything quite like them before. It took me almost a week to recognize that these suicidal thoughts weren’t just fleeting feelings—that something was happening in my brain, that some flip had been switched, and these thoughts were getting stronger and not going away.
I remember telling my husband, “I don’t want you to freak out, but I keep hearing this voice in my head that I should kill myself.” I was able to recognize the seriousness of this enough to want to talk about it. “I don’t actually want to kill myself,” I promised him. “But I keep having these thoughts. I’m trapped in this dark place, and I don’t know how to get out.”
By the time I became Jane the Concussion Slayer, I realized I needed to actually do something about the problem. So I asked my husband to do an Internet search for scientific articles about concussions and suicidal thoughts. Was this common? I wanted to know. If so, how long would it last? What should I do about it?
Within minutes, we found an article that described suicidal ideation as extremely common in traumatic brain injuries—up to one in three people with a concussion will go on to have suicidal thoughts. It’s a complication of the altered brain chemistry that occurs while the brain is trying to heal itself. It typically passes, the researchers wrote, in a few weeks or months.
I can’t remember another time in my life, before or after, when I have felt more relief than I did in that moment. I instantly saw my suicidal thoughts for what they were: not a rational reaction to my circumstances, not an option I should seriously consider, but rather merely a side effect of my brain trying to heal.
I remember saying to my husband, “It’s not me, it’s just a symptom!” I realized I didn’t have to believe the voice in my head telling me to kill myself, because it didn’t represent my true thoughts or feelings. It wouldn’t be easy, but I would have to tough it out for a few more weeks or months and let my brain heal itself. I didn’t have to fix the suicidal thoughts. I just had to acknowledge them and wait for them to pass.
The truth was that I wanted to live and my brain was going to tell me I wanted to die. I held this contradiction in balance until my brain healed and the thoughts went away. I didn’t know it at the time, but what saved me was the strength of psychological flexibility.
Now that you know what psychological flexibility is and why it’s so important, let’s talk about how to measure and increase it.
Researchers have developed several scientific questionnaires to measure psychological flexibility; the Acceptance and Action Questionnaire is the most popular.12 It tests your willingness to have negative thoughts, feelings, and experiences while remaining committed to your most important goals.
How flexible are you right now? Let’s find out! For your next quest, I’ve selected some of the most important items on the Acceptance and Action Questionnaire. (If you’d like to take the entire forty-nine-question inventory, check out the reference in this endnote for a link to an online version.13) Let’s see which items you agree with—and which mental muscles still need to be stretched!
QUEST 22: Touch Your Mental Toes!
Measuring your psychological flexibility isn’t quite as easy as bending over and touching your toes. But it can be done!
What to do: Take a moment now to see how many of the following statements from the Acceptance and Action Questionnaire you wholeheartedly agree with. If you’re not sure about a statement, skip it.
How many of these statements did you wholeheartedly agree with? If you agreed with at least one, good news—you already have some psychological flexibility, and you can work to increase it. Every time you spot and battle a bad guy, without judging yourself negatively, you’re stretching it just a little further.
If you didn’t agree with any of them, don’t worry. By identifying and engaging with your bad guys on a daily basis, you’ll be doing what it takes to increase your acceptance of negative experiences while taking action toward your goals.
And if you already agreed with every statement on this list, congratulations—you are tackling your SuperBetter challenge with extreme psychological flexibility! Battling bad guys will help you stay flexible and take full advantage of the strength you already have.
Tip: Copy this list and put it in a place where you can read it every day to remind yourself of the mental strengths you’re trying to build. (If you really want to stretch yourself, read the list out loud once a day like a mantra.) Pay special attention to the statements you don’t already agree with wholeheartedly. These are the areas where you can improve the most. Be sure to test yourself again after a couple of weeks of battling bad guys—you’ll almost certainly see your flexibility growing.
Now that you have a better sense of how much psychological flexibility you’re starting with, let’s put it to use—and start taking the gameful actions that will help you increase these crucial mental strengths.
As you know, the first step toward psychological flexibility is greater awareness, or mindfulness. When you’re mindful, you have the ability to observe and describe specific things that are causing you distress or difficulty.
Every time you spot and name a bad guy, you’re building this skill. So let’s start increasing your mindfulness right now—with a bad-guy-spotting quest!
QUEST 23: Spot Three Bad Guys
If you want to get superbetter, you can’t hide from the bad guys. You have to spot them and look them squarely in the eye, so you can figure out how to battle them more effectively.
Remember, a bad guy is any habit, symptom, thought, feeling, or behavior that makes it harder for you to get superbetter.
What to do: Create your bad guy list. Did you recognize any of the bad guys already shared in this chapter? If so, add them to your lineup now.
If you’d like to hunt down a few new bad guys, here are some brainstorming questions to help you out:
My bad guy lineup:
1.
2.
3.
Quest complete: Well done! You’ve identified three of your biggest bad guys. Just by naming them, you’ve taken a huge step toward neutralizing their power.
Tip: Many SuperBetter players find that giving their bad guys a silly or creative name helps them tackle them with a more positive mindset. But you don’t have to give your bad guys clever names—just identifying them is a huge accomplishment.
You’ve got some bad guys in your sights. Now let’s talk about how to battle them effectively, with flexible response.
In order to ensure that you always have a purposeful and positive action to take in response to a bad guy, you’ll need to prepare and experiment with multiple strategies. But where should you start?
I’ve spent three years working with and studying SuperBetter players, trying to figure out the most effective strategies for vanquishing bad guys. I’ve learned that there are five potential ways to successfully battle any bad guy. You can Avoid, Resist, Adapt, Challenge, or Convert.
Let’s look at each strategy one at a time, with the help of some examples from experienced SuperBetter players. Keep in mind that the most successful SuperBetter players experiment with all five strategies before deciding which ones work best for particular bad guys.
1. Avoid
This is the most straightforward strategy. If it’s a bad habit, you try not to do it. If it’s a symptom of pain or illness, you try not to feel it. If it’s an unpleasant or counterproductive thought, you try not to think it. Here’s an example of how it works:
Bad guy: The first bite.
Avoid it strategy: Don’t take the first bite!
“I’m trying to lose weight. I tell myself I’ll have just one bite of something I’m not supposed to eat. Before I know it, I’ve eaten a ton. But if I don’t start, I don’t have to stop!” —Michelle, forty-five.
Although avoidance is the easiest strategy to understand and adopt, it’s also—perhaps surprisingly—the least useful. That’s because it’s impossible to always avoid negative thoughts, feelings, or experiences. And no one has perfect willpower. If it’s in your control to avoid something, and there are no personal costs to avoiding it, by all means try this strategy. But you will absolutely want and need to develop additional strategies so you can make progress and have a good day even when you slip up, or when you’re simply unable to avoid the inevitable pains and difficulties of a full and meaningful life.
2. Resist
Resisting is a way to actively wrestle with the bad guy and try to stop it in its tracks. If you have an unhelpful thought, you try to change it. If you’re in pain, you try to alleviate it. If you’re isolating yourself from others, you try to connect. If you’re procrastinating, you leap into action. Here’s an example:
Bad guy: Thinking constantly about little things that go wrong, instead of moving on.
Resist it strategy: Spend thirty seconds doing something productive, to interrupt the thought cycle.
“When something goes wrong, I just can’t let it go. I’ve been trying this strategy, and it’s working for me. I tell myself I only have to spend thirty seconds being productive. Usually that’s enough to get me out of the stew. But even if I go right back to sitting around feeling sorry for myself, at least I’ve done one thing.” —Jason, twenty-five.
The resist strategy is much more powerful than simply trying to avoid a bad guy. When you resist a bad guy, you use your unique skills and strengths to prevent the bad guy from having too much of a negative impact. This strategy works even when you can’t control your circumstances.
It’s important to resist bad guys without judging yourself negatively. It’s not your fault that a bad guy appeared; bad guys appear to everyone, every day. Instead, congratulate yourself for having the mindfulness to spot the bad guy at work and the courage to confront it directly.
3. Adapt
Adapting means making a significant change, or finding a long-term solution to the bad guy. You might not be able to avoid or resist the bad guy when it gets you, but you may be able to come up with a clever or creative work-around that massively limits its ability to affect you.
Bad guy: Forgetting to take my medication.
Adapt to it strategy: Set three daily reminder alerts on my phone, for seven, eight, and nine p.m.
“I have a new prescription for my depression. I keep ‘forgetting’ to take it, which I think is just me avoiding making a commitment to seeing whether this drug will actually help me or not. This strategy gives me three chances to take my pill. If I decide not to, at least I’ve consciously made the decision not to take it and not just halfheartedly ‘forgotten’ about it. This strategy was suggested to me by one of my allies. With three alarms, there is basically no way that I will just ‘forget’ to take my pill anymore, so I have definitely vanquished this bad guy.” —Cliff, thirty-three.
Other people are a great resource for coming up with adapt strategies—ask around. It’s as simple as saying, “If you had this problem, what would you do to solve it?”
4. Challenge
Challenging a bad guy means asking yourself: Is this actually bad for me? Is it possible that I don’t have to make this feeling or thought or habit go away before I can lead a happy, healthy, meaningful life?
Bad guy: No self-confidence.
Challenge it strategy: Ask yourself: “So what if I lack self-confidence? Does it really matter?”
“My biggest fear in life right now is that I won’t be able to complete my college education and get a good job. I have full-on panic attacks about it. I’m full of self-doubt, and I lack the confidence to believe that I can actually do it. But my allies are helping me think about it differently. Maybe I worry so much because I really care. It’s not necessarily a bad thing. It shows how motivated I am. Also, I do want to be more confident in life. But having doubts or fears doesn’t have to stop me. I can still show up to class. I can keep applying for internships. I think that taking steps toward my goal is more important right now than fixing how I feel.” —Julian, twenty.
This is a strategy you should adopt early and often. Be open to the possibility that your bad guys have less power or influence over you than you thought. Something that made you feel nervous or unwell in the past may be perfectly fine today. Or if something always makes you feel stressed, anxious, exhausted, or physically uncomfortable, can you simply acknowledge those feelings and accept them? Do you really need to feel calm, or rested, or pain-free to pursue your goals? This is the single most powerful kind of psychological flexibility you can achieve. It’s the freedom to keep important commitments and pursue your daily dreams, regardless of whether you can lessen pain, discomfort, and distress or eliminate them from your life.
5. Convert
Converting means finding a way to turn your bad guy into a power-up. For example, if you’re feeling pain, it could help you experience more compassion for others who are in pain. If you’re feeling angry, you could use it as a source of energy and channel it into something productive. Can you imagine any situation in which having your bad guy around would help you instead of hurting you?
Bad guy: Addiction to drama.
Convert it strategy: Be inspired by other people’s drama to do better myself.
“I keep getting into friendships and relationships with people who bring all kinds of drama into my life. This distracts me from putting my time and energy into my own plans. Eventually, I want to bring more positive people into my life. But some people are in my life for good no matter what. They’re family. I can’t change them, but I can get inspired by them to do better and be better. They are inspiration to develop my own drama-free qualities, like patience and forgiveness.” —Therese, thirty-six.
Converting a bad guy into a power-up isn’t always easy, but it’s worth the extra effort. It’s the most profound stretch you can make in your psychological flexibility.
A SuperBetter Story: The Dream Warrior
Mia, twenty-nine, is proud to call herself a survivor.
At twenty-six, she escaped a violent and abusive marriage. But years of physical abuse and sexual assault had left her in a constant state of high alert, always full of adrenaline and certain she was in danger. She found herself socially isolated and, understandably, had a hard time trusting new people. Her therapist diagnosed her with post-traumatic stress disorder.
Mia was determined to reclaim her life. With the support of her therapist, and in addition to regular counseling, she started playing SuperBetter to work through her symptoms of PTSD. During this time, she learned as much as she could about the disorder, not only to help herself but also to help others. She started a blog to encourage other victims of domestic violence to seek safety.
She was making great progress, but one bad guy still haunted her. In life, she was a survivor—no doubt about it. But in her dreams, she was still a victim. As she explained on her blog: “I have nightmares almost every night about being attacked. Last night I dreamed that a stranger attacked me in my home and was trying to kill me. The nightmares are so intense, they feel real. I often wake up screaming.”
Mia declared nightmares her number-one bad guy. And she started asking allies for help. Over the next few weeks, she started experimenting with different strategies.
One of the first suggestions she received from an ally was to learn lucid dreaming. “The idea is that you train yourself to recognize when you are dreaming. So when you are asleep and suddenly you realize, ‘Hey wait this is a dream,’ then you have the power to change what you are dreaming about.”
Mia took this idea to her therapist, who gave her concrete tips for learning to control her nightmares. She learned a simple exercise called Alternative Endings. Here’s how it works: During the daytime, you think of a scenario that frequently occurs in your nightmares—for example, being chased by a dangerous man. While you’re wide awake, you vividly imagine alternative endings to this scenario. You might imagine your pursuer getting smaller and smaller, or slower and slower, until he is no threat to you at all.
Over the next six weeks, Mia got better and better at stopping the nightmares in progress. “I’ve always been a vivid dreamer, I just never really realized how much I could influence the dreams. I still have dreams with disturbing things, but they don’t jar me like the nightmares. Taking control of my dreams consciously has really helped.”
But Mia also realized that while lucid dreaming was a good way to adapt to the problem, it wasn’t a total cure. The nightmares sometimes were harder to control, and she still occasionally woke up sweating, crying, and shaking. She needed to be flexible in how she battled them—so she decided to try out a challenge strategy.
To challenge her nightmares, she asked herself, “What if they aren’t all bad?” She played with a new way of thinking: “Maybe nightmares are just reminders so we don’t get too comfortable and not alert about the bad things that could happen to us. Nightmares are just my brain’s way of understanding and dealing with trauma and healing. They’re not trying to torment me. They’re trying to help me.” Although this cognitive reappraisal didn’t stop the nightmares, it helped Mia stop beating herself up for having them. More important, it gave her a way to look for possible benefits from nightmares—a previously unthinkable idea. If her nightmares were just a reminder, could she use them to change her waking behavior in a positive way?
One day she updated her allies: “I’ve been going along fine for the past couple months, and then last night I had a terrible nightmare, one of the ones where I wake up bawling my eyes out and screaming. I was dying in my nightmare, blood all over the place. I was in a whole hell of a lot of pain, and no one was around to help me. I felt so much remorse for being alone dying with no one to help me.”
Using her new strategy, Mia decided to treat this terrible dream like a helpful reminder. What important message could it have for her? “I’ve been feeling really isolated from my friends lately,” she realized, “and I think that’s what this is about.” She put aside the haunting imagery of the dream and embraced the important insight instead. The next day she made it a point to reach out to her brother and to a friend. “I do need more social support, and I felt so much better after I took the step to reach out.”
By taking a positive cue from a terrible nightmare, Mia was able to convert a bad guy into a power-up. Today Mia still uses all her favorite strategies—resist, challenge, and convert—and as a result, she feels happier and braver. “When I have a nightmare, I no longer feel like I lost the battle. I may not be able to prevent a bad dream. But I’m always able to triumph, whether it’s during the dream or after. And best of all, I can share what I learned about my bad guys with others who are facing them, too. That’s truly been the best part of getting superbetter.”
Now that you know all five potential ways to engage a bad guy, let’s put that knowledge into action.
QUEST 24: Develop a Battle Plan
Let’s see how far you can stretch your psychological flexibility.
What to do: Pick one of your bad guys. Got it? Good.
Let’s develop a battle plan for your bad guy that includes all five potential strategies: Avoid, Resist, Adapt, Challenge, Convert.
For each strategy, try to think of just one thing you could do to prevent this bad guy from ruining your day or blocking your progress.
If you find yourself stuck on a strategy, don’t worry. Just do your best. If you need ideas, ask a friend or family member for their advice. You can also come back later and add more strategies. You’ll have more success with this quest if you keep thinking about it, mulling it over in the back of your mind for a day or so.
Examples: To help you out, I’ve included responses from another SuperBetter player who successfully completed this quest. Liz is a thirty-two-year-old teacher whose challenge is defeating insomnia. The bad guy she chose for this quest is the White Night, or as she describes it: “A long, endless night where I lie sleepless in bed until morning.”
STRATEGY 1: AVOID
What one thing could you do to prevent this bad guy from making an appearance in your life today? Liz says: “To try to avoid a White Night tonight, I could have zero caffeine after nine a.m.”
STRATEGY 2: RESIST
What one thing could you do to minimize the impact of this bad guy, once it makes an appearance? Liz says: “I can do stretches in bed to occupy my mind and relax my body. Or, I can take extra care to support my immune system the next day, since when I miss sleep, I often get sick. I could take vitamin C and wash my hands more often.”
STRATEGY 3: ADAPT
What one thing could you do to work around or solve the problem of this bad guy once and for all? Liz says: “Driving while exhausted is one of my biggest concerns. I don’t want to get in an accident because I can’t think clearly or stay awake. Maybe a short-term solution is to take a bus part of the way to work. This would basically eliminate one of my biggest fears around not getting any sleep. I will definitely try this for at least a few days and see if it makes this problem less of an issue.”
STRATEGY 4: CHALLENGE
What one thing could you do to prove that this bad guy has less power over you than you think? Liz says: “I guess the best way to challenge my anxiety about not sleeping would be to have a really good and productive day, the day after not getting any sleep. The next time I have a White Night, I’ll make an extra effort to activate a bunch of power-ups and get at least one important thing done off my to-do list. If I show myself I can be strong even after a sleepless night, maybe I won’t panic so much next time.”
STRATEGY 5: CONVERT
How could you turn this bad guy into a power-up? Liz says: “I have to get really creative here, because I really hate White Nights! But let’s say I start a list of things that I only do in the middle of the night. So when I can’t sleep, I can get up and cross something off my middle-of-the-night to-do list. I could put reading mystery novels, organizing my closet, and doing my nails on the list, since these are things I like to do but never have time for. It’s not a perfect solution, and I’d much rather sleep, but I guess using the time in the middle of the night is one way to convert it into a source of good. And I’ve been battling this bad guy for so long, I can definitely see the benefit in trying to think completely differently about it!”
Tip: Every additional strategy increases your psychological flexibility, so keep looking for more ways to battle your bad guy.
Congratulations on developing your first battle plan! As you build awareness of your bad guys and keep trying different actions, you’ll find that it becomes easier to be creative in battle.
As in any game, you won’t defeat every bad guy. Learning to deal with the occasional defeat is an important part of developing psychological flexibility.
“Don’t judge yourself by the moments when you’re not as strong as you want to be,” advises Dr. Todd Kashdan, a professor of psychology and senior scientist at the Center for the Advancement of Well-Being at George Mason University, “or even as strong as you were yesterday. Allow yourself times where you’re going to have mini-breakdowns, where you’re going to fail a little bit.”
Dr. Kashdan is well known for his research on psychological flexibility and is also a supporter of the SuperBetter method. I recently asked him what he would say to SuperBetter players who feel overwhelmed by their bad guys. “It’s not about whether you’re vanquished by bad guys in the moment,” he replied. “It’s over the long haul, when you face a difficult situation. It doesn’t matter in any given moment, or even three times in a row, if the bad guys overwhelm you, if you back away. But if you look two or three weeks in a row, and there’s a willingness to approach those stressful things, and to absorb some of the stress and discomfort that come with it . . . that’s true psychological flexibility.”
Here are some final tips for battling bad guys.
Do battle at least once a day. Take the time, at least once a day, to notice a thought, feeling, habit, or interaction that has the potential to interfere with your health, happiness, or resilience. If you haven’t spotted any bad guys today, you’re either the world champion of getting superbetter—or, more likely, you’re not looking closely enough!
Always power up after battle. Whether you’ve successfully battled your bad guy, or you feel like it got the best of you, make sure to activate at least one power-up to reenergize. The power-up will give you access to positive emotions that can make future battles easier.
Track your encounters. What strategies have you tried? Which ones worked? Where and when do the bad guys show up most often? Keep notes in a journal, a spreadsheet, or whatever else comes naturally. Or borrow this creative idea from Linda, a SuperBetter player whose challenge is to become better able to handle stress: “I put sticky notes with my bad guys on the fridge at home to remind me to watch out for them. I mark them with an X whenever they get the best of me. I put a check mark when I get the best of them. I can see my win-loss record easily by comparing the Xs and the checks. When I get too many Xs, I know I need better strategies.”
Make friends with the bad guys that just won’t go away. You may never completely eliminate a certain pain, anxiety, or stress from your life. If the bad guy isn’t going anywhere, just keep experimenting and learning more about how the bad guys work. As one SuperBetter player, Kel, whose biggest bad guy is procrastination, puts it: “Even if you record thirty losses against a bad guy, thirty days in a row, it is still a victory, because look at you! You keep getting up and fighting again and again. You have learned to recognize that bad guy in every guise and disguise available. That is a hero.”
Skills Unlocked: How to Spot and Battle the Bad Guys
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Quests
How to Be Gameful Rule 4
Seek out and complete quests—simple, daily actions that help you reach your bigger goals.
Every hero’s journey is made up of countless quests. This is true whether the journey is found in literature or mythology, in sports movies or video games. From the epic Greek hero Odysseus to the Chinese warrior Mulan, from boxing underdog Rocky Balboa to Katniss Everdeen in The Hunger Games, every hero must be willing to complete many smaller feats and missions. Each and every feat makes the hero just a little bit smarter, stronger, or braver—and more prepared for the bigger challenges ahead.
In the SuperBetter method, a quest is not just another item on your to-do list. It is a purposeful action you take because it has meaning in the context of a bigger search. Maybe you’re searching for better health, or better relationships, or a better job, or a better life for your family. Maybe you’re just searching for your next great adventure. Whatever it is, completing quests in your everyday life will bring you one step closer to that which you seek.
You’ve already been tackling quests in this book. Each one has been designed to equip you with new strengths and abilities that can help you on your heroic journey. Here are a few more quests you can tackle right now. Pick at least one to complete before you keep reading.
QUEST 25: Muscle Up
Need to resist an impulse? Want to steel yourself to do something difficult? Here’s how to get instant mental resilience.
What to do: Squeeze one or more muscles as hard as you can for five seconds. Any muscle will work—your hand, your biceps, your abs, your buns, your calves. The more muscles you tense up, the more mental strength you’ll summon.
Why it works: Researchers credit a phenomenon called “embodied cognition” for this powerful mind-body effect. The brain looks to the body for cues. A strong body cues a strong brain, making it easier to summon up more courage or stick to resolutions.1
If you like this quest, try it as a way to combat some of your bad guys! It’s a perfect addition to any battle plan.
QUEST 26: Dream On!
Here’s an easy way to boost your social resilience—if you dare: tell someone about a dream you had last night.
What to do: Simply say, “I had an interesting dream last night!” Describe the dream very briefly, and then ask, “What do you think it means?”
Why it works: Research shows that dream sharing and discussion boost trust and increase intimacy between two people. The stranger or more intense your dream, the bigger the benefit.2
If you can’t remember a dream you had recently, or if your most recent dream is too embarrassing or personal, tell someone about a recurring dream or any particularly memorable dream from the past.
QUEST 27: Hum for 60 Seconds
If you want to be physically stronger, hum for 60 seconds. You can hum any song you want.
Why it works: Humming increases the level of nitric oxide in your nose and sinus cavities. The higher your nitric oxide levels, the less inflammation in your nasal cavity—and that means fewer headaches, allergies, colds, asthma attacks, and infections.3
It’s easier to hum for a full 60 seconds if you pick a specific song—“Yankee Doodle,” “I Dreamed a Dream,” the Brady Bunch theme song. Try not to give up before an entire minute is up!
QUEST 28: Get Lucky!
Even if you’re not superstitious, go ahead and pick a lucky charm. Lucky socks, a lucky coin, a lucky pen, a lucky lipstick—it’s up to you. When you’ve chosen your charm, picture it as clearly as you can in your mind—or if you can go get it right now and hold on to it, even better.
Whatever you’ve chosen, if you really believe that it brings you luck, it will make you more likely to succeed. That’s because lucky charms make you mentally tougher, more determined, and more ambitious.
Why it works: According to scientific studies, believing in a lucky object increases self-efficacy, the feeling “I can do this” (see Chapter 3). Self-efficacy is a powerful state of mind that actually improves your odds of success. When you have more of it, you set higher goals for yourself and persevere longer when things get difficult. So don’t be afraid of a little magical thinking!4
Tip: Try not to think about the science behind this quest too much. Research shows that the more you remember that the real power comes from your belief in yourself, and not from the magic object, the less it works. So if you believe at all in good luck, put that belief to good work!
Why seek out and complete simple quests like these? They help you develop valuable new skills—and flex your heroic willpower without wearing it out.
Researchers have figured out that willpower is like a muscle. It gets stronger the more you exercise it—as long as you don’t exhaust it.5 Taking purposeful action throughout the day sparks your motivation and expands your sense of what you’re capable of.
It’s particularly important to flex your willpower when you’re trying to make a big change, or when you’re coping with chronic stress, illness, or a traumatic event. Every time you set your mind to do something—and then successfully do it—you remind yourself of the power you have over what you do, think, and feel.
Researchers call this committed action—taking small steps each day in accordance with your goals and values, even when it is difficult for you.6 Quests can help you commit time and energy to the things that matter to you and that help you most—even if you’re tired, or sick, or busy, or depressed. Completing just one quest a day, according to SuperBetter research, can make a significant difference in how happy, healthy, and brave you are. And as you build your willpower muscle, well-being, and sense of purpose, you can tackle bigger quests.
So how do you pick your quests? Quest design is a skill that video game designers learn and practice constantly. Quests must always come at the right time and the right place for the player, so you’re virtually guaranteed to succeed. And quests must be interesting! The best quests spark your sense of curiosity and adventure. In this chapter, I’ll show you how to design quests for your own life that are as fun and easy to follow as a video game.
I know that a good quest can spark motivation and build hope in even the most difficult times, because I’ve been there myself.
When I was getting superbetter from my concussion, my usual everyday goals went straight out the window. Work? Exercise? Fun? Forget about it. I was on complete cognitive rest, which meant I couldn’t do anything that stimulated my brain: no reading, writing, email, work, or computer time. Even just watching television, playing games, and talking with others brought on severe headaches, so they were out as well. Meanwhile, physical activity of almost any kind triggered vertigo and nausea. I found myself on bed rest, with no way to entertain myself, or be productive, or connect with the world around me. It was hard to imagine anything I could do to have a good day. Making things worse, there is no known effective therapy or treatment for postconcussion syndrome, no pill you can take, no therapeutic exercise you can do. “Rest and wait” is the only prescription. I literally had nothing to do.
Weeks passed, and nothing got better. Day after day I woke up dreading the endless stretch of time before me. I was bored and lonely. I had never felt so helpless in my life. No matter how badly I wanted to get better, the doctors could not tell me one single thing to do to help my brain heal faster. I was also incredibly anxious, because I wasn’t able to work, and my husband had recently lost his job.
Pretty soon a sense of hopelessness set in. Every day was full of pain, nausea, and frustration, without one single positive accomplishment to show for it. I spent hours every day curled up in a ball, weeping—as quietly as I could, because I didn’t want to make my husband worry.
Fortunately, after a month of increasing depression and suicidal ideation, my game designer instincts kicked in. I knew that I needed to find one thing to do each day to feel a sense of purpose and productivity. If there’s nothing to do in a game, no goal to pursue, no further way to make progress, the player will quit. And no matter how strong my suicidal thoughts, I knew deep down that I did not want to quit. Even if I couldn’t get out of bed, even if I couldn’t turn on my computer, I would find something, anything to do. I needed a quest. I needed a way to win the day.
At the time, my thinking was quite fuzzy from the brain injury, and I was emotionally beaten down. I had to ask others to help me figure out what my quests should be. So I invited my twin sister Kelly to call me once a day and give me a quest for the next twenty-four hours.
This is the first quest she gave me: “Your bed is near a window, right? I want you to spend some time looking out the window, and tomorrow, tell me if you saw anything interesting. Try to find at least one interesting thing to tell me about.” Look out the window. This was something I could do from bed, and it didn’t require too much thinking. And there was a clear goal: Keep looking until you see something interesting!
I’d like to be able to tell you what I saw out my window that day, but honestly I don’t remember. My memory from the first few months after my concussion is a bit spotty. What I do remember is that that day I felt like I had a purpose. I watched the world from my window. And I looked forward to talking to my sister and telling her that I had succeeded in my quest. And when I did, I felt fantastic. Someone had asked me to do something, and I had done it. I felt triumphant!
Now, I will be the first to admit: on the face of it, looking out the window is not a particularly noteworthy achievement. But it was incredibly meaningful to me. It was the first time in a very long while that I had set my mind to do something and succeeded. And I admire and love my sister so much—being able to fulfill a promise that I’d made to her felt wonderful, no matter how small the task.
I didn’t know it at the time, but what I was feeling that day was the benefit of taking committed action—or more precisely, the three benefits of taking committed action. Taking committed action, you’ll recall, means doing at least one thing every day that speaks to your most important goals and values, no matter what obstacles are in your way. Researchers have shown that every time you successfully take committed action, you increase your hope, optimism, and self-efficacy.7
Hope, optimism, and self-efficacy are similar strengths, but they differ in important ways.
Hope is what you feel when you believe that a good outcome is possible. A good outcome might be a positive emotion you want to feel, a goal you want to achieve, a change you want to make, a task you want to accomplish, or a benefit you want to bring to others. If you can imagine any good outcome at all, no matter how unlikely, you have hope. The more different good outcomes you can imagine, the more hope you have.
Optimism is what you feel when you believe that a good outcome is not just possible, it’s likely. As a result, you’re willing to set higher goals and put in greater effort to achieve them. You’re also more open to trying new things and taking others’ advice—two things that often lead to greater success. Of course, it’s possible to be too optimistic. If you’re blindly optimistic, you may put your efforts into a fruitless pursuit, or you may fail to take necessary precautions to prevent a negative outcome. But on the whole, optimism is a valuable source of motivation. And you can easily avoid the downsides of optimism by focusing your time and efforts on simple actions that really are likely to result in success.
Self-efficacy is the final piece of the motivation puzzle. Self-efficacy, you’ll recall, is that “I can do this!” feeling. When you have high self-efficacy, you not only believe that a good outcome is likely, you believe that a good outcome is in your direct control. You have the skills and abilities you need to handle your problems and achieve your goals.
Together, hope, optimism, and self-efficacy make up the secret sauce of unstoppable motivation and willpower. Researchers call these three strengths competence and control beliefs.8 How competent do you feel at generating positive emotions, experiences, and outcomes in your own life? How much control do you think you have over your health, happiness, and success? The more competence and control you believe you have, the more effort you’ll make to do the things that matter most to you. That’s why developing your hope, optimism, and self-efficacy is so important. And quests are an ideal way to do just that.
Designing a quest is a way to actively imagine a good outcome. Even before you start the quest, just by thinking about it, you’re already building hope. A quest is, after all, simply a description of a specific action you can take to achieve a good outcome. Psychologists call this type of action pathways forward. The more pathways forward you can think of, the more hope you’ll have.9
Every quest you accept or design for yourself gives you one more pathway forward. So don’t be afraid to brainstorm lots of quests. Simply making a list of potential quests is enough to spark powerful hope. (This is why the most popular role-playing video games typically allow players to accept multiple quests at a time. A player’s “quest log,” or list of potential quests they are ready to tackle, might contain as many as ten or more possible pathways to pursue at any given moment. With so many options, the player never loses hope that progress in the game is possible.)
Completing a quest is a way to experience success. The more quests you complete, the more optimistic you’ll get. That’s because increasing the frequency with which you experience good outcomes is one of the most efficient ways to increase optimism.10
In fact, the research shows that frequency of success matters more than the size of the success. So it doesn’t matter if your quest is small or easy. In fact, it helps if it’s small and easy, because that increases your chances of success. With each success you achieve, you become more likely to expect success in the future. (This is why game developers make the early levels of games so easy. It’s important to give players a dose of triumph early on, to build their emotional resilience ahead of the challenges to come.)
Quests make you better. Over time, chains of quests—or quests that build on one another, requiring slightly more effort, skill, or creativity—make you objectively better. You develop useful abilities, learn important information, and expand your strategies.11 And because with every quest you complete you are inarguably getting better in concrete and specific ways, you develop more confidence in your power to positively impact your own health, happiness, and future.
Your new skills combined with your increased confidence will allow you to tackle harder quests in the future. This creates a positive upward spiral of success. (Game designers use this same method to build player skills and create escalating challenge in the game world. Players want to feel more powerful and skillful over time, which is why quests get harder and harder the further you get in the game. But to get players ready to succeed at those ambitious goals, game designers must first give them quests that train them in the necessary skills and abilities.)
I experienced exactly that kind of upward spiral myself, starting from the moment I completed my first concussion-recovery quest. In the days and weeks that followed, my husband, my sister, and I came up with all kinds of creative quests. Completing each and every one increased my hope, optimism, and self-efficacy. One day I lay in bed and drew temporary tattoos (with Sharpie markers) on my arms, stomach, and legs. My quest that day had been suggested by my husband: If you could have any tattoos to show the world how strong you are, what would they be? (I wrote “Pain is inevitable” on the top of my left thigh and “Suffering is optional” on my right.) Another day my quest was: Make a mental list of jobs you still might be able to do if your brain does not fully heal. This was a quest I chose for myself. I was anxious about potentially never being able to research or write or design or speak in front of an audience again, and I knew the only way to deal with that fear effectively would be to accept the possible reality, then imagine a happy life anyway. So I spent the day lying in bed, imagining the best outcome I could, even if my brain never got any better. My favorite two ideas were becoming a dog walker and also becoming the queen of baking cookies and cupcakes for others. (Besides games, there is almost nothing I love more than dogs and baked goods.)
A few weeks later, when I was able to be up on my feet a bit more, I took on my most satisfying quest yet. Inspired by the idea that I might want to explore baking as a career, I decided to make chocolate chip cookies—not from scratch but from store-bought cookie dough, because I wasn’t really up to following a recipe yet. (I know that sounds a little pathetic, but it actually felt amazing to me at the time to be up and around in the kitchen, greasing the pan and slicing the dough.) More important, the cookies weren’t for me! They were my excuse to leave the apartment and go visit someone. I was barely seeing or speaking to anyone at the time, thanks to bed rest, the “no email” rule, and the difficulty I was having making conversation. When I thought about whom I missed talking to and seeing every day, I was surprised to realize that I really missed the baristas at the coffee shop at the corner of my block where I used to get coffee twice a day. So I made it my quest to make the cookies and bring them, fresh out of the oven, to the baristas.
I will never forget how surprised and delighted they were when I presented the plate of cookies. It made my whole week. I was thrilled to realize I could still make someone else happy, even in my superconcussed, depressed, and anxious state. I still had the power to do good in the world, even if only a tiny bit.
Eventually, the hope and optimism that I could keep doing good in the world led me to start sharing my Jane the Concussion Slayer game with others—first through videos (because I couldn’t write yet), and later through blog posts. And as you know, feedback on that game eventually led me to invent SuperBetter. It’s hard to believe that a quest as simple as baking cookies set me on a path to do the most meaningful and important work of my life, but that’s exactly what happened.
Completing quests at my absolute physical, mental, and emotional lowest taught me something important: no matter what happens to me in the future, I will always have the power to do one simple thing every day that I choose for myself and that feels personally meaningful.
You have that power, too, and you increase that power with every quest. Over time, even the tiniest meaningful actions add up, each one bringing you closer to a life that is truer to your dreams and free of regret.
Up until now, you’ve been completing quests that I’ve designed for you. But the most important quests you complete will be the ones you create for yourself.
So where should you start? Let’s take a cue from the world of game design.
In a game, the hero’s values are what motivate every quest. Whether it’s a desire to save the world, or to protect the innocent, or to lead a life of adventure, the hero always acts in accordance with his or her most deeply held values. Your quests—your daily, committed actions—should be driven by your most important values too.
What exactly is a value? It’s a way of being that brings purpose and meaning to life. It’s a strength you want to show, a virtue you want to uphold, a quality you want to embody, or a way of being in service to something bigger than yourself.
Here are some examples of values:
As you can see, a value is different from a goal. A value isn’t something you can ever get or achieve, like a degree, a promotion, a ten-pound muscle gain, a romantic partner, or a cure for what ails you. Instead, a value is a way of describing how you want to live. It’s a purpose you can bring to every single day of your life: a will to learn, to love, to be creative, to do things that scare you, to help others, or do whatever else matters to you, deep down, more than anything else.
Goals come and go. Values stay with you.
Naming your deepest values is the key to unlocking untapped sources of motivation, energy, and willpower. Research shows that when action is guided by values, it’s vastly easier to accomplish feats that would seem impossible otherwise. Values can motivate and energize you even in the face of depression, grief, anxiety, addiction, hardship, and pain—not to mention boredom, frustration, exhaustion, or self-doubt.12
You may find it easy to identify your values. If so, that’s great! But many people find it helpful to try some creative exercises. Here are three quests to help you explore your values.
I encourage you to pick at least one of these three quests and try it right now!
Tip: All these quests require you to use your imagination. Don’t worry if they seem a bit farfetched—just go with it!
QUEST 29: Value Yourself
Psychologists have identified twelve different areas of life that people tend to value most.13 Take a look at the list below, and choose the three areas that are most important to you right now, at this moment.
What to do: Imagine that you have twenty-seven hours a day, instead of twenty-four like everyone else. Which three of these twelve life domains would you pour those extra hours into?
Now that you’ve picked your three most important life domains, you can identify your first three values.
What to do: Simply finish the following statement with the three domains you picked.
I want to be someone who spends time and energy each day on my:
1.
2.
3.
For example, I want to be someone who spends time and energy each day on my: family, spirituality, and fun.
Identifying your most important life domains will help you figure out what kinds of quests to design for yourself.
Russ Harris, M.D., is one of the world’s leading practitioners of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT)—a form of therapy that focuses on helping individuals take committed action. One of his favorite ways to ask clients about their values is to have them consider a science fiction scenario that he calls the “mind-reading machine.”14 Here’s a SuperBetter version of that scenario.
QUEST 30: The Mind-Reading Machine
What to do: Imagine that twenty years from now a strange woman walks up to you with an amazing new technology: it’s a mind-reading machine! She offers to place it on your head, and then says: “I can tune this machine into the mind of someone who is thinking about you right this instant, so you can hear their every thought.”
Uh-oh! Do you really want to hear someone else’s private thoughts? But it’s too late—the machine is on, and she’s started tuning the dials. Soon you hear exactly what she promised. Someone is thinking about you right this second—thinking about, in the words of Dr. Harris, “what you stand for, what your strengths are, what you mean to them.” To your relief, the thoughts you overhear are incredibly positive. When you hear them, you think, That describes me perfectly.
Remember: It’s twenty years from now, and you’ve lived a life true to your dreams and your most important values. With that in mind, what do you hear them saying?
Tip: If you’d like, let the mind-reading machine tune in to several different people, so you can hear about different sides of yourself.
QUEST 31: Alternate Universe
This quest is particularly helpful for anyone who is currently struggling with a difficult personal challenge.
What to do: Imagine that you’ve just woken up in an alternate universe. Everything there is the same as in this universe, except for one thing: all the problems you’ve been worried about lately have been solved.
In this alternate universe, you are free of stress, pain, depression, anxiety, grief, self-doubt, and hardship. You feel completely unburdened of the negative thoughts, feelings, and worries that used to bother you.
In this alternate universe, what will you do with yourself today? How will you spend the next twenty-four hours? What important areas of life have you been neglecting that you can now devote more time and attention to? What dreams are you free to pursue? Spend at least one full minute imagining your schedule for the day in this alternate universe. The more details you imagine, the better.
Here’s the good news: Quests let you do all these things right now, even without an alternate universe to escape to. Learning to take committed action will help you be the person you want to be, even in the face of adversity and stress.
Now that you’ve named your values, let’s find simple ways you can live by them right now.
Dr. Harris puts it this way: “Values are here and now: in any moment you can choose to act on them or neglect them. Even if you’ve totally neglected a core value for years or decades, in this moment right now you can act on it.”15
It’s time to act on your values. It’s time to design your first quest!
Here are some of the things game designers think about when they design quests:
Game designers must always be able to answer yes to these questions in order to ensure that players have the necessary hope, optimism, and self-efficacy to make progress in the game. And as it turns out, good quest design has a lot in common with the kinds of daily real-life goals that psychologists say are most helpful to adopt.
In ACT Made Simple: An Easy-to-Read Primer on Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, Dr. Harris uses the acronym SMART to refer to the five most important criteria for taking committed action: Specific, Meaningful, Adaptive, Realistic, and Time-framed.16 Specific means you are clear about exactly what action you’re going to take: when, where, and who or what is involved. Meaningful means the action is driven by your own deeply held values. Adaptive means you can honestly say that achieving this goal will move you in the direction of a happier, healthier, braver, or more purposeful life. (Even if it’s just a teeny, tiny step in the right direction, it’s still a positive step!) Realistic means you already have the skills, resources, and strength you need to take this action. You don’t need to solve any problems or improve your health, mood, relationships, or finances to take action right away. And time-framed means that you’ve chosen a specific day—or even better, a particular time of day—to take this positive action.
As you can see, the only difference between a SMART action and a good game quest is that the game quest also has to be fun! (We’ll talk more about how to make something more fun after you complete your next quest.)
QUEST 32: Design Your Own Quest
So far, you’ve completed up to thirty-one quests, just by reading this book. But the most important quests will be the ones you design for yourself. That’s because only you know what you value most in life. So let’s practice the skill of designing your own quests right now.
What to do: Pick one of your most important values. Remember, values are the principles that give your life meaning and purpose. They describe who you want to be, at your very core.
Got your value? Good. Now simply answer this question: What is the smallest, easiest, simplest action you could take in the next twenty-four hours that would give you a chance to live by this value?
Think of something so easy, so tiny, that you have no excuse not to do it. The simpler it is, the better. If it only takes five minutes, or even a single minute, to do it, that’s not only fine—that’s perfect!
Examples: Here are some examples from other SuperBetter players.
My value: “Always show my family how much I love and cherish them.”
My quest: “Leave a surprise note under my daughter’s pillow.”
My value: “Never stop learning.”
My quest: “Write a post on Facebook asking people to share a link to an article or video that could teach me something interesting.”
My value: “Be true to my faith and honor God.”
My quest: “Pray for one minute.”
My value: “Do my part to make the world a better place, and work toward causes I believe in.”
My quest: “Donate one dollar to a cause online. (I was thinking I should donate twenty dollars, because that feels more meaningful. But if I’m being honest I might talk myself out of that because twenty dollars could be used for so many other things. But one dollar, I know I will do that, so that’s my quest!)”
My value: “Be a good athlete and always challenge myself physically.”
My quest: “Instead of my normal five-mile run tomorrow, I’ll run one mile as fast as I can.”*
Tip: It’s fine if your first quest is something you already do regularly, or have done in the past. You don’t have to get too creative here. Any action that truly reflects your values is perfect. Defining it as a quest, even if it’s something you do anyway, makes you more aware of the positive actions you take that help you live a life truer to your dreams and full of purpose.
Remember to complete the quest you’ve just designed sometime in the next twenty-four hours!
* What is simple and easy to you may be too challenging for someone else, and vice versa. It may make more sense for your quest to be Walk one mile as fast as I can or Walk one block as fast as I can. The key to good quest design is to make sure you feel capable and optimistic on your quest, with whatever strength, skills, and resources you already have. Quests are all about setting yourself up for success.
Whether you call them SMART actions or quests, these simple gameful goals will help you put your time and energy toward things that matter. They aren’t wild dreams or pie-in-the-sky ambitions. They are the simple stepping-stones to a better life.
There is a place for wild dreams and big ambitions in a gameful life—we’ll talk about that more in Chapter 11. But going for an epic win, or a truly heroic goal, without a steady stream of smart quests to get you there is a fool’s errand. Smart goals, or quests, ensure that every day you’re making a better life for yourself, right now, in the present moment. An epic win is in the future; a quest, or smart goal, is what you do today.
A SuperBetter Story: Phillip the Creative Cancer Fighter
By the time Phillip Jeffrey, thirty-one, started his journey to get superbetter, he had already been living with aggressive multiple myeloma, a rare and incurable form of blood cancer, for six years.
That’s four years longer than doctors had originally told him to expect. Phillip’s cancer was advanced, and he had been given a prognosis of just two to three years.
“When I was diagnosed, I had no idea what multiple myeloma was. My doctor explained that it wasn’t something that could be treated with an operation, because it was in my bones, and not a body part. I was shocked. At my age, getting cancer seemed as likely as getting struck by space junk in my kitchen.”
Over the next six years, Phillip underwent many rounds of chemotherapy, which he describes as “lonely, challenging, and exhausting.” He hit his lowest point three years into treatment, when he developed glaucoma, from the side effects of one of his medications, and nearly went blind. Losing vision is traumatic for anyone, but it was especially so for Phillip, whose greatest passion in life is photography.
While he was trying to get his glaucoma under control, he suffered another blow: a stroke in the area of the brain responsible for vision. “Thankfully, most of the damage from the stroke was temporary, although I lost enough vision that I will never drive again.”
After Phillip’s stroke, he was taken off his cancer medications. “The doctors believed they were more life-threatening to me than the cancer itself.” Phillip found himself in treatment limbo. For the next two and a half years, his doctors used chemotherapy as sparingly as possible to avoid the dangerous complications.
By April 2012, Phillip had been off chemotherapy for a year, and his cancer levels were rising slowly and steadily. He was looking for a way to stay optimistic and engaged with the world, even though he felt very sick and was running out of treatment options. That’s when he decided to get superbetter. He transformed himself from Phillip the cancer patient to Phillip the Creative Cancer Fighter, and he vowed to not let his vision problems keep him from photography.
He started his SuperBetter journey with a simple quest: “Take a creative self-portrait, somewhere outdoors, and share it online before midnight.” To keep things simple, he decided to tackle this same quest, every day, for ninety days in a row.
“I wanted to spend time being creative,” Phillip explains. “But I also wanted something that would force me to leave my apartment. Some days when you’re living with cancer, you just won’t want to get out of bed. You think, ‘I have my laptop, I have my cell phone, I can hide out from the rest of the world, never engage with life beyond the four walls of my place.’ That’s how I felt.
“I was exhausted from the cancer treatment. And I was depressed. Partly, it was not being happy with myself and how I looked. It was very humbling for me, how cancer changed my appearance. I got so much weaker, I lost my hair, and I just wanted to hide it from the world. I needed something to help me reengage with the world around me.”
Sharing the photos online was just as important as taking them in the first place. He explains: “I have a shorter lifespan than most, so I’m thinking of a legacy. I’m taking pictures that I hope will be around online for a long time, maybe twenty, thirty years.”
Over the next ninety days of his photography quest, Phillip shared many of his SuperBetter experiences publicly, through his blog and a series of online videos. Here are some of his insights, in his own words.
“The first thing I’ve noticed with this quest is that I’m now ending every day on a positive note. I’ve been taking all my self-portraits during magic hour in the evening, which is the final hour before sunset when the outdoor light is the best. So I’ve actually gone outside for every sunset, every day. And I’ve been exploring the city, to find a new interesting location each day, different spaces I’ve never noticed before.
“I take my shots until I find one I’m satisfied with, and then I go back home, and before midnight I upload it online. I have that sense of accomplishment in taking a picture, feeling satisfied with it, uploading it—and boom, I did something today. And that makes me happy, to have a sense of purpose and accomplishment every day. I don’t think long term—I don’t have illusions of retiring in the Grand Cayman Islands. Instead, I’m happy each day that I wake up in my own bed and can go through the day without feeling overly tired or sick, while making progress on my photography quests.”
As the weeks passed, his creative photography inspired a new series of quests focused on physical resilience. “Because I’m taking a self-portrait every day, I’m paying more attention to how I look, and I’m wanting to look stronger in my photos. This inspired me to do something I haven’t done in a long time, which is working out regularly. I’m up to five to six times a week, and I feel like I’m getting in better shape. Staying in shape is important for cancer, especially with multiple myeloma, because I need to keep my bones strong. If the bones in my legs become brittle, I can have problems walking, I can break my legs very easily. I haven’t been doing as much to keep my legs strong as I should. The photography quest helped me kick-start this whole other area of my health and well-being.”
The upward spiral continued with each daily quest. Weeks later Phillip reported: “Every day I’m feeling more confident about what I’m learning. I’m understanding photography better, self-portraiture better, my camera better—I realized I hadn’t even used all the features before. I’m developing my skills, and it feels great.” These new skills led Phillip to make what was, for him, a surprising decision. “As a direct result of getting superbetter, I’ve decided to restart a major photography project that I had to put aside earlier during cancer treatment. I didn’t think I would ever restart it, or do something this ambitious with my photography again. But having a camera in my hand has energized me to pick it back up. It’s a big project. I know that it will take me another year to complete. I’m excited that I’m now actively planning to stay creative and active past these ninety days.”
Buoyed by his sense of purpose and progress, Phillip made it to his ninety-day epic win easily, without missing a single creative portrait along the way. On day ninety, he shared the following reflection: “This has been amazing. I’m not feeling depressed anymore. I have more energy. I’ve seen real improvement in my photography. I’ve used SuperBetter to understand my world better and, through that, to understand myself. It was just what I needed to kick-start my life again and to focus on remaining positive, happy, and living each day to the fullest.”
Phillip continues to fight cancer creatively today. Approximately one year after reaching his goal of ninety creative self-portraits, he received a new and experimental treatment for multiple myeloma. So far the results have been outstanding. His cancer has gone into remission for stretches as long as nine months at a time—and he’s still making time to be creative each and every day. He recently updated all his SuperBetter allies: “I’m feeling great and enjoying life. I have blood tests every five weeks, and my cancer levels are still low. I feel so alive every day, focused on extending my ‘between chemotherapy’ periods of life for as long as possible. And I’m continuing to use photography quests as therapy for health and healing. Every day I enjoy chatting with people around Vancouver, taking photos, and just stopping and reflecting on how amazing my life is.” (You can find Phillip’s photography at www.flickr.com/photos/tyfn.)
There’s one other important quest-related trick you can learn from games. It’s the art of fun framing, and it can help you increase your willpower—and even procrastinate less.
Fun framing is what happens when you decide to do something for the pure pleasure, excitement, or enjoyment of it. Ask any kid why they play their favorite game, and the first response you’ll usually get is “Because it’s fun!” But what does that really mean? Fun is not a discrete positive emotion, like joy or gratitude or curiosity or pride. Fun, instead, is a state of mind. Fun is how we describe an activity that we enjoy for its own sake. Studies show that if we get paid or praised or otherwise rewarded for doing something, we’re less likely to describe it as fun—even if it’s the exact same activity.17 That’s because fun happens when we focus only on the intrinsic pleasure, excitement, and enjoyment we feel—not when we think about the extrinsic rewards we might get out of it.
It turns out that planning to have fun—instead of trying to seek rewards—is actually a very powerful state of mind. Consider this fascinating scientific study on the benefits of fun framing.
A team of researchers from Cornell University, New Mexico State University, and the Grenoble School of Management in France decided to investigate a well-known but poorly understood phenomenon: why so many people gain weight during exercise programs, even if they started exercising specifically to try to lose weight. And here’s what they discovered: there is a very strong link between how people think about physical activity and what they eat afterward. People who think of physical activity as “exercise” typically have more dessert later in the day and eat more high-calorie snacks. That’s because they typically think of exercise as hard work, which we do to improve our health, rather than as something fun or pleasurable for its own sake. Therefore exercise deserves a “reward.” (And the calories contained in the reward often exceed the calories burned during exercise, leading to weight gain.)
People who think of physical activity primarily as a way to have fun, however, are much less likely to “reward” themselves with food later. That’s because they already feel rewarded by the excitement and enjoyment of the physical activity itself. They don’t need a cookie or a bag of chips. They already had fun, and that was reward enough!
Here’s the good news: the Cornell study showed that changing someone’s mental framework for thinking about physical activity is not hard. Even people who think they don’t like exercise are able to reframe it as a fun activity. Simply calling the activity a “scenic walk,” for example—emphasizing the opportunity to enjoy pleasurable sights—rather than an “exercise walk” made all the difference. This tiny change in state of mind led people to eat fewer rewards and successfully lose more weight.18
What does this research mean for you? If you’re trying to increase your willpower as part of your journey to get superbetter, make sure that you adopt a fun frame every time you tackle a quest.
One way to adopt a fun frame is just to say to yourself, “This is going to be fun.” (This cognitive priming is similar to the Get excited! technique you learned about in Chapter 5.) Just telling yourself you’re going to have fun is half the battle.
It will also help if you think of your daily quests as opportunities for pleasure and excitement. Before you complete a quest, ask yourself, “What’s enjoyable about this?” or “What’s exciting about this?” Try to find at least one aspect of each quest that you would enjoy for its own sake, whether it’s learning something new or spending time on yourself, and focus on that.
Whatever you do, don’t think of quests as difficult tasks that you need to use a ton of willpower to tackle. Otherwise you’re more likely to compromise your willpower later in the day and “reward” yourself with treats that may actually make it harder to achieve your SuperBetter goals.
Fun framing has another benefit: it can help you break the habit of procrastinating.
A team of psychologists at DePaul University and Case Western University decided to investigate the reasons some people chronically procrastinate—and what techniques would help them procrastinate less. So they set up an experiment in which half the participants were invited to “take a math test,” while the other half were invited to “play a math game.” In reality, the test and the game were the exact same activity; the only difference was in the framing.
Both sets of participants were given an hour to prepare by practicing the same kind of math problems that they would have to solve in the test or the game. They didn’t have to practice and prepare. They were free to procrastinate—that is, to ignore the practice problems and distract themselves with any enjoyable activity they preferred.
So what happened? The participants who thought they were preparing for a test were far more likely to procrastinate. They waited, on average, until 60 percent of the practice period had passed to get started. But participants who thought they were preparing for a game were much more likely to dive in right away and take every opportunity to get better. They hardly procrastinated at all. Why? Because they didn’t consider the activity to be something they wanted to avoid. It was going to be fun, so they got started right away.
Even though it was the exact same activity, the “game players” jumped in with more enthusiasm and motivation than the “test takers.” For this reason, the researchers describe chronic procrastination as a “self-handicap” that can be eliminated by simply labeling more activities as “fun” or “pleasurable.”
Both of these studies show that what makes an activity fun is not the nature of the activity but how you approach it—with a focus on the potential pleasure, excitement, and enjoyment. The same exact activity can be fun or work, something to avoid or something to dive right into, simply because of the way you describe it to yourself.
Whatever your challenge or goal is, fun framing can help you do more of what will truly help you get superbetter—and less of what might make it harder. Just remember to think of each and every quest that you accept or design for yourself as a chance to have a little fun.
Here are a few more tips for designing your quests:
Ask your friends and family for quests. Ask them to suggest one tiny thing you could do in the next twenty-four hours to be happier, healthier, stronger, or braver—or more of any value that you’re comfortable sharing with them. Friends and family are a great source of new and interesting ideas. Plus, you’ll get bonus motivation and satisfaction from completing a quest that someone you care about personally challenged you to do!
If you like a quest and want to do it often, turn it into a power-up! Quests are a way to explore different actions and see what brings you genuine strength, happiness, and health. If you really enjoy a quest, turn it into a power-up so you’ll be able to make it a habit.
To really create momentum, design a quest chain. A quest chain, in video games, is a series of quests that all focus on the same activity or skill. Each one requires just a little more effort, ability, or creativity. To design a quest chain, start with a basic quest: What’s the smallest, tiniest committed action I’m confident I can take in the next twenty-four hours? Then once you’ve done that successfully, just keep asking follow-up questions: What’s the next easy action I can take? or If I do that again, how can I make it more challenging or more interesting? A quest chain can have anywhere from three to a dozen quests. Eventually, as you build momentum and learn more about what you’re capable of, the tiny steps you’re taking will turn into leaps and bounds.
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Allies
How to Be Gameful Rule 5
Recruit your allies—friends and family members who will help you along the way.
The advice in this chapter is based on a simple “aha!” moment I had when I was recovering from my concussion: It’s hard to be vulnerable and ask for help with a serious problem. But it’s easy to invite someone else to play a game.
After all, we do it all the time. Collectively, we spend more than a billion hours a week playing video games with our friends and family.1 We spend even more hours playing cards, board games, and sports together.2
The ease with which we invite each other to play is the key to feeling more connected and getting more social support when we need it most.
Having social support makes it easier for us to achieve our goals. It’s not just that our friends and family help us directly by offering their time, advice, or resources. Medical research shows that our bodies respond to social support in dramatic ways, getting stronger and more resilient every time someone helps us.
Every time you get support from someone—an encouraging word, a shared laugh, a hug, a satisfying conversation, a gesture of kindness, a few minutes of fun together—the following things happen:
No matter what challenge you’re facing, this kind of physical resilience helps you have more strength and energy to achieve your goals.
And let’s not forget the immediate and very practical benefits of social support: the resources your allies can provide, whether it’s words of wisdom, ideas, information, supplies, introductions, a spare hand, a fresh perspective, or just good company.
Social support also potentially gives you more time on this planet to pursue your biggest dreams. A meta-review of 163 different studies of social support and mortality found that increasing the number of positive social interactions you have each day extends your life expectancy as much as giving up a pack-a-day cigarette habit or reaching a healthy weight.4 (That is, on average, it adds just over six years to your life expectancy.)
But what if you’re naturally introverted or a very private person? What if you have fewer close friends and family than you’d like? The good news is that you don’t need an extroverted or outgoing personality to achieve a strong sense of social support. And you don’t need a large group of friends who you feel comfortable sharing your problems with. Having just one or two allies makes a huge difference. Scientists define a true ally, or strong social tie, as someone you can speak to honestly about your stress and challenges and whom you believe you could ask for help with a serious problem.5
Of course, knowing how beneficial it can be to ask for help and to speak honestly about your challenges doesn’t necessarily make it easy to do. I know this firsthand. When I was dealing with my biggest personal challenge, the long recovery from concussion, I was scared to tell others how much I was hurting. And I didn’t want to be a burden to anyone by asking for help. I felt this way even about the people closest to me, like my husband and my twin sister. So how did I do it?
In this chapter, you’ll learn to share your challenge and ask for support gamefully. You’ll discover how the seven gameful rules actually make it easier for friends and family members to know exactly what to do to help you—by bringing you a power-up, helping you resist a bad guy, or completing a quest with you. You’ll develop the skills to cultivate connectedness when you need it most—not by asking for help, but by inviting others to play and to team up with you on cooperative missions and adventures.
It’s not just easier to recruit allies this way. It actually makes your relationships stronger. As we’ve seen in countless studies in this book already, when you play a game with someone, you build the positive emotions, the mirror neurons, and the lasting trust necessary to truly be there for each other. You’ll be surprised how much positive impact this will have not just on you but also on the people you invite to be your allies.
As one SuperBetter player, who was invited to help his brother play for depression, explains: “We talk in SuperBetter-ese now. We say things like ‘That sounds like a bad guy’ or ‘You should add that as a power-up.’ We didn’t have words to talk about this stuff before. Now I have words to put to goals he has. It makes a big difference. I honestly had no idea before what I could say or do to help him. Now I do.”
When it comes to social support, I often think of the wisdom of one of my favorite storytellers, G. K. Chesterton: “There are no words to express the abyss between isolation and having one ally. It may be conceded to the mathematician that four is twice two. But two is not twice one; two is two thousand times one.” Even if you think you’re not the kind of person who can ask for help, you can make an ally. This chapter will show you how.
But first let’s take a quick look at the top five reasons why it’s so much easier to get superbetter with at least one ally by your side.
The Top Five Ways Your Allies Can Help
Our SuperBetter players have teamed up with allies all over the world. They’ve joined forces with friends and family, coworkers and coaches, doctors and therapists, teachers and online buddies.
I asked them what their allies do for them that helps the most. Here are the top five ways they say their allies give them extra strength and motivation, week in and week out.
1. My ally suggests a quest.
“Sometimes I get stuck thinking up my own quests, so I ask my allies, including my kids, for new ideas. Plus, if my allies tell me to do something, I always make more of an effort. I don’t want to let them down.”—Mark, forty-nine, whose challenge is getting fit for fifty
2. We activate a power-up together.
“My allies know what all my power-ups are, and they’ve been conspiring behind my back to make sure that at least one of them activates a power-up with me every day. Literally, they made a schedule. It’s really sweet.” —Sarah, nineteen, whose challenge is discovering life after soccer (and dealing with postconcussion syndrome)
3. We brainstorm strategies for a bad guy.
“There are days where I feel like there is no possible way I can win against the bad guys. If I’m having one of those days, I can just say to my favorite ally, my sister, ‘I’m stuck in the Void of Guilt. Help!’” —Regina, thirty, whose challenge is overcoming the working mom blues
4. We have a daily or weekly “debrief” or check-in.
“Every day I look forward to telling my boyfriend what I’ve done to get superbetter. I tell him which quests I completed, which power-ups I activated, and which bad guys I battled. It motivates me to do more and try harder, because I know he wants to hear good news. But if I tell him I did zero quests, activated zero power-ups, and spent all day getting beat up by the bad guys, I know he’ll give me a little extra attention and care that night. He seems to have a much easier time understanding what I’m feeling when I put it in simple game terms.” —Maisie, twenty-eight, whose challenge is finishing her Ph.D.
5. We celebrate an epic win together.
“Most of my allies are online friends. They helped me plan a Day of Chris celebration for after I achieved my first big goal, which was to walk one hundred miles total. I’ve been adding up fifteen-minute walks after each meal, which is a big part of managing my blood sugar and staying healthy with diabetes. It took me three months to reach my epic win. As I got closer, my allies started encouraging me to spend a whole day celebrating my hard work by doing just things I love. I took photos of how I spent the Day of Chris to share with them.” —Chris, thirty-one, whose challenge is having a strong mind and body
You’re starting to get a better idea of just how allies can help you get superbetter. Before you start recruiting your own, let’s warm up your social muscles.
It turns out that just thinking about getting help or giving help can give your social resilience a boost. To find out how, try this quest!
QUEST 33: Imagine That!
It’s time to tap the power of your imagination.
What to do: Take a minute right now to consider three fictional scenarios. Each one asks you to imagine yourself facing a very unusual challenge. You’ll need to pick one person who you would join forces with as you tackle each hypothetical challenge. The scenarios are fictional, but the person you pick should be real, someone you already know and are close to in everyday life.
There’s just one rule for this quest: you must pick a different person for each scenario. It’s no fair calling on the same ally for all three crazy challenges! At the end of this quest, you should have a total of three different people in mind.
What if you draw a blank and can’t think of anyone you could ask for help in these situations? That’s okay—just flip the scenarios around. Imagine that someone you know—someone specific—is facing the crazy challenge, then think about what you would do to help. (When it comes to boosting social resilience, thinking about how you could become an ally for someone else is as beneficial as imagining someone else being an ally for you!)
These scenarios are silly on purpose, so don’t take them too seriously. Just pretend for a moment, and let your imagination take hold! (A special thanks to game designer Chelsea Howe, currently creative director for Electronic Arts Mobile, for creating these crazy scenarios with me.)
Scenario 1: Oh no! A meteor struck planet Earth, and its cosmic rays have turned millions of people into mutants with unpredictable superpowers. Guess what? You are now one of those mutants with superpowers. You’re pretty sure you can figure out a way to use them for good. But in the meantime the government is after you.
Who can you trust with your secret? Who will you tell the truth to about your superpowers? Who can help you figure out what to do with them?
Pick one Mutant Superpower ally now.
Scenario 2: Uh-oh! The local chocolate factory exploded! A raging river of delicious chocolate has covered your home and everything in it. Fortunately, the elves who run the factory have a plan to clean up the mess: they’re going to eat all the chocolate themselves—yum! Unfortunately, it will take them at least a week to eat it all.
Who is the person geographically closest to you who you could stay with, or at least borrow clothes and other useful things from, until all the chocolate is cleaned up? Or, if your house is the first to be cleaned up, who is the first person who lives near you, who you will offer clothes or a place to stay?
Pick one Chocolate Mudslide ally now.
Scenario 3: Whoa! Your eccentric, long-lost aunt Zelda just left you one million dollars in her will. If you spend it all by next Tuesday, you’ll inherit a billion dollars. But there’s a catch: you have to spend the first million without accumulating a single worldly possession, and you can’t give the money away or donate it to charity.
Aunt Zelda’s will stipulates that you can enlist only one person’s help in spending the first million. If you tell anyone else what you’re up to, the money goes to her cat. Who do you enlist as your coconspirator, as you try to unlock the billion dollars? Who would be able to help you come up with a winning strategy? Who would you have the most fun with as you blow through the first million dollars?
Pick one Million Dollar Spree ally now.
Why it works: When you vividly imagine fictional scenarios like the ones in this quest, you activate important social emotions like gratitude, empathy, trust, and compassion—all emotions that make you more likely to get and give support in the future.
Now that you’ve completed this quest, you’ve not only sparked some helpful social emotions, you’ve also identified three potential allies to recruit for your game. (Or perhaps, you’ve identified three people you’d like to become an ally to!) So let’s talk more about exactly what an ally does.
This SuperBetter story captures the ally experience perfectly—much to the surprise of its hero, Alex, who never wanted any allies in the first place.
A SuperBetter Story: The Reluctant Hero
Alex Goldman, thirty, a public radio show producer who lives in New York City, is the last person you’d ever expect to recruit allies. “There’s nothing in the world I hate more than asking for help,” he told me on the air, when we chatted on his radio show in late 2011.
Alex is an avid bike rider, but in the summer of 2011, he suffered a terrible accident when he was knocked off his bike and run over by a car. “I had multiple fractures in my leg,” he recounted, “and I needed two surgeries to fix them. After my first surgery, I spent three weeks with rods and clamps drilled into the bones in my leg. I had a second surgery to remove them, and then I spent six weeks on crutches.”6
Even after he started walking again, Alex faced a long road to recovery. “I walk with a limp now, and every step is pretty painful,” he said. “My leg swells up in the afternoons. I can’t do any of the exercise I used to do, especially riding my bike. The medical professionals looking at my injury have not been all that clear about whether this is permanent or not. As you can imagine, this has left me incredibly depressed.”
Alex turned to SuperBetter during this difficult time. I spoke with him on air before he started playing, to go over the rules. He was convinced that recruiting allies would be the toughest part of the game for him, harder even than running a marathon on his broken leg! But when we spoke again, six weeks later, he had not only achieved his first epic win—a three-mile bike ride around Brooklyn’s Prospect Park—but to his great surprise, he also had a whopping eleven allies by his side when he did it.
How did he get from refusing to ask anyone for help, ever, to being surrounded by friends and coworkers cheering him on?
It started slowly, with just two allies—his wife, Sarah, and his colleague PJ. He told them about his goal and asked them to spend the next six weeks helping him achieve it. To break the ice, he showed Sarah and PJ his list of bad guys: “Stuff like not socializing, staying up really late but not getting anything done, junk food, generally things that kept me sedentary and lethargic and unhappy.” Then he shared his power-up list: “Anything that would get me physically moving or interacting with other people.” With PJ at work and Sarah at home, he had someone around essentially 24/7 to help him keep moving and avoid succumbing to the bad guys.
Alex admitted that he never would have asked for this much help on his own. “To be quite honest, the process was hard for me,” he said, “even though the game rules made it easier. But the flip side of it being really difficult was that it was also really nice to have people hold me accountable. The behavior I’d developed after the accident was just to sit around feeling sorry for myself. Having people trying to push me to behavior that would make me feel better was superhelpful.”
Once Alex saw the advantages of having allies, he decided to expand his circle of support. But he didn’t feel comfortable talking to other friends or colleagues yet about his challenges. So he turned to online discussion forums and social media. As an avid player of Team Fortress 2, a popular online team-based shooter game, Alex felt comfortable recruiting allies from a pool of strangers online. Soon a dozen allies he’d never met in real life were sending him ideas for power-ups, bad guy strategies, and quests. They also helped him decide on the epic win he would try to achieve: getting back on his bicycle and riding one lap (or three miles) around Brooklyn’s Prospect Park.
“I suppose this is a bit of a no-brainer, but I was shocked at how motivating it is to have other people designing quests for me,” Alex said. “The quests my allies have given me have been much more interesting and enlightening than anything I’ve come up with myself.” His favorite one required him to buy his wife a flower and purchase two new toys for his cats. The twist: he had to travel to the flower shop and pet store on foot, ensuring he would get some physical exercise. “This suggestion was very smart, because I’m much more motivated to make my wife and cats happier than I am to do my own physical therapy,” he said. He reported it “a huge success—I not only achieved my physical activity goal for the day, my cats and wife are looking at me like I’m their hero.”
Alex also appreciated an ally who sent him a fifteen-dollar gift certificate to a bar near Prospect Park, with instructions to enjoy a beer—but only if he completed a lap of the park on foot first. It was more great motivation to get out and work toward his epic win.
Having allies and completing quests started to make a real difference in how Alex was feeling every day. As he described in The SuperBetter Diaries, a blog he kept during his eight weeks of play: “I’m now in my fourth week using SuperBetter, and my coworkers have been talking about how uncharacteristically sunny my disposition is.”7 This gave him the perfect opportunity to talk more openly about his rehabilitation and to recruit even more allies.
These friends and coworkers turned out to be just as supportive and helpful as his online allies—giving quests, sending power-up reminders, and rooting against the bad guys. More important, they were there in person for Alex’s attempt at an epic win. On a cool morning in November, eleven allies showed up bright and early to complete a lap of Prospect Park with him.
“Even though I usually hate this kind of cheer ’em on, rah-rah type of attention, which is why everyone thinks I’m a selfish, ungrateful curmudgeon, it was very flattering and encouraging that a lot of my coworkers and friends came by to show their support,” he said afterward—clearly still a bit wary of social support but just as clearly happy to receive it.
So how did his attempt at an epic win go? “The ride was a victory. It was the first time in six months I’d gotten back on my bike, which has been really difficult and terrifying for me. It was a big step. And yes, it definitely felt epic!”
To help him celebrate and remember the feeling of victory, one of Alex’s allies made a video of the bike ride and set it to the theme from Chariots of Fire. Alex proudly shared the video online. And when I talked to him on the radio after six weeks of play, he admitted how surprised he was that recruiting and collaborating with allies turned out—shockingly, for a self-described curmudgeon!—to be his favorite part of the experience.
Three years later I touched base with Alex to see how he’s doing. He still credits SuperBetter with helping him bounce back faster and stronger from his traumatic injury. He’s an active athlete again, with a newfound ability to ask for help. “I healed up really, really well. SuperBetter definitely helped,” he told me. But for Alex, a speedier physical recovery wasn’t the biggest benefit of getting gameful. “In the end,” he said, “getting superbetter for me was actually much more about emotional and mental health than just a physical recovery.”
There are lots of ways to seek and offer social support, but as Alex’s story shows, social support in SuperBetter has a structure—to make it easier to ask for help and easier to give it.
The structure is simple. In SuperBetter an ally is someone who:
That’s it. There are lots of other incredibly helpful things your allies can do for you once they’re on board—and we’ll talk about that in just a bit. But to make someone an ally, all it takes is for you to share your game and for them to accept the invitation to play.
It helps if your ally understands a little bit about SuperBetter. But most SuperBetter players I’ve interviewed have found it very easy to explain the concept of real-life power-ups, bad guys, and quests—it only takes a minute. And if you’d like to give your allies a chance to dig deeper, sharing this book is one way to get them up to speed; a faster way is to send them a link to the video of the TED talk I gave on SuperBetter (search online for “The game that can give you 10 extra years of life”).
Here are some tips for talking to potential allies about SuperBetter:
Once your ally accepts the invitation to play, there’s no limit to what they might dream up to do to help! For example, when Jens, a player in the Netherlands, made it his SuperBetter challenge to quit smoking, his ally surprised him with an extra source of motivation: a friendly bet. “He proposed that if I went one hundred days without smoking, he’d turn over all the soil in my garden and prepare it for planting. If I failed, I’d have to clean his house all winter.” Jens won the bet.
If your allies would like some ideas about how to help you get superbetter, share the following advice with them. (You’ll notice that the advice describes SuperBetter players as “heroes.” So if someone is your ally, you are that person’s hero!)
HOW TO BE AN AWESOME ALLY
If someone in your life is tackling a tough challenge or trying to make a positive change, you can help them. With your support and encouragement, they’re much more likely to achieve their goals.
You’ll benefit, too. Being a good ally means practicing and mastering important skills that make you a better friend, parent, coach, or partner. Plus, every time you take action as an ally, you increase your own social resilience—the strength that makes you more likely to get support in the future when you need it most.
Here are the top ten ways to be a powerful ally.
1. Know your hero. Being an ally always starts with getting to know your hero’s current challenge, power-ups, and bad guys. (And their secret identity, if they’ve chosen to adopt one!) Ask your hero to give you a quick rundown.
2. Bring your hero power-ups. Now that you know your hero’s power-ups, offer to activate one together. For example, if your hero has a five-minute dance party as a power-up, invite them to throw a dance party in person or over video chat with you. Or send favorite power-ups your hero’s way. If your hero has dark green veggies as a power-up, bake your hero some cheesy kale chips. If one of their favorite power-ups is looking at photos of baby animals, share one by email or social media. And if you have an idea for a new power-up, suggest it—and ask your hero to let you know if it helped!
3. Help your hero battle a bad guy. Pick a bad guy on your hero’s list, and try to think of a strategy to help him or her successfully battle it. Do some research online to find tips and tricks that have worked for others facing a similar bad guy. Or use your creativity! Whatever strategies you suggest, ask your hero to report back on how well they worked.
4. Give your hero a quest. It’s not always easy to see the path forward. You can help your hero by challenging him or her to accomplish a task of your choosing in the next twenty-four hours. Remember, a quest is any tiny way your hero can get stronger, happier, healthier, or closer to a big goal. Be sure the quests you give him or her are realistic—and it’s always more fun when you offer to go on a quest together! (If you’re stuck for ideas, just give your favorite quests from this book, including the adventures at the back!)
5. Get a report. Ask the simple question “How is your SuperBetter journey going?” You can spark conversation by asking specifically about different things. “What’s your favorite power-up so far?” “Is there a bad guy you feel you’ve made a lot of progress with?” “Have you done any interesting quests lately?” “What quest is coming up next for you?” You can get a report by phone, email, video chat, in person—whatever feels natural. If you’re really close with your hero, you can ask for a daily report. It can give him or her a huge emotional and motivational boost to know that every day will end with the chance to connect and reflect. Otherwise, just reach out and ask for a report whenever you can. Many allies find that touching base once or twice a week is plenty.
6. Hunt the good stuff. One of the most important things you can do is to shine a light on your hero’s hard work and accomplishments. Think of yourself as a detective—your mission is to hunt the good stuff they’re doing, then make a big deal out of it. You’ll want to do more than just say “Good job.” When he or she makes a heroic effort or accomplishes a tough goal, ask questions about how they did it. What were their strategies? Where did they find the strength? Ask how it feels now that they’ve done it. Ask what it inspires them to do next. Or tell them what it inspires you to do!
Psychologists call this active constructive responding. It means taking someone’s good news or success and helping them really savor and celebrate it. Active constructive responding is a skill—the more you practice it, the more naturally it will come to you. Just remember, it’s not about over-the-top praise or positive feedback. Just try to ask three questions about any good thing that happens. Then reflect back to them what you’ve heard!
7. Celebrate their secret identity. If your hero has adopted a secret identity, find out the inspiration behind it. Were they inspired by a character from a book, a movie, a comic, a play, mythology, or history? Or is there another story behind its creation? Asking your hero to tell you how they came up with their secret identity is a great way to learn more about what they value and the strengths they want to develop.
Once you know more about their inspiration, see if you can have fun with it. Look for a digital image online that relates to their secret identity, and share it with your hero. Dig up some quotes from the book, movie, or story that inspired them, and deliver one each week—by email or text if you’re long distance, or you can handwrite the quotes and slip them somewhere to surprise your hero! If you’re artistic, draw a doodle of your hero in their new secret identity. There are infinite ways to show your hero that you truly see them as the powerful, awesome person they want to be.
8. Stay tuned. Sometimes the best way to show support for someone is just to pay attention to what they’re doing and saying. It’s kind of like when you’re having a conversation with someone. When they’re talking, you want to nod your head and say “Mmm-hmm” occasionally—so they know you’re still with them. It’s good to develop the same kind of habit the rest of the time, too—little cues that let your friend know you’re paying attention. This is thankfully made easier if your hero is active on social media or has a blog. If so, like, favorite, or comment on your hero’s posts often—especially ones about getting superbetter! Think of your likes, favorites, and comments as virtual nods and “mmm-hmms!” They let your friend know they’re not alone—and that you’re with them every step of the way.
9. When the going gets really tough, have a heart-to-heart. Scientists have found that when it comes to feeling deeply supported, three kinds of social interaction build those bonds best: voice, face to face, and touch. So when your hero really needs a boost, you have three options. First, you can speak up. Research shows that when it comes to expressing support, a phone call is more powerful than the written word. Second, you can show your face! It turns out that we convey friendship, love, and encouragement through our facial expressions more than any other way. So when it’s time to connect, how about a video chat? Finally, you can reach out—literally. Scientists have shown that physical touch—like a hug or a high-five—boosts confidence, eases pain, reduces stress, and strengthens relationships. In order to give this kind of support, you’ll want to actually see your friend in person whenever possible.8
10. Be a rock. This is the toughest ally skill to cultivate. It means that even when you’re busy, you take the time to touch base with your hero, every single day you can. Touching base can be as simple as sending a text message, or posting a comment on their social media feed, or asking a single question about their SuperBetter day when you see them. Studies show that when it comes to social support, quantity counts as much as quality.9 So don’t wait until you can devote a lot of time to your hero. Just take thirty seconds out of your day to give support, and it will add up to a huge positive impact, one day at a time.
Remember, forging a powerful alliance doesn’t benefit only you—it helps your friends and family better understand what you’re going through. It lets them discover concrete ways to give you support that will actually make a difference.
This is especially important if you’re facing a huge obstacle or going through a really tough time. Your loved ones can feel powerless to help in the face of your challenge—even though they desperately want to. But it doesn’t have to be that way. A meta-analysis of seventy different psychology and medical studies revealed that when the friends and family members of someone going through an illness, injury, or tough crisis are given suggestions for improving communication and support with their loved one, the friends and family experience less stress and less anxiety, report happier moods, and have more physical energy.10
One SuperBetter player, Joe, a senior advertising executive who lives near Tampa, saw this benefit himself when he started a familywide SuperBetter game. “We’ve started a SuperBetter Great-Grandmother Program for my mother, who has two children, five grandchildren, and thirteen great-grandchildren,” he told me recently. “The two aims of the program are, one, to support and comfort her with loving messages and phone calls as she adjusts to assisted living, and two, to teach the extended family how to set up their own SuperBetter games, to help them build their own healthy networks of friends and family. It’s been a huge blessing so far.” Twenty-seven family members in total joined up as allies for Super Great-Grandmother Jeanette, and they are all working together to make sure she receives one phone call, letter, or photo every single day. More important, Joe told me, “everyone in the family is now thinking about their own power-ups, bad guys, and how they can help each other. It’s been a great bonding and learning experience for all.”
Joe’s game isn’t just multiplayer—it’s practically massively multiplayer! You don’t need to be so ambitious yourself. But when it comes to games, the more the merrier—and social resilience can ripple through your entire social network. Inviting allies to play isn’t good just for you—it’s good for them, too.
Joe’s experience is not unique. As you’ll see in the next story, a gameful approach to social support can give your allies more power, courage, and optimism—and as a result, you get stronger, not only individually but also together.
A SuperBetter Story: Long-Distance Allies
It took three months of collecting power-ups, battling bad guys, and completing quests for Kate, twenty-six, to finally feel superbetter from her latest battle with depression. But for Kate to experience a major breakthrough in her relationship with her girlfriend, Laura, it took only three days of playing.
Kate and Laura have a long-distance relationship. Kate lives in Columbus, Ohio, where she works in IT support at a small nonprofit. Laura lives a three-hour drive away in Ann Arbor, Michigan. The couple met on a popular online dating site and felt such a strong connection, they decided to try to make it work, even though they could see each other only on weekends.
“I was honest with Laura about my struggles with depression and anxiety, right from the beginning,” Kate told me when I interviewed her about her SuperBetter experience. “But telling someone you struggle with depression doesn’t mean they’ll really understand what you’re going through. Even though Laura knew about it, I think my depression was like a black box to her. She couldn’t see inside. She never really knew how it was affecting me day to day.”
Laura’s distance made it hard for her to know when Kate was having a particularly tough day. But SuperBetter changed that, almost overnight—as soon as Kate decided to show Laura her lists of power-ups, bad guys, and quests. “I was a little embarrassed to ask my Laura to be my ally and play with me,” Kate said, “but she was excited to play. She told me she was happy to have a concrete way to help.”
What kind of help did Kate ask for? She kept it simple: she wanted to talk with Laura every night for a couple of minutes about which bad guys she had battled, which power-ups had helped, and what quest she was hoping to tackle next. They were already video chatting every night, so checking in about the game was an easy ritual to introduce.
It took a few days for Laura to pick up the lingo of SuperBetter, but once she caught on, it was easy for them to start talking for the first time in detail about Kate’s mental and emotional challenges. “The game talk let her see all the specific ways I was struggling,” Kate said. “I could say, well, ‘I’m having a tough time with the Self-Critic today, because I look in the mirror and only see flaws.’ Or I could say, ‘Help me put down the Warped Magnifying Glass, because I’m beating myself up about a small thing that happened about work.’”
This kind of conversation was new to the couple, even though they were already quite close. “I have all this negative self-talk inside my head that doesn’t really come up in conversation, despite the fact that I struggle with it daily. The daily game check-ins gave me a way to share it.”
As Laura started to understand the daily effects of Kate’s depression better, questing became an important part of their alliance. “She could see exactly what I was struggling with, and she would give me quests that encouraged me in the right direction.” Laura gave Kate, for example, a List Your Best Attributes quest that challenged her to list as many good qualities about herself in one minute as she could. She also gave Kate a You Are Beautiful quest, which required her to allow Laura to tell her “You are beautiful” for a full minute without any interruptions or negative self-talk.
Kate looks back now at the three months that she and Laura had daily SuperBetter check-ins as a crucial growth period for their relationship. “No one wants the world to see their weaknesses, struggles, and dark places. But the SuperBetter rules let me put these issues on display in a safe, constructive, and positive way. They let me show myself that I’m working to move past struggles and to improve myself, and for my girlfriend to see that as well.”
“There’s no question, as a result of playing together, we got so much stronger. There was so much more emotional intimacy. I think it’s because the SuperBetter rules reward emotional honesty and vulnerability—something the world as a whole does not often do. ”
With Laura as her closest ally, Kate made so much progress that she no longer considers depression the primary challenge in her life. “It’s something I’ll always have to deal with, but it doesn’t have to define or limit me.” So she is turning her gameful superpowers toward new goals. “SuperBetter has been such a positive way of looking at things that I’ve started tackling a whole other set of changes I want to make in my life,” she told me. Her current SuperBetter challenge is to jump-start her career: She wants to learn more computer programming so she can move out of her current role in IT support to become a systems administrator. And, she is happy to report, Laura is still a powerful ally, encouraging her every step of the way.
If you’re still feeling unsure about inviting someone you know to be your ally, let me leave you with one final piece of encouraging data.
Our SuperBetter players have invited many thousands of allies to play with them online. And our data show that these friends and family absolutely relish the opportunity to help. How do we know? People who initially joined SuperBetter as allies logged in, on average, twice as often as people who signed up to play for their own challenge! And they took more game actions, on average, every time they logged in than did players working on their own challenges—leaving supportive comments, suggesting quests, and so on. In other words, most allies are more than just willing to play along—they are excited to be a part of your journey. As one SuperBetter ally put it, “It means a lot when a friend or family member asks for help, and it means a lot to be recognized for the support you give.”
I don’t want to paint an overly rosy picture. There’s always the chance that you’ll invite someone to play who will be too busy right now, or too focused on tackling their own challenges, to fully embrace the experience. Or someone you invite may be biased against games and not bring enough enthusiasm to the occasion. It’s natural to feel hurt or disappointed if this happens. But the potential benefits of social support are so enormous, I encourage you to be willing to risk a little disappointment in order to pursue something that will truly make you stronger. (If you’re unsure who to recruit as your first ally, it certainly doesn’t hurt to invite someone who already plays a lot of games—or someone who has offered to help or expressed their support for you in the past.)
And remember, you don’t need a lifetime commitment from your allies. Interviews with SuperBetter players have shown that even if your ally fully engages with you around the game for only as little as one week, you will still both reap significant benefits. It takes only a little bit of play to spark feelings of closeness, improve communication, and strengthen your mutual understanding.
AN ALTERNATE STRATEGY: RECRUITING ALLIES ONLINE
As important as it is to have at least one ally whom you can see in person, that may not be the best way for you to start your game. In fact, roughly one in five new SuperBetter players says they would rather start their game with virtual allies than with everyday friends and family.
If you’re a very private or introverted person, you may feel this way, too. Or you may have a very practical reason for not wanting to recruit close friends and family. As one player explained on the SuperBetter discussion forum: “I’m working through painful feelings about some of the people in my life, and it would be really awkward for me to say to someone, ‘Hey, I think you are one of my bad guys!’ So for now, I think it’s better to share this stuff with strangers.”
Virtual allies are particularly helpful if you’re looking to connect with someone who has already been through the same challenge you’re tackling right now.
Or you may simply be one of the 25 percent of Americans who say they have no confidants with whom they feel comfortable discussing important personal matters.11 (This number has more than doubled over the past two decades—so if you don’t have any obvious candidates for allies, don’t worry. You’re not alone.)
If you fall into any of these boats, you can start recruiting allies today—online. There are discussion forums and social media groups online for just about any challenge you can imagine. Not sure where to start? At Areyougameful.com, I’ve gathered links to popular forums and groups for the most common SuperBetter challenges. You can also discover fellow players by searching for the hashtag #superbetter on social media networks, like Instagram, Twitter, and Pinterest. (I’ve made a surprising number of virtual allies doing that!)
Experienced SuperBetter players frequently rave about their virtual allies. As one player puts it, “I could never have guessed that I would start to feel so close to my allies—people that I’ve never met in real life, who I don’t even know what they look like—and really care about them, about their dreams and their struggles, and feel happy and proud when they do well. The ally experience has been far more personal, invigorating, and valuable than I had ever guessed when I started. I love my allies! We are a family of sorts—the good kind.”
Better yet, research suggests that virtual allies can increase your social resilience, even if you only ever communicate by screen. As one meta-analysis of forty-five different scientific studies shows, most people experience a genuine increase in perceived social support by participating in online communities dedicated to giving one another advice and encouragement.
As your social resilience increases, you may find yourself more comfortable with the idea of recruiting allies from your everyday life. Think of online allies not as a substitute for everyday allies but rather as a springboard for you to eventually create more powerful alliances in the rest of your life.
I hope you’re convinced, and now it’s time to take this game from single-player to multiplayer. Let’s make that happen right now—with a very important quest.
QUEST 34: Recruit Your First Ally
What to do: Pick one person in your life to invite to be your first SuperBetter ally.
If you’re not sure who, these brainstorming questions can help:
When you’ve picked your first ally, all you need to do to complete this quest is to reach out.
“I’m playing a game to help me [name your challenge]. I’d like you to play the game with me. It will only take a few minutes a week, and we can play over the phone, by email, online, by video chat, or in person.”
Alternative quest: Post a message on any online forum or social media group introducing yourself and your challenge.
Good luck—and may your allies always have your back!
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Secret Identity
How to Be Gameful Rule 6
Adopt a secret identity. Pick a heroic nickname that highlights your unique personal strengths.
This is the most playful of all the rules for gameful living. It requires you to have a sense of humor, and not take yourself too seriously. It also involves a bit of creativity and self-reflection to pick the right heroic nickname.
What is a secret identity? Think of it as an avatar for the real world. In video games, avatars are the heroic characters we play as. We see the virtual world through their eyes, and we draw on their special strengths.
As we saw in Chapter 3, playing a video game with a heroic avatar can bring out your heroic qualities in real life. But you don’t need a video game or a 3-D character to maximize your heroic potential. Your own imagination and creativity are strong enough to do the trick. Simply by adopting a heroic nickname, or secret identity, you can bring out some of your most important challenge-facing attributes, like determination, courage, and compassion.
Your heroic nickname could be inspired by fiction, myth, history, or even family legend. Here are some of my favorite secret identities from successful SuperBetter players. As you can see, they all highlight different strengths and struggles unique to the player.
“I’m going to be the Dread Pirate Rosie, after the Dread Pirate Roberts from my favorite movie The Princess Bride. I’ve always been secretly a swashbuckler at heart, but too shy and unfit to do much in real life. When I’m more secure about my physical fitness and self-confidence, I plan to learn to fence and sail.”
“My secret identity is Rodger Cole because it is the English version of my father’s name. This name gives me strength because my father always stayed calm, simple, and generous in any situation. I want to honor him and be strong like him.”
“I’m Psyonic Girl, like a comic book superhero. Sometimes negative emotions overwhelm me. But not Psyonic Girl! She is able to control her psyche at all times and can conjure her own feelings of well-being, happiness, and love.”
“I’ve gone with Dunky Dory—which sounds silly and makes me smile! Dunky, because my real name is Duncan. Dory, after Dory from Finding Nemo—I love this character because that fish takes everything in stride, doesn’t worry about any personal shortcomings, ‘just keep swimming.’”
“I’ve chosen Kingfisher Fire as my secret identity. It’s from a poem by my favorite poet, Gerard Manley Hopkins, which includes the line ‘What I do is me, for that I came.’ I’m using SuperBetter to get better from a lot of different things, but I feel like all of them are barriers that get in the way of my being able to say, ‘What I do is me.’”
“I’m Mary Fuckin’ Poppins. As that genius woman once said, ‘Just a spoon full of sugar helps the medicine go down!’ These days I’ve got a hell of a lot of medicine to swallow. This nickname also shows I have a strong sense of humor, which I think will be really important to me for not giving up and reaching my goals.”
“My secret identity is Sergeant Self-Care. Self-care is my focus on my way to becoming SuperBetter from PTSD. I’ve always put helping others at the top of my life’s to-do list. But I’m finding out that if I don’t love and care for myself first, I can’t do that for anyone else. I picked the title Sergeant because one of the most inspiring characters I’ve ever encountered is Sgt. Carwood Lipton from the Band of Brothers series. Sergeant Lipton was an actual soldier who fought as a US paratrooper in World War II. He was courageous even when put in terrifying situations and did his job to the best of his ability at all times. His ability to be humble and have a positive attitude while providing life-saving compassion for his fellow soldiers is truly an inspiration.”
Why adopt a secret identity? Although this rule seems quite playful, it has a surprisingly powerful impact.
A secret identity helps you focus on what researchers call your signature character strengths—the heroic qualities that are core to who you are.
Signature character strengths are different from one person to the next: determination, kindness, humor, spirituality, a sense of adventure, or love of learning. Figuring out your strengths will help you develop new strategies for reaching your goals—strategies that are customized for you and therefore more likely to work.
As you tackle different challenges, you might decide to draw on different strengths. Switching up your secret identity can help you do just that. When I was battling mild traumatic brain injury, I became Jane the Concussion Slayer—inspired by the fictional Buffy the Vampire Slayer—to bring out my courage and determination. When I was trying to get pregnant with my husband, I became Jane of Willendorf—inspired by the thirty-thousand-year-old curvaceous stone figure known as the Venus of Willendorf, presumed to be a fertility good luck charm. Becoming Jane of Willendorf helped me focus on different strengths: my ability to love and be loved. As your challenges and goals change, you may find it helpful to don a new heroic persona.
A secret identity has another surprising effect: it brings your allies closer—if you reveal the secret. Some SuperBetter players keep their secret identities to themselves. (After all, how many years did it take for Clark Kent to reveal he was Superman to Lois Lane?) But if you do choose to share your heroic persona, you will find that it’s a powerful way to communicate to friends and family who you want to become—as well as the strengths and powers that are essential to your journey.
Perhaps most important, a secret identity is the first step toward telling a heroic story about yourself. Researchers who specialize in post-traumatic and post-ecstatic growth have discovered that telling a heroic story about your struggles is one of the most important triggers for unlocking growth from challenge. It helps you discover not just your strengths but also your purpose: ways you can use your strengths to help others.
As the behavioral scientist Steve Maraboli once said, “If you are not the hero of your own story, then you’re missing the whole point of your humanity.”
In this chapter, I’ll teach you several fun ways to explore your heroic qualities and invent a secret identity. By discovering your signature character strengths and telling your own heroic story, you’ll not only get stronger yourself—you’ll inspire others to become happier, healthier, and braver, too.
Let’s start with a quick quest.
QUEST 35: Assemble Your Hero Dream Team
Getting superbetter means developing your heroic qualities—like bravery, kindness, humor, appreciation of beauty, leadership, or love of learning.
You can find these qualities in any heroic narrative, real or fictional—film, comics, TV, mythology, video games, literature, history, religion, social activism, or sports (to name some of the most likely places you might look for heroic inspiration).
Everyone is drawn to different heroic stories. Picking your favorite heroes reveals a lot about your character. Why? Because we’re usually drawn to heroes who embody the strengths we already have inside us and that we have the potential to develop even further. In other words, your favorite heroes are like a mirror for your own heroic qualities. This is true even if you feel like you haven’t done anything heroic in your life yet, or lately.
To find out more about your signature character strengths, let’s assemble your hero dream team.
A hero dream team is simply three or more heroes assembled to work together to achieve a common goal. Each one usually has a different strength or ability. You can find examples of dream teams everywhere in culture, from comic books to music to sports. Think of the Avengers, made up of the diverse superheroes Captain America, Iron Man, the Hulk, Thor, Black Widow, and Hawkeye. Or the Traveling Wilburys, a superband that included the Beatles’ George Harrison, Bob Dylan, Roy Orbison, and Tom Petty. Or the teams that play in the World Cup, when a country’s best soccer players join forces to face off against the rest of the world.
Your hero dream team could span every category of hero you can think of. Be as creative as you like. Why not have a hero dream team made up of Spiderman, the Buddha, Serena Williams, Sherlock Holmes, and your mom? (Can you imagine the adventures those five could get up to?!)
What to do: To perform this quest, pick at least three heroes. Whose character makes you feel like you could do anything, if you were more like them? Whose story inspires you to strive harder? Whose adventures embody the kind of life you want to lead? Here are some more brainstorming questions to help you assemble your unique dream team.
Tip: If you’re stuck, do an Internet search for “top heroes in [your favorite medium—literature, film, comics, mythology, video games, history, the Bible, etc.].” There are inspiring “all-time great” lists for just about any kind of hero you can imagine.
My hero dream team is made up of:
1.
2.
3.
Tip: If you have more ideas, don’t hold back! You can add as many heroes to your dream team as you want. The more, the merrier.
There’s one more superimportant step to this quest. For each hero you’ve picked, identify at least one skill, power, virtue, or character strength that you admire. If you picked Boston Marathon champion Meb Keflezighi, for example, you might say “grit” or “competitive drive.” If you picked Queen Elsa from the Disney movie Frozen, you might say “the ability to embrace her own power and use it without fear” or “the courage to celebrate who she is.” Whatever you do, don’t skip this step! The more clearly you can articulate the strengths in your heroes, the better picture you’ll have of your own heroic qualities—whether they’re already in full force in your life or simply waiting to be developed and unleashed.
Now that you’ve identified a few of your favorite heroes and gotten a glimpse into your own heroic potential, you’re ready to hone in on just what makes you uniquely heroic.
Let’s not waste any time. It’s on to the next quest! (And a quick heads-up: this chapter is full of quests—more quests than any other chapter in this book. That’s because you are the true expert on your own identity. You are the best source of knowledge about your own heroic strengths. So instead of me giving you information, for most of this chapter, you’ll be tapping your own insight—with the help of some gameful guidance.)
QUEST 36: Spot Your Strengths
You have at least five powerful resources that can help you be resilient in the face of any obstacle.
These five powerful resources are your signature character strengths—the virtues that come easily to you and that bring you tremendous satisfaction when you exercise them. And according to two of the most important and widely cited researchers of happiness and well-being, Dr. Martin Seligman and Dr. Christopher Petersen, these strengths determine how you will best cope with adversity—and what will bring you the greatest joy and satisfaction in life.
Dr. Seligman and Dr. Petersen oversaw a team of forty researchers to identify these strengths. Together they studied nearly one hundred cultures around the world and tested 150,000 subjects in order to determine the full range of virtues that both bring happiness and increase our resilience every time we use them. They identified twenty-four different character strengths in total—now known as the Values in Action (VIA) strengths—and they are listed for you below.
What to do: I want you to read through the list, and pick the five strengths that stand out as describing you best. Don’t overthink it. If you prefer, there is a fancy 120-question online test you can take to figure out your top five strengths (and I’ll tell you how to do that in a minute). But in experiments I’ve conducted, most people can simply look at a list and pick out at least four of their top five strengths, compared with the results from a more formal test. So go ahead.
Which Five Describe You Best?
As you’ve probably already figured out from this list, a signature character strength is not just any skill or talent, like being bilingual, athletic, or a good computer programmer. The difference between an ordinary talent and a signature character strength is that your signature strengths speak to your deepest values, to what you cherish most, to what brings meaning and purpose to your life.
Example: You might be very good at cooking, for example, but psychologists would not consider that one of your signature character strengths. However, it could be a clue to them. If you feel incredibly satisfied whenever you cook for your family, one of your top strengths could very well be “the ability to love and be loved.” If you enjoy inventing new recipes, your probably have the strength of creativity. And if you find great pleasure in watching cooking shows and discovering new techniques, “love of learning” might be one of your strengths. Any of these deeper strengths would help explain why you derive so much pleasure from and devote so much energy to cooking.
Now that you know what a signature character strength is, have you got your top five? Good! If it’s not too tricky, try to rank them in order, with number one being the absolutely most essential to who you are.
Next step: Now write down your top five strengths and put the list someplace where you’ll see it often over the coming days and weeks. This list is a reminder that you have a unique combination of strengths that can and will aid you in any challenge.
Bonus mission: If you’re looking at your list and are not sure you’ve really captured your signature strengths, here’s a bonus quest that will also build your social resilience. Show the complete list of twenty-four strengths to a friend or family member, and ask him or her to pick your top five for you. To make it more fun, offer to do the same for them. Compare your lists and see if you agree with each other’s choices. If they pick totally different strengths for you than you picked for yourself, you might just have an abundance of strengths to work with. Nothing wrong with that!
Tip: If you want cold, hard scientific evidence of the fact that you do indeed have five of these strengths, there’s a special bonus quest just for you. Go to www.viacharacter.org/Survey, and take the scientifically validated strengths survey. This online survey contains 120 questions and takes ten to fifteen minutes to complete. It will give you a detailed explanation of your top five strengths—and even more confidence in the fact that you can effectively use them to solve problems and pursue your dreams.
You’ve completed two incredibly important quests already in this chapter. You’ve assembled a hero dream team and you’ve identified your own signature character strengths. Now it’s time to combine all this inspiration and self-knowledge . . . into a secret identity.
QUEST 37: Adopt a Secret Identity
Your next mission is to pick a heroic nickname that will inspire your SuperBetter journey and highlight your unique strengths.
There’s no wrong way to invent a secret identity. Here are some of the most common approaches taken by SuperBetter players. Try one, or try a few, and see which secret identity fits you best!
One more idea: Scramble the letters in your name to make a new name. (My name anagrams to Ace Longing Jam, for example!) This idea is inspired by what a SuperBetter player, Meike from the Netherlands, decided to do: “My secret identity is Ekiem. I just used my real name backward. I am here to become a better version of myself, and I think we all have deep down in ourselves the abilities and power to do so. I am here to bring the hero that already lies inside of me to life . . . so, Ekiem!” Although this method may not explicitly call out your signature strengths, it does help remind you of your power for self-transformation. You can get help with anagrams using an online anagram server at http://wordsmith.org/anagram.
It’s your turn. What hero best represents your superbetter self?
My secret identity is: _______________.
This hero’s strengths, superpowers, virtues, and special abilities are:
1.
2.
3.
Now that you have a secret identity, what should you do with it? Here are the top ways to celebrate your secret identity, as chosen by SuperBetter players:
Create a visual clue. Find an image that reminds you of your secret identity, and put it in a place where you can see it often. It might be on your refrigerator, by your mirror, or in your wallet. Or keep it digital: change your computer desktop image or phone background image to something that reminds you of your secret identity.
Adopt a mantra or call to action. Choose a short, powerful phrase that will remind you of your secret identity’s strengths and inspire you to leap into action.
Wear it with pride. You don’t need to wear a giant Superman “S” under your button-down shirt, but do consider picking out something small—a wristband, shoelaces, sunglasses, a piece of jewelry, socks—that represents your secret identity. Wear this item on days you really need to draw on your heroic strengths.
Pick a theme song. In TV and movies, heroes have a song or instrumental score that plays whenever they swoop in to save the day. Pick one for yourself. (Hint: Soundtracks are a great place to find dramatic music!) Listen to your song whenever your heroic powers need a boost.
Sneakily show it off. Hide your secret identity in plain sight. Take a new profile photo for a social media account that hints at your secret identity without giving it away.
Collect heroic quotes. If your secret identity is inspired by an existing character or real historic figure, collect a few favorite quotes from them. If your secret identity is completely original, collect quotes from the members of your hero dream team (from Quest 35), or anyone else you think your original hero would be pals with. Put your quotes in a journal, a quick-access file on your phone or computer, or on sticky notes you can hide around your house. You can even write your heroic quotes on tiny slips of paper, put them all in a jar, and use them as daily fortunes.
Immerse yourself in the world of your hero. If you’re inspired by a film or TV character, hold a movie night or rewatch your favorite season. If you’re inspired by a book character, reread your favorite book or read it out loud to someone else. If your secret identity is informed by a real-life hero, see if you can find a memoir by, biography about, interview with, or speech by them. Just make some time to truly enjoy the story that inspires you.
Reveal your secret identity to someone you trust. Share your alter ego with one of your allies, so they can see your heroic strengths and celebrate them with you.
Whatever you decide to do with your secret identity, remember that it’s an opportunity to be playful and creative, to honor the stories and heroes that really speak to you, and most of all, to find new ways to express and celebrate the best version of yourself—your superbetter self.
A SuperBetter Story: The Next Doctor
Josué Cardona, also known (to a select few) as the Next Doctor, is someone who can attest to the power of a good secret identity.
Originally from Puerto Rico, Josué, thirty, now lives in North Carolina, where he has his own psychotherapy practice. But when he started playing SuperBetter two years ago, he was still in school, trying to earn his counseling license and deciding what career step to take next.
“Taking on the secret identity had a huge effect on me,” he told me recently—before admitting that I was only the second person he had ever shared his secret identity with. (His girlfriend was the first.)
Josué’s SuperBetter nickname is a reference to the long-running British science fiction television series Doctor Who. “I adopted the identity ‘the Next Doctor’ because I wanted to get my counseling license”—or literally, to become the next psychotherapy doctor in the town where he lives. “But it was also more than that. I relate greatly to the character of the Doctor,” meaning the time-traveling hero known for saving civilizations while also helping ordinary people. “The name represented for me both the path toward completing my training and also taking on more of the heroic qualities of the character, including helping others, curiosity, love of learning, and integrity.”
Josué told me that adopting a fictional secret identity felt, surprisingly, like revealing his true self. “I saw the Next Doctor as an ideal self, what I wanted to become. But I also felt he was exactly me, just more. When I embraced the secret identity, it was like ‘coming out of the closet’ in a way about my own strengths. I suppose I was building up to it already. I was slowly becoming more comfortable with outwardly and actively displaying those strengths. Taking on the identity, it took it to a new level.”
As the Next Doctor, Josué went on to earn his license as a mental health counselor. He then decided to start his own private practice, even though it was financially risky. The risk has paid off so far, as he reports that his practice is successful.
I was most struck in talking with Josué by how much his secret identity has helped him cultivate the virtues he values most. He clearly is inspired by his secret identity to become a better counselor to others, in very specific ways. “On the television series, the Doctor has seen a lot and knows a lot. He’s traveled to every corner of the universe and through every moment in time,” he said. “And yet he sees each person as something new and special. He is infinitely curious about them and admires them. Whenever I see the Doctor talk about how great each and every person he’s ever met is, I remind myself that I want to make sure I make my clients feel the same way.”
Like many successful SuperBetter players I’ve spoken to, Josué has transitioned from formally playing the game to just living more gamefully. “I haven’t officially logged my quests or power-ups or bad guys in almost a year,” he said. “But those concepts are still with me. They are now a part of how I think. I use them with clients, too. They’re a part of my everyday vocabulary.” He has held on to his secret identity, too. Today he still keeps a miniature TARDIS, the Doctor’s time-traveling machine, on his desk at work as a reminder of the person he has committed himself to being. “I think about the Doctor all the time,” he said. “I’m still the Next Doctor, more and more every day.”
As you’re starting to see, adopting a secret identity can be a lot of fun. But it also comes with some serious benefits.
Now that you know your signature character strengths, and you have a heroic nickname to remind you of them, you can start to use these strengths to your advantage.
Over the past decade, researchers have shown that people who make it a daily habit to think about their character strengths experience three key benefits.
First, they’re more successful. People who are more aware of their strengths experience greater goal progress and achievement. (Remember, when scientists study the benefits of strengths, they aren’t talking about ordinary skills or talents. They’re looking at the twenty-four Values in Action strengths—the virtues you read about in Quest 36.) One study found, for example, that after selecting their own three-month goals, individuals were significantly more likely to achieve them if they first made a list of their character strengths, then purposefully applied them to the challenge.2 In fact, not only did they achieve more, they were also happier and more satisfied with their lives at each check-in over the course of the three-month-long study.
Knowing and practicing your strengths daily not only makes you more successful, it also makes you happier. One randomized, controlled study examined six different methods for improving overall well-being, including keeping a gratitude journal and communicating positive feelings to a loved one, among others. The single most effective intervention, it found, was creating a list of signature character strengths. Six months later individuals who had listed their strengths were significantly happier than they had been at the start of the study. Moreover, they were happier than anyone else in the study. And the more they continued to think about and practice their strengths daily over the six-month period, the happier they were.3
Finally, focusing on your strengths can help you cope more effectively with any illness, injury, or disability—from arthritis, cancer, chronic pain, and infertility to substance abuse, eating disorders, and PTSD.4 Studies have found that the more we think about and use our strengths during treatment or recovery, the more social, productive, and satisfied with our lives we are, even while experiencing significant health challenges. (All the signature character strengths deliver real benefit, but the strengths that seem to help most with this kind of coping are bravery, kindness, humor, appreciation of beauty, and love of learning. For that reason, some psychologists suggest cultivating these strengths in particular if you’re facing a period of treatment or recovery.) 5
That people who know their strengths and use them effectively are happier and more successful may seem obvious to you. But the reality is that all too often, especially when we’re facing tough challenges, we focus on our weaknesses instead of our strengths. Many of us find it easier to list a dozen personal flaws than to name a handful of character strengths. This is particularly true for anyone who deals with anxiety, depression, or self-doubt.
Of course, it’s important not to completely ignore our weaknesses. After all, that’s why we battle bad guys! But to get the full benefits of your character strengths, you have to think about them and use them daily. This is one of the best reasons to adopt a secret identity. Whenever you use your heroic nickname, you’ll be actively reminding yourself of your strengths.
It’s easy to start using your strengths with greater purpose. Your next quest will show you how.
QUEST 38: Seven Ways to Be Strong
What to do: Take a few minutes right now to brainstorm seven ways to practice your character strengths—and embody your secret identity—in daily life.
Examples: Here are some examples of how to practice a strength in new and different ways. (They’re inspired by the excellent resource “340 Ways to Use VIA Character Strengths” by clinical psychologists Dr. Tayyab Rashid and Dr. Afroze Anjum. Check out the complete list online—you’ll find the URL in the endnote.)6
If one of your strengths is love of learning, try learning a new word or phrase in a foreign language and using it in conversation today.
If one of your strengths is vitality/zest, try doing something that you already do ordinarily (like putting away laundry or walking the dog), but bring more physical energy to it, and notice how it feels.
If one of your strengths is social intelligence, try watching a TV show or film with the sound off, and see what emotions you can observe just through facial expressions and body language.
If one of your strengths is justice/citizenship, try spending fifteen minutes this week cleaning, decorating, or caring for a communal place like a park or a shared kitchen.
If one of your strengths is forgiveness/mercy, try planning out what your response should be the next time someone offends you. Remind yourself of your plan (rehearse it if possible), and periodically affirm, “No matter how he or she offends me, I will respond as I have planned.”
If one of your strengths is spirituality, try spending a few minutes today reading from a spiritual text, then discuss the ideas in it with someone you trust and respect.
Now it’s your turn: Pick seven ways of using your strengths and embodying your secret identity. (Be sure to base this list on your top five signature character strengths that you identified in Quest 36.)
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
Why it works: This is the same kind of intervention studied by researchers at the University of Pennsylvania and the University of Michigan. In their study, participants identified their signature character strengths and then brainstormed seven different ways of using them over the next week. After using their strengths seven different ways in seven days, participants were happier and more satisfied with their lives—not just during that week but for six months after as well.
You are now set up for exactly the same success. You have a list of seven concrete actions you can take to use your strengths with more awareness and purpose. Try to do one of these things every day, for the next seven days, until you’ve done them all. If you get distracted, or if you forget to use a strength one day, don’t worry—just pick the quest back up where you left off!
A SuperBetter Story: The Family That Plays Together
Aaron Winborn, a web developer and father of two young girls, started playing SuperBetter a few months after his diagnosis at age forty-four with the neurodegenerative disease ALS, also commonly known as Lou Gehrig’s disease. By the time he decided to adopt a secret identity (Aaron Skywalker, after Star Wars’ Jedi fighter Luke Skywalker), he had already lost all manual dexterity in his hands. Using voice-recognition software, he wrote me to say that he had just achieved his first epic win: moving into a wheelchair-accessible house so that he would be better able to navigate life with ALS.
Although he suspected that some people might not understand how a game could help with such a serious diagnosis, Aaron wanted to spread the word to other ALS patients about the difference a gameful approach could make. “I am under no illusions that positive thinking will do much for the outcome of my disease. Stephen Hawking aside, virtually no one survives more than a few years with this disease. But what SuperBetter can do, I believe, is to increase one’s quality of life, one day at a time.”
SuperBetter gave Aaron and his wife a concrete and positive way to help his two daughters, ages five and eight, adjust to the family’s new difficult reality. The girls were given special ally duties, such as helping him activate his most important daily power-ups—a series of “Superman flying poses” and “Jedi fighter training maneuvers” that were really stretching exercises designed to move his muscles and joints through their full range of motion. Adopting a superhero identity also let Aaron project an image of strength to his daughters, even in the face of a weakening physical body—which was very important to him, as a father, to do.
Aaron also invited a wider circle of family and friends to play, using power-ups and bad guys to communicate with family and friends about the progression of the disease, and to let them know exactly how they could help. He gave his closest allies roles inspired by the same Star Wars universe. One friend, Liane, became Liane-Wan Kenobi, Spiritual Adviser—a role inspired by Obi-Wan Kenobi, the mentor who trains Luke Skywalker in the ways of the Jedi. “As my spiritual adviser,” Aaron explained to me, “her special power is Cut to the chase.” In other words, she would be an honest, direct, and supportive partner in conversations about mortality and meaning of life that Aaron wanted to have. “She also has her own important quest: Assign weekly readings.” Each week she would share a reading from a different philosophical or spiritual tradition, which they would then discuss together.
Eventually, Aaron decided he didn’t need a secret identity anymore. He had become a real-life hero to many thanks to the incredible determination and love for his family that he continued to show as his ALS progressed. Sadly, Aaron passed away three years after his diagnosis, at the age of forty-seven. But the gameful approach was an important part of his coming to terms with the reality of ALS. “When someone has received a diagnosis of the ultimate incurable terminal illness, what they need more than anything else are superpowers. I want to thank you for reminding me of mine,” he wrote me. And then encouraged me to share his story: “I want to help other people to discover theirs.”
Adopting a secret identity has one more benefit that you need to know about, because it can transform the way you think and feel during the most stressful times of your life.
A secret identity can help you solve a problem that scientists call the self-reflection paradox.
When you’re facing a tough challenge, it’s natural to spend a lot of time thinking about it. But is it helpful or harmful to do so? Paradoxically, it’s both.
Psychologists Ethan Kross, a professor at the University of Michigan, and Özlem Ayduk, at the University of California at Berkeley, explain the paradox like this: “On one hand, countless studies indicate that encouraging people to reflect on negative feelings or stressful experiences leads to important physical and mental health benefits. On the other hand, an equally large body of research indicates that people’s attempts to understand their feelings or make meaning out of stressful experiences often backfire, entangling them in ruminations [or compulsive thought cycles] that make them feel worse.”7
Kross and Ayduk have been researching the self-reflection paradox for years, attempting to answer this question: “Why do people’s attempts to make sense of their negative experiences sometimes succeed, and at other times fail?” Their research findings reveal a surprising answer: to benefit from thinking deeply about your own personal challenges, think about your challenges as if they were happening to someone else.
The technique is called self-distancing, and Kross and Ayduk have completed several of the most important studies of it. “Self-distancing,” they explain, “is what happens when you take a step back when thinking about your own experiences and reason about them from the perspective of a distanced observer, like a fly on the wall.” Instead of getting caught up in your own intense feelings and the details of your experience, you look at the bigger picture.
According to their research, the most common sign of successful self-distancing is using “third-person” language. Instead of asking myself, “Why do I feel sad about the news I found out today?” I would ask myself, “Why does Jane feel sad about the news she found out today?”
Thinking about our own experiences in the third person can feel strange or awkward. If you heard someone else talking about him- or herself in the third person, you might think it the sign of a raging egomaniac, or at the very least a touch of eccentricity. (As Kross and Ayduk point out, the NBA superstar basketball player LeBron James famously talks about himself in the third person, as in “I want to do what’s best for LeBron James.”)
Fortunately, the experts don’t recommend that you talk or think about yourself in the third person all the time—far from it. You should use the self-distancing technique only when you need to get perspective on a very big challenge, a stressful situation, or a traumatic experience.
If you master the technique, you’ll experience a range of physical, mental, and emotional benefits. You’ll have less cardiovascular reactivity when you think about challenges, stresses, and traumas—meaning your blood pressure will be less likely to go up, and your heart rate will return to normal faster. And brain scans show that self-distanced thinking involves less activity in the subgenual cingulate cortex—the region of the brain that lights up when depressed individuals get stuck in negative thought patterns. In other words, self-distancing strengthens your body and reinforces a more positive neural circuitry.
A review of studies from the past thirty years shows that self-distancing works equally well whether you’re thinking about the past, the present, or the future.
The past: People who practice self-distancing experience less anxiety and distress when they recall painful memories or traumatic experiences.8
The present: Self-distancing enhances willpower.9 If you face a temptation, you’ll be better able to exert self-control if you take a moment to think about the situation from a third-person point of view. Instead of asking yourself, Do I want that candy bar?, ask yourself, Does Jane want that candy bar? It sounds like an absurdly simple trick, but it works. When you think of yourself in the first person, you’re more easily caught up in your momentary feelings and cravings. But when you think of yourself in the third person, you’re more likely to see the bigger picture, remembering your long-term goals and most important motivations (like being healthy for your loved ones, or having more energy later to work on your novel, instead of feeling sugar-crashed and guilty). Getting self-distance allows you to focus on the big picture, which helps you stick to your goals.
Self-distancing has another benefit in the present: it leads to greater engagement in constructive problem solving—which means getting less wrapped up in thoughts and being better able to focus on taking helpful action.10
The future: Self-distancing makes you more likely to adopt a challenge mindset, instead of a threat mindset, when you face new obstacles. As you’ll recall from Chapter 5, having a challenge mindset means feeling realistically optimistic that you have a chance to succeed, learn, or get stronger from a stressful situation, whereas having a threat mindset means focusing only on the potential risks and harms. People with a challenge mindset are, overall, happier, healthier, and more successful in achieving their goals than people with a threat mindset.11
The benefits of thinking about the future with some self-distance continue even after you’ve faced your obstacle head-on. In laboratory and real-world studies, immediately after tackling a stressful task, people who adopted a third-person perspective beforehand spent significantly less time doing negative postevent processing—or stewing on something that didn’t go well, blaming yourself, and just generally beating yourself up for not doing better.12
Finally, self-distancing dramatically improves psychological flexibility. You’ll remember from Chapter 7 that psychological flexibility is the willingness to do things that are difficult for you, in the service of your goals. When you think about your situation with self-distance, you are more likely to act according to your deepest values, even if you risk negative feelings, pain, rejection, or failure. In other words, self-distancing makes you braver.13
Now that you know all the benefits of self-distancing, you might be wondering how adopting a secret identity helps you practice and master this powerful technique.
A secret identity makes it easier to create self-distance when you need it most. Because you don’t normally identify yourself with the heroic nickname, using it creates just enough mental distance to get a better perspective about the challenge and stresses you face. See for yourself how it works—in the next quest!
QUEST 39: What Would a Hero Do?
What to do: Think about something specific that’s causing you stress, worry, or excitement. It could be something you are doing later today, or something that is far in the future. Whatever it is, make sure it provokes a strong emotional reaction (positive or negative) when you think about it.
Got it? Good. Now ask yourself: What would a hero do?
Not just any hero. Think about the hero you’ve already adopted as your secret identity. (If you haven’t figured out your secret identity yet, come back to this quest later!)
Recall the strengths, superpowers, virtues, and special abilities you’ve already associated with your secret identity—from creativity, courage, and kindness, to humor, justice seeking, or imperviousness to physical pain. How would your hero use these specific strengths to prepare for or deal with the challenge or obstacle at hand?
In other words, ask yourself: What would [your secret identity] do?
When you consider this question, be sure to use third-person language. Don’t say (or think, or write), “I would . . .” Instead, say (or think, or write) “Jane the Concussion Slayer would . . . ,” “Sergeant Self-Care would . . . ,” or “Mary the Queen of Reinvention would . . .”
Why it works: Asking “What would [your secret identity] do?” is a great way to get a little self-distance—and in doing so, give yourself smarter, more motivating advice.
Experts explain: “Small shifts in the language you use to refer to yourself—specifically, using your own name and other non-first-person pronouns like ‘she’ or ‘he’—enhances your ability to regulate your thoughts, feelings and behavior under stress.”14
Incorporating your secret identity into the process (instead of using your regular name) provides an added benefit: you’ll be able to focus on your signature strengths as a way to solve problems and take action more effectively and with greater joy. Dig deep into the strengths and powers you’ve identified as being important to your hero—they can be a springboard to a thousand different strategies.
I’ve used this quest effectively in my own life, so I know how powerful it can be. Earlier this year, when I was making purchases for our twins’ nursery, I was wracked with the kind of self-doubt and anxiety that is quite common in first-time parents. I worried constantly: Is this crib safe enough? Will my babies develop asthma or allergies if I don’t buy organic? And holy moly, there are five million different strollers to choose from! How in the world do I pick one? Every purchase left me feeling more insecure instead of more prepared! It was crazy-making. So I thought back to the secret identity I’d adopted while undergoing IVF treatment: Jane of Willendorf, inspired by the ancient fertility goddess the Venus of Willendorf. And I asked myself, What would Jane the fertility goddess do?
And then I thought: Every time Jane of Willendorf picks something out for the twins, she feels happy, because this is exactly what she hoped for! How could something she wanted so very much become a source of constant anxiety instead of a source of constant joy? She won’t let it. She is a fertility goddess! She is confident and her love conquers all. Just by stepping back and looking at the situation with a bit of distance, I realized that I was letting myself turn what should have been a joyful experience into a stressful one. But I could choose to celebrate every moment of preparation, just by summoning up my own superpower: the ability to love and be loved. From that moment forward, whenever I felt a twinge of worry, I relabeled it a “twinge of love”—and I enjoyed it!
Quest complete: By completing this quest, you will be able to get the same kind of fresh perspective on your own source of stress or worry. Good luck!
Now that you know how self-distancing works, let’s keep practicing.
Quest 39 was designed to help you think about your future. The next quest will teach you a powerful way to reflect on past stressful or upsetting events—without falling into the dark side of the self-reflection paradox.
QUEST 40: Tell a Hero’s Story
Your goal in this quest is to tell a quick story about a hero—you.
What to do: Every hero faces obstacles and setbacks. Think about something that sparked a negative thought or feeling in you, sometime in the past few days. It might be a moment when you were frustrated or disappointed with yourself, an argument you had with your romantic partner, an unpleasant conversation at school or work, a moment you found yourself annoyed or angry with someone else, when your feelings were hurt, or an experience that provoked some anxiety or self-doubt.
Do you have an experience in mind? Good.
Now tell a quick story reflecting on this experience. The purpose is to figure out Why did the hero feel or react that way?
You can think through your story in your head right now, or write it down, or talk it out with an ally.
Start with what happened and how the hero reacted. Then spend some time reflecting on the reasons for that reaction, as if it were a mystery you’re trying to solve.
Your story may also celebrate things the hero did to make the situation better—or notice things he or she did to make things worse. It may be a story of the hero’s strengths or vulnerabilities (or both!), because even superheroes always have at least one vulnerability.
Be sure to tell this story as if it happened to someone else—specifically, to your secret identity. As you think up your story, use third-person (self-distancing) language, like Why did Iron Man John react this way? or What might be an underlying cause for Dread Pirate Rosie’s feelings?
Quest complete: You’ve completed this quest successfully when you’ve told your hero’s story!
Why it works: Self-distancing shortly after a difficult experience helps you feel better and think more clearly about it for days afterward. In fact, research shows that the benefits of just one quick self-distancing quest should last at least one full week. During that time, you’re less likely to get caught up in negative memories. And if you do think about the experience, you’ll feel less distress and more acceptance. Over time the more you practice this technique, the less time you’ll spend caught up in unhelpful thought patterns that drain your energy, tax your body, and distract you from making progress toward your goals.
Eventually this technique of reflecting on daily events can help you tell the story of your entire SuperBetter journey. It’s a story you’ll want to tell and retell often, as you make sense of all the ways your life, and your sense of what is possible in your future, is changing.
Barbara Abernathy, Ph.D., has seen the power of heroic narrative up close in her own work. She is the head of the Pediatric Oncology Support Team, a nonprofit organization that provides free psychological support to children with cancer and their families. She is also an expert in post-traumatic growth. Based on her own work with patients and their families, she believes that storytelling and role-playing potential new identities are the cornerstone of post-traumatic growth.
“We learn about ourselves by the stories that we tell,” she explains. “In fact, we create ourselves through conforming to our own mythic story.”15
Crucially, Dr. Abernathy argues, our stories are not an outcome of the challenges we face or the lives we’ve already led. Rather, they are “a powerful, global coping strategy” that can actually transform the trajectory of our lives while we are still facing our toughest challenges. In other words, the stories we tell about ourselves can change what we think we’re capable of—and therefore what we do each day.
One SuperBetter player, Shelley, a forty-nine-year-old entrepreneur in Houston, says that changing her story was a key personal breakthrough. “While I endured chronic fatigue syndrome, I learned this story: ‘I am weakened, fragile, vulnerable to exhaustion and environmental overload.’ I hated that story. With my whole being, I hated it.” She knew she needed to write a new, more heroic story for herself. So instead of letting her illness wear her down and force her to stay in bed constantly and lead a smaller and smaller life, she became Big Life Shelley. With this secret identity, she told a very different story about herself. “‘I am capable, creative, giving, growing, unstoppable! I can lead a Big Life, even if I feel sick.’ I tell myself this story even when I am feeling grindingly slow instead of sleek, fast, and amazing. Especially when I feel crummy, I need to remember this story.”
A major life challenge of any kind—positive or negative—provides the opportunity for adopting a new role identity and creating a new mythic story. Dr. Abernathy frequently encourages the children and families she works with to consider the question: Who am I now? This is a good question for you to ask yourself, too—by way of adopting a new secret identity whenever you need one.
Who am I now? Your answer may change once, twice, or many times over the course of your SuperBetter journey. Allow yourself to become someone different, someone new, whenever you need to. Experiment with becoming someone stronger, wiser, braver, calmer, or sillier, someone with a higher purpose or with a laser focus, someone open to whatever the future holds. Telling a new heroic story is one of the best predictors of post-traumatic and post-ecstatic growth.16
So play with your identity. Tell new stories. Re-create the myth of who you are.
Let your secret identity be a powerful tool for you not only to practice your signature strengths and master the art of critical self-distance but also to reinvent yourself—again and again—and explore all possible best versions of yourself.
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Epic Wins
How to Be Gameful Rule 7
Go for an epic win—an awe-inspiring outcome that helps you be more motivated and less afraid of failure.
An epic win is a special kind of goal. It’s designed to be more like game goals than ordinary self-improvement goals.
Here are some examples of epic wins from successful SuperBetter players:
These goals—like the goals of all good games, from golf to sudoku to Super Mario—have four things in common: they’re realistic, challenging, energizing, and forgiving.
A gameful goal is realistic if you have reason to believe you’ll successfully achieve it if you make your best effort. After all, games are designed to be winnable.
A gameful goal is challenging if, in order to achieve it, you have to learn a new skill or draw on strengths like creativity, cleverness, and grit. A goal without an interesting challenge is just work!
A gameful goal is energizing if just thinking about it fires you up. You know you’ll feel fantastic if you achieve it. Game goals are usually quite energizing—which is why, whether it’s a sport or a video game, players often throw their arms up in the air and roar with pride after they achieve a victory.
Most important, a gameful goal is forgiving. If you don’t achieve success on your first try, all is not lost. Nothing terrible will happen to you or others. In fact, even if you fail, something good will happen—you’ll learn strategies and ideas for doing better on your next attempt or on your next goal.
Why aim for an epic win? When you’re going through a difficult change or a tough life challenge, it’s important to be able to find opportunities for success and breakthroughs.
Researchers call this powerful skill positive reappraisal, or benefit finding.1 It means being aware of good outcomes that can come even from stress, trauma, or a major life change. Positive reappraisal is a powerful source of mental, emotional, social, and physical resilience: it lowers stress hormones, improves mood, leads to greater relationship satisfaction, and boosts immune function.2 But you don’t develop it by chance. The best way to get good at positive reappraisal is to set yourself up for regular epic wins or positive breakthroughs.
As the legendary football coach Vince Lombardi famously said: “Winning isn’t everything. But making the effort to win is.”*
Your epic wins may seem minor to someone else. They probably won’t be breaking news or Nobel Prize–worthy. But the key to a good epic win is that it feels like a huge leap forward to you, while still being totally achievable. As one player, Sam, put it after he achieved his first epic win:
Going without my inhaler for six days maybe sounds like no big deal. But when I chose my epic win, I thought it was a real long shot. I accomplished it quicker than I thought was possible. Six days I have been free of the asthma pump! After six months of wheezing, coughing and all kinds of medications, I am breathing just fine on my own. Feel like I do have some power over my health, after all.
As Sam discovered, one of the key benefits of an epic win is that it can change what you think you’re capable of. It can reveal that you have more control over your life than you’d thought. And once you know that, you can aim for more ambitious epic wins.
Designing gameful goals for yourself is a skill, one you’ll get better at with practice. This chapter will teach you the techniques of gameful goal setting and positive reappraisal—and help you plan your own exhilarating course of epic wins for the future.
Let’s start by talking about the simplest version of an epic win: the measurable win.
A measurable win is a very clear goal, with progress you can objectively track and an obvious way to know when you’ve achieved it. Here are some examples:
As you can see, every measurable win has a number involved. There’s no room for error or subjectivity—you either achieve it or you don’t.
By way of contrast, here are some nonmeasurable versions of the same goals that would make for absolutely terrible epic wins: Get more sleep. Lose weight. Save money. Be less dependent on pain medication. Feel more gratitude. Start a running routine. Be more confident in social settings.
All these goals are worthy endeavors! But they are basically useless when it comes to being gameful, because they establish no clear win condition. How will you know for sure when you’ve achieved one? You won’t—not unless you have a way to measure it!
It’s quite easy to create a measurable win for yourself. Think of a habit or activity you’d like to do often, an ability you’d like to improve, or a milestone you’d like to reach. Then pick a target number that feels interesting to you—interesting, because it’s challenging, and because you’re not 100 percent sure you can do it. Then create a goal around that number.
Remember, it’s essential, for an epic win, that you not be completely confident that you can achieve this goal. If you are 100 percent confident, then it’s probably a quest and not an epic win. Quests are about making steady progress. An epic win should feel like a major breakthrough—like you’ve just found out something new and awesome about yourself when you achieve it.
Measurable wins are the building blocks of getting superbetter, especially in the early days. They help you tackle your biggest challenges and take purposeful strides toward your most important goals. Just be sure to start small—the smallest leap you can make without being 100 percent sure you can do it. Because you’re going for breakthroughs, you may have to try more than once. This is perfectly normal—and perfectly gameful. (Remember, video games are designed to help players get better by continually requiring them to aim for goals just beyond their current ability—goals they are almost never expected to achieve on the first try.)
Whenever you achieve a win, set your eyes on a bigger one. Before you know it, you’ll be achieving wins that truly change your perception of what you’re capable of.
Let’s brainstorm some possible measurable wins right now—with a quest.
QUEST 41: Plan a Measurable Win
A measurable win is a great way to stretch your limits and inspire extra effort. What will your first measurable win be?
Here are some brainstorming questions to inspire you:
Why it works: The key to the power of measurable wins is that they are goals you choose for yourself, based on the skills, abilities, and habits you want to develop. Research shows that choosing your own goals leads to better health and happiness, faster. In fact, every time you achieve a goal of your own choosing, you improve your odds of achieving the next goal. (Even if the next goal is much more ambitious!) Scientists call this the upward spiral of positive outcomes—and it happens only when you are in charge of the goals you pursue.3
What to do: List at least one measurable win for yourself here.
1.
You’re not committing to any epic wins yet—so feel free to give yourself a few options to choose from.
Tip: Remember, it’s not a measurable quest if it doesn’t have a number in it!
Not all triumphs come with numbers attached. Let’s talk about another popular type of epic win: the breakthrough moment.
A breakthrough moment is a major, positive turning point in your efforts to get superbetter. It’s an event you can aspire to and plan to do that will show off your strength and resilience. It can also be a way to demonstrate and celebrate your commitment to your goals.
In Chapter 9, you read about Alex Goldman’s epic win, getting back on his bicycle to ride for the first time, six months after he was hit by a car while riding. This is the perfect example of a breakthrough moment. Alex not only had to summon up his courage to ride again; he also had to complete enough physical rehabilitation to be able to ride the three-mile loop. His Prospect Park ride was both a physical and a mental breakthrough.
Sometimes a breakthrough moment will happen when you least expect it, and that doesn’t make it any less worth celebrating. But actively planning for and vividly imagining your next breakthrough moment—just as Alex did, preparing for and envisioning his Prospect Park ride over a six-week period—has two major advantages.
First, when you purposefully set out to achieve a breakthrough moment, you’ll reflect on your own strengths, values, and goals as you decide what you want your moment to be. This reflection can lead to important self-insight. What counts as success to you? Second, keeping a breakthrough moment firmly in mind can become a powerful source of motivation, as you visualize your future success and what it will feel like to achieve it.
Here are some additional examples of planned breakthrough moments, in the words of the SuperBetter players who achieved them:
“I want to be self-employed, but I need to save more money and make more contacts before I can quit my current job. My first epic win was to put myself out there with my own official website. I’ve let the world know who I am and what my talents are.” —Darren, thirty-eight, whose challenge is to work for himself
“One of my allies suggested that my first epic win should be to un-friend my ex-girlfriend on Facebook and delete her as a contact on my phone. Honestly, I was shaking while I did it. But now it’s like two tons of weight have been lifted off my shoulders.” —J.T., twenty-five, whose challenge is getting over his ex
“As planned, I went to Cheesecake Factory and did not order cheesecake (or any dessert for that matter). I feel like I’ve earned a black belt in willpower.” —Melissa, forty-two, whose challenge is getting healthy and feeling beautiful
Some breakthroughs are bigger than others. Some take weeks of effort to achieve, while others happen in an instant. But they all represent a kind of personal leveling-up in real life. Each breakthrough is a celebration of strength and shows a commitment to positive transformation.
What will your next breakthrough moment look like? Try this next quest to find out.
QUEST 42: Look for a Breakthrough Moment
A breakthrough moment is a positive turning point in your SuperBetter journey. Once you achieve it, you can be confident that you’re making real progress and developing powerful new strengths.
Here are some brainstorming questions to guide you:
Why it works: The ability to identify turning points in your own life’s narrative is a key predictor of post-ecstatic or post-traumatic growth.4 Every breakthrough moment, or turning point, you achieve helps you tell a new story about yourself and the powerful strengths you’re discovering.
What to do: List at least one potential breakthrough moment for yourself here.
1.
Tip: You’re not committing to any epic wins yet—so feel free to give yourself more than one option to choose from.
A SuperBetter Story: The One Who Didn’t Quit
“I hardly recognize myself. And that’s a good thing.” Those were the first words Meg shared with her allies two years ago, after achieving her breakthrough moment: finishing a twenty-mile fund-raising walk to help end hunger.
At the time Meg was twenty-six, living in a suburb of Boston and working for a major corporation whose values did not reflect her own. “It was a really difficult time for me,” she told me recently, looking back on the experience. “I hated my job, and I saw little hope of anything in the future. So I took the chance to sign up for SuperBetter.”
At first, Meg was unsure what to tackle as an epic win. But when a coworker told her about an upcoming charity walk, it seemed like the perfect opportunity to take a step in the right direction. She might not feel that her employer was a force for good, but she could do something individually to make the world a better place.
Before the charity walk, Meg had only ever walked as far as six miles. “My goal was to get as far as possible before my legs simply gave up and detached themselves from my body,” Meg said. “I figured on that happening at roughly Mile 10.”
She started the walk on a small team, made up of coworkers and acquaintances, all cheering each other on. At Mile 10 most of them called it a day. But Meg wanted to keep pushing. At Mile 12 her final remaining teammate decided to go home. “It was the most demoralizing moment of the entire day,” she said.
But she decided to keep walking—despite a calf cramp, a sore knee, and blisters forming on her feet. “By Mile 18, the aches in my body were breathtaking,” she recalled. “I was sunburned and exhausted to the point of tears.” She still can’t say for sure what compelled her to keep going and to push through the pain. Part of it was wanting to do as much as she could for a good cause. Part of it was a growing curiosity. Had she completely underestimated what she was capable of?
Despite her pain and exhaustion, she eventually crossed the finish line onto the Boston Common, hobbling and elated. “I distinctly recall shrieking, through my tears, ‘I did it! I walked twenty miles! I [effing] did it!!’”
“Even now I remember every sympathetic and amazed expression I encountered at work the next day. No one, including myself, seemed to believe that I had managed to make it. That I was the one who went the distance, who didn’t quit.”
Four months later Meg wrote down her reflections about the epic win that she achieved, despite not truly believing it was possible.
“Every ache in my body that day filled me with fiery joy. A twenty-mile walk? I did it because I could. And no one can take that away from me. Now when my old inadequacies rear their heads, I find myself hitting back rather than shrinking from my fears. I’m going to look silly, and people are going to laugh at me, the negative thoughts come. Then my victory crows, This?! This is a body that has walked twenty miles! Let them look!
“I’m still overweight, out of shape, asthmatic, and given to bouts of lethargy, but I no longer care so much about how I measure up in comparison to other people on the street. The walk has devoured my doubts. Now I’m likely to look at a challenge, whether physical or emotional, and decide that I have the endurance, determination, and motivation to succeed.
“Since the walk, life has brought its usual bevy of strife and disappointment. The difference now is that when I falter and sulk and feel gloomy, I can look up at my bedroom wall to my framed Walk for Hunger completion certificate—and remember that I can, in fact, do the impossible.”
Meg still comes alive when she talks about that day. “I am not exaggerating when I say that walking twenty miles and achieving that epic win changed my life,” she told me more than two years after the charity walk. “My entire self-concept had to be rewritten to acknowledge that I could meet that kind of challenge.”
She used that momentum to make other changes in her life, including finding her way into a career where she can be a force for good not just one day but every single day: “The Walk for Hunger fed my desire to do more good, to participate in my community.” Today she works in Boston at a job she is extremely proud of: as a department coordinator in the health care oversight field, where she ensures that people get the health care they need, when they need it most. “I’m loving every minute of it,” she said.
Although Meg doesn’t battle the same bad guys she used to, she has made her two favorite SuperBetter quests a part of her regular routine. “I still set myself up weekly for a Do something that scares you quest, and I complete a Take pride in something about yourself quest every single day,” she told me. She keeps up these gameful habits because you never know when life will throw an unexpected obstacle your way. “I will always be the superbetter version of myself,” she said, “no matter what obstacles come.”
Measurable wins and breakthrough moments help you tackle your challenge directly. But there’s one more way you can go for an epic win—sideways.
For the past three years players have been reporting their epic wins via SuperBetter online. My analysis shows that roughly one in four have been “sneak-up sideways” wins. This term is inspired by John Stuart Mill, an early nineteenth-century British philosopher, who once said, “Happiness should be approached sideways, like a crab.”
In other words, instead of trying to be happier, aim for more concrete goals, like learning something new, helping others, or using your creative talents to make something. Happiness is more likely to be created as a by-product of these meaningful goals than by trying to be happier.
Likewise, when it comes to getting superbetter, it sometimes helps to take a sideways approach. Instead of trying to solve your problems directly, you can focus on a goal that is tangential or even (seemingly) unrelated to your primary challenge. The nonprofit organization Soldiers to Summits, for example, takes U.S. soldiers and veterans on expeditions to some of the highest mountain peaks in the world. Many of the trips are designed to take a sideways approach to treating post-traumatic stress disorder. Many participants find tackling the gameful goal of summiting a mountain more energizing and easier to measure than trying to heal from PTSD. (Helpfully, making a difficult mountain climb is also a known path to post-ecstatic growth—which would ultimately help combat symptoms of PTSD.)
Laura, thirty-three, started playing SuperBetter while pregnant. “I’m getting SuperBetter because my second baby is due any day now,” she wrote at the time, “and as all parents know, the first three months or so are pretty rough. I figure something that encourages me to take care of myself is a good thing.”
But Laura struggled to find an epic win that felt both realistic and inspiring. “Make it through the next three months is going to happen whether I get stronger or not, since I can’t stop the flow of time. Avoid depression seems unrealistic, since I have a history of depression, and it sometimes hits despite my best efforts. Have a happy family is way too dependent on factors outside my control. As you can see, I just can’t find an epic win that I like!”
Laura turned to her allies for ideas and wound up adopting an unlikely goal for someone whose challenge was to make more time for her own needs. Her epic win: Help other new moms. More precisely, she decided to create a power pack, a customized set of power-ups, bad guys, and quests, that she could share with other new parents.
Whenever Laura found a power-up that worked well for her, spotted a particularly tricky bad guy, or completed a satisfying quest, she would add it to the power pack. Eventually she published her pack online, with power-ups like “Sunlight! Get outside, even just by sitting on your front steps for a few minutes” and quests like “I feel pretty: take time to do one thing that makes you feel pretty today. Put up your hair, put on earrings, or just put on a pretty lip gloss. It doesn’t matter if nobody will see it. You know you’re beautiful!”
Afterward Laura reflected, “This was the perfect epic win for me. As a stay-at-home mother, you don’t get much sleep, your brain is awash with hormones, you don’t get much adult interaction, and to top it all off there aren’t any concrete goals or projects to work toward. Creating my own power pack gave me a sense of daily purpose and progress. And it felt meaningful, because I knew it would help others.”
Laura’s story is the perfect illustration of how personal well-being is sometimes better achieved by finding a slightly higher purpose. Your purpose doesn’t have to be world-changing or Nobel Prize–worthy! Turning your focus outward even a little bit can help you tap into a more authentic motivation and achieve something that brings a powerful sense of pride. In short, your perfect epic win may not be something that you do for yourself—it may be something you do for others.
Consider the experience of Dylan, forty-one, who had lots of goals when he started getting superbetter: eat more healthfully, get fit, lose weight. There were plenty of obvious measurable wins that Dylan could have chosen related to these goals, but he was tired of counting calories and clocking workouts. So after a few weeks, he decided to reframe his challenge with a very creative twist. “I’m getting SuperBetter so I can be a better human to my dog,” he announced. He felt that getting off the couch, having more energy, and being physically fit would ultimately benefit not just him but also his six-year-old mutt, Cody, who loved long walks and always wanted to play.
But how was he to measure success in making his dog happier? An ally on an online discussion forum inspired him with the following idea: celebrate more frequent dog birthdays. The ally wrote: “My own beloved dog died in May, and it didn’t occur to me until she was dying that I should have given her more birthdays. Since a dog’s year is one-seventh of ours, that means they should have a birthday once every fifty-two days. A dog birthday is a day in which you do all the things that dogs love: walks, throwing sticks, playing. It’s also, like any birthday, a way of facing mortality, which means cherishing what we have when we have it.”
And just like that, Dylan knew what his first epic win would be: to celebrate a year’s worth of dog birthdays with Cody, one every fifty-two days, full of long walks and epic play sessions. “The weight off my mind is incredible,” he said after picking the new win. “I feel like I can be successful now, instead of feeling like a failure that the progress is so slow.”
Dylan’s choice reveals one of the main benefits of sneaking up sideways on your win: a sideways goal is often more forgiving. Like many people who struggle to achieve health goals, Dylan was used to beating himself up for not reaching his quickly. Every setback became a reason to doubt himself more. Focusing on something so joyful and not directly related to his health challenges helped him drop the baggage of self-doubt and negative thinking—which also allowed him, slowly but surely, to drop some extra weight. Crucially, what Dylan celebrated as an epic win wasn’t the thirty pounds that he ultimately lost. It was the seventh dog-birthday that marked his true moment of triumph.
Both Laura and Dylan benefited from pursuing epic wins that weren’t obvious at the outset.
Should you consider going this counterintuitive route? Here are some of the most common obstacles that players face when trying to pick an epic win. If you’re hitting any of these roadblocks when you try to brainstorm a win, sneaking up sideways may be right for you.
Sneaking up sideways on your challenge can help you leapfrog right past any of these obstacles and achieve an epic win sooner than you think. You don’t have to pick a goal that directly solves your problems. It’s okay to have fun with it and aspire to any kind of accomplishment that appeals to you.
To give sneaking up sideways a chance right now, try the next quest!
QUEST 43: Sneak Up Sideways
The rules for sneaking up sideways on a win are simple. Just think of a goal that gives you a spark of joy, curiosity, purpose, or meaning. It can be big or small, silly or serious; as long as going for it sounds like fun, it will make a great epic win.
Here are some brainstorming questions to help you sneak your way to a happier, healthier, braver you. Remember, just for the moment, forget your practical goals. It’s perfectly okay if your answers to the questions have nothing to do (at least on the surface!) with the challenge you’ve chosen for yourself.
Why it works: When people pursue goals that match their core values, they put in more effort and are therefore more likely to achieve them. Moreover, when they do achieve their goals, they reap greater benefits: more happiness and a sense of personal satisfaction that lasts longer.6 Sneaking up sideways will help you focus on your core values—not what you think you should be doing but what you really want to do.
What to do: List at least one surprising idea for an epic win here.
1.
Tips: You’re not committing to any epic wins yet—so feel free to give yourself more than one option to choose from.
Even if you decide to tackle a measurable win or a breakthrough moment first, keep these sneaky wins in mind for the future!
A SuperBetter Story: The Master of Sneaky Wins
You truly never know where your epic wins will take you. Andrew Johnston, forty-five years old and a father of three, is living proof of that.
Five years ago he hit rock bottom. Laid off from his job as an executive recruiter, he was unable to find work, despite having an MBA and spending hours a day on the search. After a year of fruitless efforts, his family’s savings were gone, and their home in the Denver suburbs was nearing foreclosure.
Andrew seemed to be failing at everything, no matter how hard he tried. He needed to succeed at something, anything. So in the midst of this difficult time, he started devoting a few hours each day to something he’d had personal success with in the past: running.
Andrew was an experienced marathoner, and he picked up the hobby again—this time with more intensity. “I poured all my energy into it. I cranked it up to extremes,” he told me. He got faster, he ran longer, and he started competing in local races. He mastered grueling mountain terrain, tackling runs with thousands of feet of elevation gain. He finished ultramarathons, races at least fifty kilometers long. Every running goal he set for himself he achieved, even as he continued to struggle to find work.
It was a paradox. He could see his strengths so clearly when it came to running—commitment, determination, planning, and perseverance. He knew from over a decade of experience in recruiting and financial management that these character strengths are essential to success in the business world. So why, in his own life, weren’t they translating into better career resilience?
Finally he got a break, teaching business courses at a local community college. Soon afterward he had an epiphany. Maybe running, which had seemed like a distraction during his long period of unemployment, was in fact a path toward a career breakthrough.
Andrew went to the dean of the college and proposed an unusual course. It would be based on the idea that distance running builds the skills needed for success in business. He would call it “Change Through Challenge,” and—the craziest idea of all—the final exam would be to run a full marathon, all 26.2 miles.
It took some convincing, but Andrew won the dean over. The class filled up completely—and to make it more challenging, nearly every student in the course was brand-new to running. Over the sixteen-week course, they read business books and did two training runs together each week. Everyone in the course finished at least one race, and more than 70 percent of the students successfully completed the full marathon. (Others whose fitness hadn’t quite progressed far enough by the end of the course had the option to run a 10K or half-marathon as their “final exam.”)
What started as an experiment is now an unqualified success. Andrew has taught the “Change Through Challenge” course three times so far. And he is full of pride when he tells me that it is now officially approved as a credit-earning business course across the entire Colorado community college system. This year the program is expanding to Denver high schools. Meanwhile, his innovation has not gone unnoticed. Since starting his course, he has been promoted to associate dean of instruction.
Andrew believes that every victory he achieved running during that difficult time boosted his confidence and determination, which gave him the strength to keep looking for career wins. Without the athletic wins, he doesn’t think he would have had the optimism and creativity to imagine a marathon-based business course.
Today Andrew brings the philosophy of epic wins into his classroom, where the SuperBetter method is now a part of the official curriculum. “Not one person walks into the first class thinking they can run a marathon,” he told me. “When they see the training schedule, they all freak out. The numbers look impossible. They just can’t picture themselves being successful.” But for most students, belief kicks in very early in the process—usually, Andrew says, after they achieve their first breakthrough moment. “Running five miles is the real turning point for most students. It’s longer than any of them have ever run in their lives. Suddenly they say, ‘I’ve never done that before, but I just did it.’ Something clicks for them. A goal that used to seem impossible is now suddenly possible. It changes their whole mindset: What else that seems impossible now could become possible in just a few weeks? They become curious and want to find out.”
This curiosity about what’s possible is the quintessential experience of pursuing epic wins. And as Andrew’s journey reveals, any effort to achieve a personal breakthrough—even one that seems unrelated to your most pressing challenges—can lead you to the most wonderful and unexpected outcomes.
“I almost lost everything,” Andrew said. “But look where it led—to the most meaningful work of my life. I never expected to be here. But now I know. A real terrible thing can be a godsend.”
Like many of the epic wins described in this chapter, Andrew’s involved a physical triumph, something athletic in nature—walking, bicycling, running, summiting a mountain, or dancing in public. This isn’t just a feature of the particular stories I’ve selected. In fact, if you search the SuperBetter database for all the epic wins from more than 400,000 players, four of the ten most commonly appearing verbs are walk, run, exercise, and dance. (Other top epic win verbs include finish, find, and create.)
What’s perhaps surprising is that these athletic verbs are commonly found as epic wins for every possible challenge you can imagine, not just fitness or weight loss challenges. Physical and athletic epic wins are extremely popular among people tackling obstacles as diverse as overcoming depression or anxiety, recovering from concussion, coping with diabetes or PTSD, becoming a better parent, finding a romantic partner, and even finding a new job.
Why? Based on the stories I’ve heard and the data I’ve seen, I would have to say that athletic triumphs make for particularly motivating and compelling epic wins—meaning, if you’re still not sure what kind of epic win to go for, you cannot go wrong with a walk, run, swim, cycle, or dance epic win. Here’s why:
Physical activity is a known mood booster, which helps with almost any challenge. And exercise is one of the most effective treatments for depression, something that can often stand in between you and your nonathletic goals.7
Exercise changes your perception of pain, making you tougher and less sensitive to painful stimuli. (Scientists say this is because exercise puts physical, often painful, stress on your body; the more you exercise, the more “normal” your brain interprets pain signals, and therefore it pays less attention to them.)8 Being less vulnerable to physical pain is a type of resilience that can help you feel stronger in all areas of your life.
Athletic goals typically require a commitment to training, which builds determination and willpower—two strengths that benefit you in any challenge.
An athletic epic win—like completing a charity walk, running a 5K, finishing a yoga boot camp, earning your first belt in a new martial art, or participating in a fund-raising dance-a-thon—also gives your social resilience a huge lift, by connecting you to a much bigger community. If you have friends, family, or coworkers who participate with you, which is often the case, all the better for increasing your social strengths!
Finally, athletic wins often have a built-in sense of meaning and purpose, because so many walks, races, and athletic events are organized to raise money and awareness for a good cause. More meaning and purpose means more motivation, plus more positive emotions like gratitude, compassion, spiritual connection, awe, and wonder.
For all these reasons, at some point in your SuperBetter journey, you may find that an epic physical activity goal is the kind of triumph you want to pursue. Even if you’re not looking at improved fitness or weight loss as a goal, the unique combination of mental, emotional, social, and physical strengths you’ll gain by pursuing an athletic breakthrough makes it among the most transformative wins you can aspire to.
You’ve brainstormed at least a few epic wins for yourself. Now it’s time to pick the one you want to aim for first.
I recommend giving yourself a chance to achieve your first epic win quickly—if not in the next week, then at least in the next month.
As you consider which epic win to aspire to first, you might find it useful to check out the Epic Win Possibility Scale—a thirty-second tool you can use whenever you set your mind on a new potential win. Try it out, in your next quest!
QUEST 44: The Epic Win Possibility Scale
Have you chosen a smart epic win? Here’s one way to find out.
What to do: Rate your potential epic wins on the Possibility Scale!
What will it take for you to achieve your epic win?
0—You could accomplish your epic in win in the next hour without breaking a sweat.
1—You could do it in a day, any day.
2—Give it a good week, and there’s at least a 50/50 chance you’ll be there.
3—It’ll take a couple of weeks and a strong effort.
4—You could accomplish it in thirty days, if you make a heroic effort.
5—Six weeks should do the trick.
6—A few months and real commitment, and you’ll get there.
7—It might take six months, but it’s worth it.
8—With heroic focus, and some help from the most important people in your life, you could do it in a year.
9—If you’re being honest, it takes a pretty wild imagination to picture yourself achieving this goal at all.
10—Someone would win a Nobel Prize if they achieved this epic win. Maybe two Nobel Prizes.
Scoring:
0–1: Dream bigger! You’re stronger than you think.
2–5: Congratulations! You’re perfectly on target for your first epic win.
6–8: You’ve got a great epic win, and you’re superambitious! Here’s a gameful tip: If you ever start to feel frustrated that you’re still far away from your goal, break it up into two or three smaller epic wins (somewhere in the 2–5 range) that you can tackle one at a time.
9–10: Good for you for being fearless—but getting superbetter will be more fun if you aim for something in the 2–8 range. And who knows? Rack up a few smaller epic wins, and you might become more likely to achieve your totally fearless goal!
Tip: Now that you’ve got the hang of it, use this chart whenever you decide to set out toward a new epic win. And don’t be afraid to imagine wins with a rating of 9 or 10 for yourself—just make sure to line up some more quickly achievable ones along the way.
Here are some final tips for pursuing your epic wins with a gameful mindset.
Tell your allies about the epic wins you plan to pursue. Making a public commitment to a goal increases your odds of achieving it.9
Be open to trying again. You’ll achieve greater triumphs if you’re open to failing the first time. (Imagine how boring games would be if we played only games that were so easy, we were assured of winning.) Thirty-five years’ worth of goal-setting research shows that harder goals inspire greater effort, as long as the goal is not absolutely and obviously beyond a person’s control or ability.10
Go only for wins that genuinely matter to you. This is the most important rule of all. When it comes to personal growth, success, and happiness, it’s not how much motivation you have that matters—it’s what kind of motivation. If your main motivation is to please someone else, or to live up to some external standard, you won’t be very happy, even if you do reach your goals. But if you pursue goals of your own choosing, you’re likely to be happier and healthier, whether or not you ever achieve them. (Fortunately, when you pursue goals of your own choosing, you are more likely to be successful.)11 Just remember, epic wins are a place to proudly—and if necessary, defiantly—proclaim what you want to be able to do.
Skills Unlocked: How to Achieve an Epic Win
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Keeping Score
The art of keeping score isn’t practiced very often in the digital age. Today most games are scored automatically. At the bowling alley, computers tally points. Online Scrabble calculates your word scores for you. Video games track your experience points and level you up without any effort on your part.
But when it comes to getting superbetter, you might want to keep your own customized, personal game score. Keeping your own score is the best way to really internalize the rules of a game—and to get a deeper understanding of your own play.
This has been true of games as long as humans have played them. In fact, my favorite argument in favor of personal scorekeeping was written over one hundred years ago, in a 1914 issue of Baseball Magazine. “The Pleasure and Profit of Keeping Score” was an editorial that strongly encouraged baseball fans to fill out their own scorecards during professional games. Track every run, hit, and error, it argued, in order to better understand, remember, and enjoy the game. Here’s how sportswriter C. P. Stack made his case:
Most spectators watch a great play with an interest, which, however intense, is forgotten in the thriller of the next inning. They leave the grounds with a hazy idea of a rather enjoyable afternoon, whose main features are scarce refreshed by reading press accounts of them some hours later. Keeping score remedies all this. It burns the play into memory. It greatly increases the spectator’s knowledge of the game. . . . And, best of all, it is a pleasure in itself. A few simple rules, practice—and keeping score becomes second nature.1
This recommendation makes just as much sense for the SuperBetter method today as it did for baseball then. By keeping a close record of your own gameful efforts, especially during the first days and weeks of play, you’ll develop a much deeper understanding of the seven gameful rules. And by keeping score during the most important periods of challenge and growth in your life, you’ll better remember exactly what you did to get stronger—making it more likely you’ll do it again in the future.
There are lots of ways to keep score in SuperBetter. You can tally power-ups activated and bad guys battled. You can count quests completed and epic wins achieved. Use these numbers to motivate yourself. Can you set a new record? (Ten power-ups in a single day!) What’s your longest streak? (Thirty days in a row of completing at least one quest!) Keeping a notebook, journal, spreadsheet, or blog is an easy way to track your successes.
Besides these simple tallies, something bigger is at stake. The true measure of a gameful life is your growing resilience—your physical, mental, emotional, and social strengths. So how will you know you’re truly increasing your resilience? In this chapter, I will suggest easy scoring techniques to help you measure the powerful difference that gameful thinking and acting are making in your life—including how to set a new high score that represents your overall gameful skills and newfound resilience in one simple number. The higher your high score, the more likely you are to lead a life that is not just longer but also truer to your dreams—happier, healthier, and braver—and most important, a life with no regrets.
Let’s start with the simplest way to keep track of your SuperBetter progress—a daily score. As one SuperBetter player puts it, “An epic win may be far away, but you can always win the day.” Just aim to get your daily dose of SuperBetter:
3 power-ups + 1 bad guy battle + 1 quest = a daily win
This SuperBetter dose was tested by both the University of Pennsylvania and Ohio State University Wexner Medical Center, and it’s what I recommend to all SuperBetter players. Every day try to activate at least three power-ups. Do battle with at least one bad guy. And complete at least one quest. This is just enough gameful activity to help you develop significant resilience, while still fitting easily into your daily routine.
Some players incorporate their daily dose into their regular to-do list. Just add “Power-up 1, Power-up 2, Power-up 3, Battle, Quest,” and cross each item off as you complete it.
Other players keep a journal of their SuperBetter adventures so they can look back and see just how far they’ve come. If you’d like to try it, the daily dose makes for a perfect structure for journal entries. Every day write down which three power-ups you activated, which bad guy you battled (and which strategy you used), and which quest you completed. The daily dose format makes it quick and easy to keep a compelling record of your gameful journey.
Keeping a daily score can help you build a sense of momentum as you try to rack up daily wins. Can you go for four, five, six, or even seven wins (a perfect score!) in one week?
A daily score can also help you learn something useful about your SuperBetter habits. As one player explained it to me, “I noticed that I never get my daily dose on Sundays. The day slips by, and despite having all this free time, I’ve done nothing to get SuperBetter.” Fortunately, spotting this pattern helped him adopt a new strategy. “I officially declared all Sundays ‘Super-Sundays.’ I make it a special challenge to get my daily dose.”
This is what I recommend for you: Track your daily dose for two weeks. Once you’ve tried it, you’ll always be able to use this scoring method again when you need it—for example, if you’re facing a new challenge, experiencing a time crunch, or just want to renew your commitment to getting superbetter.
Three power-ups, one battle, and one quest. This is all you need to do to ensure that you’ve done everything you can today to keep getting stronger, happier, braver, and more resilient.
Another easy way to build momentum and get some personal insight is to go for a personal record.
A personal record, or PR for short, is your all-time best result at any given challenge. Athletes and game players of all kinds track their PRs, whether it’s the farthest they’ve ever run, the most assists they’ve made in a single game, the fewest moves it’s taken them to win a chess match, or the fastest time they’ve been able to play through an entire video game from start to finish (also called a “speed run”). Setting PRs like these can inspire you to try harder, be more ambitious, and get more creative. It’s an excellent way to playfully explore the limits of your own potential.
After you’ve gotten the hang of a daily score, I encourage you to try to set a SuperBetter PR or two of your own. Here are some ideas to get you started.
These four PRs are the most popular to go for among SuperBetter players. Feel free to invent your own new categories for records.
You can also go for personal records that are more customized to your challenge. For example, if your challenge is to finish your first novel, you might want to set a PR for the most days in a row you’ve written at least one hundred words. If your challenge is to get fit, your PR could be for the most steps taken in a single day (measured with the help of a pedometer!). If your challenge is to conquer anxiety, you could set a PR for the longest you’ve been able to spend time somewhere, or do something, that ordinarily makes you anxious. Look for the little things you can track and measure that will be a real indicator of progress for you. (A personal record also makes for an excellent epic win.)
If these scoring techniques seem too simple to make a significant difference in your life, let me give you an example of how keeping a tally can transform your behavior in surprising and profound ways—an example from my own SuperBetter journey.
A SuperBetter Story: My Story, or 154 Good Days
Back in 2010, six months into life with postconcussion syndrome, I was still struggling with migraine headaches on a daily basis. They were bad enough that I was taking the maximum safe dosage of pain relievers almost every day—sometime three different medications a day. I knew I was getting better in some ways—I could think clearly at last, and I could work for several hours a day. But I was still spending way too many daylight hours resting in bed, nauseated and half-blind from the headaches. I felt far from back to normal.
I didn’t have unrealistic expectations. But I needed to have hope that not every day would feel like a bad day. What would be good enough for me? I decided that if I could have just two good days a week—two days where my headaches were mild enough that I could skip pain relievers completely—I could be happy. I could live with five bad days a week, as long as I knew I could have two good ones.
But at the time, I honestly had no idea how many good days I was having. The days all blurred together into one long lousy week, one terrible month. So on January 1, 2010, I started keeping track. I taped a plain piece of white 8.5"-by-11" paper by my bedside and started a tally. Every night before I went to sleep, if I’d gone medication-free, I gave myself a check mark. My hope was that I would have a hundred check marks by the end of the year.
The next few weeks were hit or miss. The first week I had only one good day, but the next I had two. The third week I didn’t have any good days. But the fourth week I had three!
Just keeping score this way had a very interesting effect on me. Whenever I had a miserable migraine day, instead of slipping into depression and despair, I could look at the growing tally next to my bed and say, “Look at all those good days you’ve had. Statistically speaking, you are going to feel better tomorrow or at the very least the day after. This pain is not forever. Hang in there.” The tally turned into objective evidence that gave me hope for the future.
I also started craving a check mark at the end of the day. I wanted the feeling of pride and accomplishment I got when I added a new notch to the tally. When a migraine hit, instead of reaching for a pill right away, I would lie in the dark for an hour, in hopes that I could still earn a check mark for the day, waiting to see if the headache would pass on its own. And sometimes, to my great surprise, it did! It was a revelation to me. Sometimes the headaches got better on their own. If not for my extra motivation to bump up my score, I’m not sure I ever would have realized that sometimes my migraines actually went away without any pills.
Soon my score was no longer just an objective record of my behavior. It was motivating new, healthier, and more empowered behavior. I practiced the “power breath” (exhale twice as long as you inhale) as a first response to headaches, instead of medication. Sometimes it worked, sometimes it didn’t. When it did, I felt powerful. But even when I decided I needed pain relievers after all, the result was still positive: I’d waited so long before taking any medicine that I often wound up taking a much lower dosage for the day. This triggered an upward spiral. Not only did I start earning more check marks, and counting more good days, but the medication actually started working better when I took it. (I had been decreasing my tolerance to it by taking it less often.)
This gave me more confidence that I was really getting better, and the newfound confidence led me to spend more time out in the world and less in bed. And so the upward spiral continued: the more I was out in the world, the less attention I paid to the migraines. (It turns out that being active and busy reduces pain perception!)2 Less pain perception meant I racked up more good days and a higher score. A higher score meant more confidence and therefore more daily activity. It was a virtuous cycle, all kicked off by the simple act of keeping a tally.
By the end of the year, I had 154 check marks—on average, three good days a week, not two. I set a much higher score than I thought possible. And my high score was reflected in the fact that I felt much more in control of my life.
And that’s when I stopped keeping score. I didn’t need an objective tally anymore to tell me I was getting better. I was confident that my health was strong enough that I could enjoy my life, do important work, and be there for my family.
Ideally, this is how keeping score should work for you, too. It’s not a habit you have to keep up forever. Keep score only until you internalize the sense of progress and accomplishment that you crave. Keep score until you know for sure that you’ve achieved real growth—just as I did.
Now that you’ve got a few basic ways to keep score under your belt, let’s talk about some more creative options.
One of the signature benefits of the SuperBetter method is developing a clearer sense of your personal strengths and capabilities. Hopefully, you already feel more in touch with your heroic qualities just by getting this far.
As you go forward, you may discover that friends and family are also able to see your strengths growing—in fact, they may be able to see it more clearly than you can! Particularly during times of extreme stress, you may need an outside perspective on what you’re doing right. (This is especially true if you have a tendency to be humble, or if you often experience self-doubt.) That’s why I suggest that you consider enlisting your allies in helping you track your heroic strengths.
I call it leveling up with allies, and here’s how it works.
First, remember the list of top five heroic strengths that you identified in Quest 36? Whatever’s on that list—whether it’s love of learning, spirituality, creativity, fairness, or zest for adventure—that’s what you’re going to try to level up. In video games, leveling up means increasing your character strengths point by point until you reach specific score milestones. These milestones typically come with new powers and opportunities.
Next, if you haven’t shared your strengths list with anyone yet, do that now—because you’re going to need someone to award you strengths points! Pick at least one trusted ally, and share your top five strengths with them.
From here on out, your scoring job is over. You only need to focus on using your strengths as much as possible in daily life. It’s your ally’s mission now to look for opportunities to award you strengths points.
Let me give you an example. When I was Jane the Concussion Slayer, my husband and I kept a notebook with a list of my top five strengths—including creativity, love of learning, and determination. At the end of each night, when we would check in about the day, he would pull out the notebook and give me points for my achievements, like this:
The actual points didn’t really matter so much; they could have been +500 or +.00001 for all I cared. What really helped was being seen as strong, instead of weak, by someone I cared about. And let’s face it, it feels good to be celebrated by others.
As Jess, thirty-one, a marketing director who played SuperBetter through several hospital stays and surgeries, put it:
Getting points from my allies totally boosted my feeling of accomplishment. I would get really frustrated and downtrodden over having eleven million doctors’ appointments every week. I felt like I was going nowhere. The points system helped me to see just how every appointment, every hour spent at work, even every load of laundry was an accomplishment for which I should be proud. I couldn’t view my own situation objectively. Having someone step in and say, “Man, that was really awesome, and I think you should win +10 Courage for that” gave me a better perspective on my achievements.
Make sure you pick an ally who will have lots of chances to spot you showing off your strengths—whether it’s because they live with you or see you every day or talk to you frequently.
Although you might feel a little embarrassed about asking someone to give you this kind of explicit positive feedback (and you wouldn’t be alone!), consider this: when we surveyed SuperBetter allies about which activities they most enjoyed doing for their heroes, they rated “Giving +1 achievements” as their second-favorite activity. (The top-rated activity was sending general messages of encouragement and support.) Remember, people who care about you are hungry for concrete things they can do to help and support you. By asking them to give you strengths points, you’re giving them the chance to do something that feels good and makes a difference. It’s win-win.
Now for practicalities. You can collect points from your allies verbally, by email, or by text message. If you’re sharing your SuperBetter journey publicly, you can collect them from readers or viewers in comments on your photos, videos, blog posts, or other social media. (Hope you’re not shy about people telling you how amazing you are in front of others!)
If you want to keep a formal score, you can choose to add up the points in a notebook or on a spreadsheet. Or you can simply treat each +1 as a high five and not bother with any math. (This is what nearly half of all players do.) If you do add the points up over time, give yourself a reward when you reach major milestones, like +50 curiosity or +100 courage.
Leveling up points does not have to be complex or even a particularly formal practice. Here’s what I suggest: Ask at least one ally to give you strengths points over the course of one or two weeks. After that, take a more informal approach. Plus-ones can become a shorthand you use to congratulate and encourage each other. Don’t feel limited to the twenty-four signature character strengths; you can recognize any positive quality you want. And feel free to give allies their own +1s, whenever they’re being strong for you or facing their own challenges! You’ll find that looking for strengths in others is a remarkably rewarding way to show them love or understand them even better.
There’s one more kind of score you may want to keep track of: your results on a measurement tool called an inventory.
An inventory is a survey that has been designed to measure a specific psychological trait or experience, such as optimism, anxiety, courage, depression, or life satisfaction. Inventories are typically subject to rigorous scientific testing, to ensure that they effectively measure what they claim to be measuring.
Throughout this book, you have taken informal versions of scientifically validated inventories to measure your own psychological strengths, such as your ability to adopt a challenge mindset in the face of stress (Chapter 5) and your willingness to take committed action toward your goals (Chapter 8). Similar inventories were used by researchers at the University of Pennsylvania and Ohio State University Wexner Medical Center to determine the effects of playing SuperBetter. Through these inventories, the researchers determined that playing SuperBetter for six weeks significantly decreases depression and anxiety and significantly increases self-efficacy and life satisfaction.
As you tackle your challenges gamefully and build up your strengths, you may wish to have access to some of these same powerful measurement tools. Typically, the most rigorously tested inventories are not easily available outside scientific journals. However, to help you get access to these important resources, I’ve gathered up all the inventories that will be most potentially useful to you on your SuperBetter journey—and I’ve made them freely available at Areyougameful.com.
Some of these inventories include:
These five inventories were used by the UP and OSU researchers to study SuperBetter’s effects:
You can decide for yourself which traits or experiences you want to track over time as you play. If you’re experiencing a particular problem, such as depression, anxiety, or PTSD, the inventories that measure their specific symptoms can help you more objectively see if and how you’re improving. If you’re trying to increase character strengths, such as curiosity or grit, you’ll be able to demonstrate concrete growth by taking the relevant inventories periodically through your journey.
There is one special inventory that I encourage everyone to take: the Gameful Strengths Inventory, or GSI. It’s a custom inventory that I designed, with the assistance of science advisers at UC Berkeley and Stanford University, specifically to measure the benefits associated with adopting a gameful mindset: increased creativity, optimism, courage, hope, determination, social connection, and self-efficacy.
You’ve read about these gameful strengths throughout this book—and completed quests to develop them. They make you resilient in the face of any challenge and can help you unlock the benefits of post-ecstatic or post-traumatic growth.
If you want to check in on the development of your gameful strengths, this inventory can help. Take it periodically—once a month is plenty. You may want to take it whenever you achieve an epic win or choose a new challenge, to set a new baseline score. (You’ll find a downloadable and printable copy of the GSI at Areyougameful.com, and I encourage you to save a copy each time you complete it so you can look back at your specific score changes.)
Whenever you take the GSI, you’ll get a score that not only reveals changes in your mindset; it will also tell you exactly which gameful rules you will want to devote more time and attention to in the future, if you want to experience more benefits and growth.
Taking the GSI for the first time is your final quest for this part of the book. Ready? (And congratulations on getting this far!)
QUEST 45: How Gameful Are You?
What to do: Answer each question on a scale of 0–5 points. Give yourself 0 points for “No way!” (you completely disagree with the statement), 5 points for “Heck, yeah!” (you completely, wholeheartedly agree with it), and points in between if you agree a little bit, somewhat, or a lot.
1. I’m optimistic about my future.
2. I frequently look for new things to learn or new experiences to try.
3. Every challenge I face is an opportunity to learn or to grow.
4. I can think of at least one thing I could do in the next hour to feel happy, strong, or productive.
5. I do what matters most to me, even if it’s hard, painful, or scary.
6. I can do things in a new way. I’m not limited to the way things have always been done.
7. I have faith in my ability to accomplish whatever I set my heart to.
8. I feel grateful to many different people.
9. This week I was able to overcome an obstacle.
10. Setbacks don’t discourage me.
11. I feel a strong bond with other people who are going through the same challenge I face or who have already been through it.
12. When I face a problem, I can usually find a way to solve it.
13. I can think of at least one goal I would like to accomplish tomorrow.
14. If I’m not sure whether I can do something successfully, I feel motivated to try and find out.
15. I have something specific to look forward to.
16. If I don’t like how I feel, I can change it.
17. I often lose track of time, because I get so immersed in an activity I enjoy.
18. I enjoy coming up with new, creative strategies.
19. I can think of at least one other person who really wants me to succeed.
20. I have the courage to face life and whatever challenges and complications it brings.
Scoring: Add up your points for a gameful score that should fall somewhere between 0 and 100. Keep reading to find out what your score means!
Your Gameful Strengths Inventory score is a way for you to compare how your mindset is changing from time to time. There’s no score that means “gameful enough” or “not gameful enough.” Instead of focusing on the specific number, focus on whether your number goes up or down over time—and keep trying to set a new high score.
If your score goes up, it means you’re able to draw on your natural, gameful strengths more effectively than in the past. You should feel a sense of confidence in your growing gameful abilities, and satisfaction that you’ve successfully cultivated such powerful ways of thinking.
If your score goes down, it means your gameful strengths may need a bit of bolstering or just reawakening. If so, there are two things you can do to reengage a gameful mindset.
First, make it a point to spend more time in the next few weeks playing games. This is the fastest and surest way to boost your gameful strengths—just play. It sounds obvious, but it is a too-often-overlooked strategy. Why? Because we’re culturally biased to think about games as “time wasters” instead of “strength builders.” Basketball, sudoku, Super Mario, Settlers of Catan, crossword puzzles, The Sims, hide-and-seek, bridge—really, any game at all will do. If you normally spend no time at all playing games, spend thirty minutes this week playing. If you normally spend ten hours a week playing games, play with a bit more purpose this week: play something that is particularly challenging, and if possible, spend more time on multiplayer games.
If you want to be even more strategic about upping your score, you have a second option. Identify the questions that you have the lowest scores for, or any questions that you scored lower on this time than the last time you took the inventory. Then use this information as a reminder to practice the gameful rules that will help you exactly where you need it most. Here’s how:
If you have a lower score for question 3 or 12: Your challenge mindset needs strengthening. Revisit the quests and advice in Chapter 5.
If you have a lower score for question 4, 16, or 17: Focus on collecting and activating new power-ups over the next week (Chapter 6).
If you have a lower score for question 6, 9, 10, 12, or 18: Take a look at your list of bad guys, and spend time this week coming up with and testing as many new strategies and battle plans as you can (Chapter 7).
If you have a lower score for question 2, 5, or 13: Focus on completing quests this week (Chapter 8)—as many as you can!
If you have a lower score for question 8, 11, or 19: Make an effort this week to connect with at least one ally or to recruit a new one (Chapter 9).
If you have a lower score for question 7 or 20: It’s a good time to pay extra attention to your secret identity (Chapter 10). Try using your strengths in a new way this week, or telling a new heroic story about yourself.
If you have a lower score for question 1, 14, or 15: Spend some time thinking about your epic win this week (Chapter 11). If the win you’re aiming for doesn’t feel realistic anymore, come up with a new one. Or if it just doesn’t inspire and energize you right now, replace it with one that does.
Finally, just for fun and a bit of extra motivation, I want to leave you with a few mini-games—timed ways of keeping score, competitively and cooperatively, with friends, family, and other SuperBetter allies.
When I was designing interactive experiences for the Nike Digital Sport team, mini-games were a core component of our motivational strategy. How could we keep competitive athletes inspired during training, week after week, season after season? How could we inspire someone with an already hectic schedule to squeeze in an extra thirty minutes of life-changing physical activity in the evening, so they were more likely to achieve their health and fitness goals? Personal records helped a great deal, but of all the strategies we tested, mini-games sparked the biggest surge in activity and effort. There’s just something about making a challenge social that brings out the best in us.
To help you get a surge in your gameful efforts when you need it most, I’ve created seven social mini-games you can try. Whether you play them competitively or cooperatively, they’ll not only give you a motivational lift—they’ll also help you discover new ways to get stronger, even after you’re already a total pro at getting superbetter.
COMPETITIVE MINI-GAMES: CHALLENGE A FRIEND!
If you have a competitive spirit, you might find it fun to compare your gameful efforts against one or more friends. Here are a few ways to bring on the competition.
First Power-up of the Day
Whoever power-ups first, wins. Send a message by text, email, or social media to claim your victory. (Include a photo of the power-up as proof!) This mini-game is more fun when you go for best of three days, best of five days, or even best of thirty days! You decide if staying up until 12:01 a.m. counts, or if you want the competition to start at sunrise.
The Quest Race
Whoever completes a list of quests first, wins. Here’s how it works: Each player must contribute one quest to the race. If there are four players, you’ll be racing to complete four quests total. Before the start, all players must agree that all quests are reasonable; it’s no fair creating a quest to run 10 miles or donate $100 to charity if you are the only person in the group who can realistically do that! Once you have your quest list, it’s ready, set—go! The first person to successfully complete all the quests wins. Photo and video proof is encouraged. This mini-game gets more fun the more players you invite to compete.
Battle Report
Pick a common bad guy that you share. This week you’ll all pay special attention to battling this bad guy. Come up with as many different strategies as you can. Creativity counts! At the end of the week, compare your lists of strategies. Each player gets one point for every strategy he or she comes up with that isn’t on anyone else’s list! The player with the most points wins. Bonus: At the end of the week, you’ll all have a heap of strategies to try against one of your most annoying bad guys!
SuperBetter Survivor
You can try this challenge by yourself, but it’s more fun with a friend or two. Here’s how it works: On day one, you activate at least one power-up. On day two, you activate two different power-ups. On day three, three different power-ups . . . and so on, increasing your goal by one more every day. If you don’t hit your daily goal, you’re out of the challenge. The last survivor standing wins!
Tip: With any of these competitions, you’ll want to challenge someone who is already playing SuperBetter, whether it’s someone you know in daily life or someone you meet online. You might also consider challenging an ally or two, even if they’re not trying to get SuperBetter themselves. After a day of activating power-ups and completing quests with you, who knows? They might be inspired to choose their own challenge—and go for their own epic win!
COOPERATIVE MINI-GAMES: TEAM UP FOR A MISSION!
Perhaps you’d rather join forces than compete. If so, you can keep a multiplayer score that emphasizes teamwork. Here are a few cooperative high scores you can try to achieve.
The Dirty Dozen Mission
Together, you must successfully battle a total of at least twelve different bad guys this week. (You might battle five and your partner seven; or if there are three of you, you could battle four bad guys each. You get the idea.) Let each other know every time you log a successful battle. If you reach a dozen before the week runs out, mission accomplished!
The Power 100 Mission
Together, your team must try to activate one hundred different power-ups. Set a target time: If there are two of you, it might take you thirty days. If there are ten of you, you can try to do it in a week. Try to hit one hundred before time runs out—and keep a shared list of power-ups to make sure you don’t count the same power-up twice! Bonus: At the end of this mini-game, you’ll have a custom list of one hundred power-ups that you can use in the future—and share with others, if you choose!
Team Streak
How many days in a row can your team of two or more get your daily dose of SuperBetter? (That’s at least three power-ups, one bad guy battle, and one quest a day.) The more people you team up with, the harder it is to keep a streak going—but the more people you’ll have cheering you on and encouraging you to win the day! You can turn this into a team-based competition, too: each team tries to outlast all the others by keeping their streak alive the longest.
As you can see, you have myriad ways to set a new high score. But if there’s anything more satisfying than setting a new high score, it’s this: keeping the game going.
The philosopher and religious studies professor James Carse once wrote that there are two kinds of games: finite and infinite.3 A finite game is played for the purpose of finding out who wins. An infinite game is played for the purpose of keeping the play going as long as possible.
Chess, soccer, League of Legends matches, mah-jongg, political elections—these are all finite games. They drive inexorably to someone’s victory and therefore an end to the game.
SuperBetter, on the other hand, is an infinite game. The better you play it, the longer you have to play.
Every time you complete a quest, battle a bad guy, or activate a power-up, you’re increasing your resilience—and therefore increasing your statistical life expectancy. I call this bonus life, and it’s inspired by the experience of earning extra lives in a video game.
If you’ve ever played a classic video game, you know how this works. Players start with a predetermined number of lives, or chances to win the game. Run out of lives, and it’s game over. But achieve smaller goals and play consistently, and you can extend the duration of your game. Get ten thousand points in Pac-Man, and you earn an extra life. Collect one hundred gold coins in Super Mario, and they’re worth an extra life. Many modern games have adapted this mechanism in new ways. For example, if you ask your friends for help in Candy Crush Saga, you can earn countless extra lives.
Earning more time to play and pursue your goals in real life isn’t quite as exact a science as earning it in video games. But as a metaphor, it can give you incredibly valuable insight into what you can do today to give yourself the best chance for a long and happy life.
There are lots of ways to track your progress and add up your bonus life, thanks to the growing field of resilience research. Scientists is this field use the same methods and longevity models as actuaries, the professionals who depend on complex mathematical and statistical methods to calculate risks and policy prices for life insurance companies. However, in the case of resilience research, the scientists are looking for the daily habits that extend life rather than shorten it. I’ve reviewed hundreds of scientific papers on the relationship between the four types of resilience—physical, mental, emotional, and social—and longevity, and here’s what I’ve learned:
Remember, when it comes to bonus life, we’re talking about statistical probabilities based on data gathered from tracking hundreds of thousands of people over decades in more than a thousand peer-reviewed scientific studies. That’s a lot of evidence, but it’s not a guarantee. So please don’t take any of the time bonuses too literally! Bonus life is a playful framework for thinking about how the small choices you make today add up to big changes over the course of your life. You can be confident that every time you complete another quest in this book—and every time you follow one of the seven SuperBetter rules in your life—you are heading in the right direction, to a happier, healthier, longer, and more accomplished life. How much longer? When you add up the benefits of all four types of resilience, the research suggests you can live up to ten years longer.
A full decade of bonus life. Just imagine the dreams you can chase, and the happiness you can create, with ten extra years.
Whether being gameful ultimately gives you an extra year or an extra decade of bonus life, it’s going to start changing your life immediately. Your extra resilience will increase your creativity, your courage, your curiosity, and your determination right now. You will have the strengths you need to experiment and challenge yourself more, to set higher goals for yourself, and to make more time for your family and all the things that matter most to you.
That’s where spending your bonus life comes in. To benefit the most from your extra life, you can’t treat it as a bonus you’ll cash out when you’re ninety-nine years old. You have to spend it today. If you wait years or decades to spend your bonus minutes, hours, or days, you’ll have lost the opportunity to spend them when they can change the entire rest of your life for the better. We started this book talking about the most common regrets that people have on their deathbeds. Living gamefully means spending your bonus life long before you have the chance to develop any regrets.
This is why my very last recommendation to you is this: Do a few gameful calculations, and figure out just how much bonus life you’ve earned recently. It doesn’t have to be exact. If you spent an hour playing SuperBetter, give yourself seven minutes. If you spent a week, give yourself three hours. If it’s been six weeks and you’ve achieved an epic win, give yourself five days. Then mark this amount of time somewhere on your calendar, and plan to spend it on something that will fuel your dreams.
Spend seven minutes doing something for a loved one. Devote three hours to learning something new. Plan a five-day dream vacation or stay-cation (stay-at-home vacation); sign up for a five-day fitness boot camp; or set aside five Saturdays to work on a memoir or novel.
Use this playful method of tracking as a way to give yourself permission to do what matters most, today. The biggest benefit of getting stronger, happier, and braver is finding the courage and means to live a life truer to your dreams right now—no matter what obstacles you face along the way.
If you spend your bonus life right away, you will recognize the signs of post-ecstatic and post-traumatic growth in your own life—the five potential positive changes that allow you to lead a life free of regret.
1. Stronger: You have a newfound sense of personal strength and resilience.
2. Closer: You enjoy more intimate relationships with loved ones, and more compassion for others.
3. Clearer: You’ve changed or strengthened your priorities about what is important in life. You have a willingness to spend more time on the things that matter most.
4. Braver: You feel empowered to pursue new dreams, change your life plan, and take advantage of new opportunities.
5. Greater: You have a stronger sense of purpose, a changed philosophy of life, renewed spirituality, or deeper wisdom.
Pay special attention to each of these areas of potential growth. Some of the changes may happen quickly; others may unfold more slowly over time. Periodically ask yourself, Have I changed in any of these ways since facing my challenge? Do I feel stronger, closer, clearer, braver, or greater?
When I look back at my own SuperBetter journey as Jane the Concussion Slayer, I do see growth in myself in all five areas. I know I’m stronger because after facing and recovering from suicidal thoughts, I have not had a single day of even mild depression since. I believe something has permanently shifted in how I process failure, disappointment, and adversity. (And I better understand now how play can help me change my brain chemistry when I need it most.) I’m closer, because I not only feel gratitude to the friends and family who helped me through my darkest hour; I also have a level of deep empathy I’d never felt before, a personal connection with, and a desire to help, all others who have experienced their own difficult concussion or traumatic brain injury. I know I’m clearer because I now say no when people ask me to spend time and energy on things that don’t fit my life priorities. In fact, I am the queen of saying no, whereas before my injury, I found it nearly impossible. I’m braver, because surviving my recovery gave me confidence in my resilience. It helped me find the courage to do life-changing things that seemed too scary or overwhelming before—like fighting my infertility to start a family with my husband and finally becoming a mom. And I know that I’m greater now because I have a new and more meaningful purpose in my work, which is to help others experience the same kind of transformative growth.
If you are living by the seven gameful rules, you too are getting stronger, closer, clearer, braver, and greater.
You have improved your ability to control your attention and therefore your thoughts and feelings. You have developed the power to turn anyone into a potential ally and to strengthen your existing relationships. You have tapped into your natural capacity to motivate yourself and supercharge your heroic qualities, like willpower, compassion, and determination.
You know now how to play with purpose, so you can bring your gameful strengths to real-life obstacles. You have gotten better at challenge and adversity, so you can get better through challenge and adversity.
You have without a doubt proven that you are stronger than you knew. You are surrounded by allies. And you are definitely the hero of your own story.
Just remember:
1. Challenge yourself.
2. Collect and activate power-ups.
3. Find and battle the bad guys.
4. Seek out and complete quests.
5. Recruit your allies.
6. Adopt a secret identity.
7. Go for an epic win.
Skills Unlocked: How (and Why) to Keep Score
It’s time to put it all together—with three adventures that can help you practice all your new gameful strengths.
An adventure is a set of power-ups, bad guys, and quests designed to help you tackle a particular challenge. The adventures in this section will help you strengthen your most important relationships, energize your body, and discover a secret wealth of time each day to spend on the things that matter most.
I’ve created these adventures for you based on my own areas of expertise, developed through collaborations with the University of Pennsylvania’s Positive Psychology Center, the American Heart Association, Nike, the Institute for the Future, the Ardmore Institute of Health, and UC Berkeley’s Greater Good Science Center.
After you take an adventure or two, you’ll be ready to create your own. It’s easier than you think! Whatever you’re an expert in—or want to become an expert in—can be the basis for an adventure.
SuperBetter players around the world have drawn on their personal experiences and life wisdom to design all kinds of adventures: how to survive the college admissions process, explore different religions, beat insomnia, become a part-time vegetarian, and write your first book, to name just a few.
All you have to do is collect the habits and skills that are important for success—those are your power-ups. Then list the obstacles that might get in someone’s way—those are the bad guys. Finally, come up with one or two weeks’ worth of tiny goals, or daily quests, that will help your players practice getting better at whatever your adventure is about.
It’s especially fun to combine forces and design an adventure with a group. For example, you can collect power-ups, quests, and bad guys at your office, for a custom company adventure. That’s what Zappos, the online apparel retailer, did when more than one hundred of its employees decided to get superbetter together. Teachers have created SuperBetter adventures with their students, navy officers with their direct reports, coaches with their athletes, resident assistants with their college dormitory residents, therapists with their patients, volunteer organizations with their members, ministers with their congregations, neighborhood associations with their neighbors, and even family members before a family reunion.
If you belong to a group, consider creating an adventure together. It can be a truly amazing way to collect the wisdom of your community and to empower and encourage each other.
To show you how it works, here are three adventures I’ve created:
Adventure 1: Love Connection
(Time to complete: 10 quests/10 days)
Researchers can predict how much love you’ll have in your life based on how you do five simple things. Learn what they are, and you’ll master the secrets to happy relationships at work, at home, and in love.
On this adventure, you’ll collect five new power-ups: celebrate like a true ally, deliver a super-powerful thank you, investigate something exciting, flip a lonely thought, and take a “hands over heart” moment. You’ll also learn how to battle these five bad guys: passive congrats, the “it’s too late to thank them now” monster, forgettable small talk, lonely thoughts, and the bully inside.
Adventure 2: Ninja Body Transformation
(Time to complete: 21 quests/21 days)
Sneak up on change like a ninja! This adventure helps you energize, get fit, lose weight, increase your physical strength, and feel healthier—without dieting or stepping on a scale.
On this adventure, you’ll collect ten new power-ups: eat a power food; listen to your power song; practice your power move; connect with the water element, sui; the earth element, chi; the wind element, fu-; the fire element, ka; and the sky element, ku-; practice uzura-gakure, the art of staying still as a stone; and practice tanuki-gakure, or “tree camoflauge.” You’ll also learn how to battle five sneaky bad guys: weighing yourself, counting calories, feeling guilty about what you eat, mentally checking out from your body, and ignoring your ninja powers.
Adventure 3: Time Rich
(Time to complete: 10 quests/10 days)
Want to feel like you have all the time in the world to do the things you love most? That you have more than twenty-four hours in each day? This adventure is for you.
On this adventure, you’ll collect six new power-ups: provoke awe, give someone ten minutes of your time, breathe, give yourself a power boost, and make a free and spontaneous choice. You’ll also learn how to battle three tricky bad guys: time poverty, social jetlag, and mindless, stressful commuting.
I invite you to complete one, two, or all three, in any order. Taken together, these three adventures contain just enough quests for you to keep playing SuperBetter for six weeks. That’s an important number, because six weeks is exactly how long participants followed the SuperBetter rules in our clinical trial and our randomized controlled study. In those studies, playing SuperBetter for six weeks resulted in significantly better mood, stronger social support, more optimism, less depression and anxiety, and higher self-confidence. If you complete all three of these adventures—by tackling just one quest a day—you’ll have achieved a full, life-changing dose of the game.
ADVENTURE 1
Love Connection
Take this adventure if . . .
This adventure includes:
How to play:
LOVE CONNECTION QUEST 1: Love the Good Stuff
You’re on an adventure to increase the love in your life. So let’s start with what scientists have identified as the number-one secret to building strong relationships.
It’s called active constructive responding, or ACR for short. It strengthens all kinds of relationships—not just romantic but also work and family relationships, as well as friendships. Although most people have never heard of this skill, the scientific research behind it is so strong, it’s taught as the number-one most important relationship-building skill everywhere from the U.S. Army (as part of the Master Resilience course created by University of Pennsylvania psychologists) to the halls of the matchmaking site eHarmony .com (where senior research scientists contributed to peer-reviewed studies on the phenomenon).1
So what exactly is ACR? It involves celebrating someone else’s success or good news with genuine enthusiasm and interest. Instead of offering a passive “congratulations” or “way to go” (or worse, actively sabotaging their celebration with a negative reaction!), you actively engage them in a positive conversation about the good news.
Here’s how you do it:
1. Show enthusiasm. This is not the time to be distracted or seem disinterested. Stop what you’re doing and give the person your full attention. Don’t change the subject. Don’t talk about yourself. Don’t undermine their excitement. Try to match their enthusiasm with your own.
2. Ask questions. Draw them out about the news. “Tell me more!” “When will that happen?” “How long have you been waiting to find out?” “What will you do to celebrate?” It doesn’t matter what you ask. What’s important is giving them a chance to keep talking about it so they can relish the moment.
3. Congratulate them and express your happiness for them. It’s a small thing, but be sure to tell them directly that you share their happiness. “I’m so pleased for you.” “I’m so happy for you.” “You deserve this.” “I’m so proud of you.” “This is truly the best news I’ve heard all week.”
4. Relive the experience with them. Keep the conversation going. Success is something to be savored. Ask them to tell you about it in detail. If they’ve received good news, for example, you could ask them questions like “Where were you when you found out?” “What did you say when you heard the news?” “Who did you tell first?” “How did you feel when you found out?” Or if they’re celebrating a success, simply ask them to tell you more about the most important moments. “What were you thinking when you crossed the finish line?” “How did your family react to the news?” Questions like these will put them right back in the happy moment and help them really savor it.
It sounds simple enough, but studies show that nothing contributes more to the long-term strength and success of relationships than whether its participants do ACR. Couples who do it stay married longer. (And new couples who do it fall in love faster.) Coworkers who do it are happier and more collaborative at work. Family members who do it report feeling closer to each other and experience less anxiety and depression. People who develop this skill and practice it regularly have more and stronger friendships.2
Now you know the secret. If you want more love in your life, celebrate others’ good news with the enthusiasm and excitement of a true ally.
LOVE CONNECTION QUEST 2: Savor a Moment
Your quest for today is to try out the new skill you learned yesterday: active constructive responding (ACR).
Ideally, the opportunity to try ACR will arise naturally today. But if no one comes to you, dying to share their good news, go ahead and create an ACR opportunity for yourself. Here’s how:
What to do: Ask someone to tell you about one of their favorite memories. If you’re eating together, ask them to tell you about the best meal they’ve ever had. If you’re taking a walk together, ask them to tell you about the prettiest place they’ve ever been. If you’re in a class together, ask them what they think the best class they’ve ever taken was. If there’s no obvious natural topic for sharing memories, you can even say, “Just for fun, I’ve been asking people about their favorite memories. Do you mind if I ask you a question?” And then ask them about any kind of memory you want!
Once they’ve started talking, actively celebrate their memory with them, like a true ally. Remember to use all four ACR techniques: (1) show enthusiasm, (2) ask questions, (3) offer your congratulations and express your happiness for them, and (4) relive the experience with them.
Tip: When you’re helping someone savor a favorite memory, steps 1, 2, and 4 should be very easy to do. But a memory may not necessarily be congratulations worthy, so for step 3, you can simply say something like: “That sounds like such an amazing experience.” “You must be so thrilled that you had the chance to do that.” “That memory must bring you a lot of happiness.”
Bonus mission: Your conversation partner may return the favor and ask you about your favorite memory. If they do, pay attention to how they respond to your story. Do they actively and constructively respond to you? If so, notice how much fun you have savoring the memory, and how good it feels to have so much interest shown in your story. Or if they respond passively, take notice of the difference in the energy and warmth of the conversation. Whenever you don’t quite get the same generous and active response you’re looking for, it’s a great reminder to be sure to give it to others every chance you get.
LOVE CONNECTION QUEST 3: Love the Gratitude
Scientists have known for a long time that practicing gratitude makes people happier and healthier. It reduces stress, improves sleep, and even boosts immune function.3 But they have only recently discovered that one form of gratitude is especially powerful—not just feeling grateful (or counting your blessings) but actively expressing gratitude to others.
Every time you express gratitude to others, it amplifies the positive emotion you feel. And it not only feels good in the moment: a powerful thank-you changes the way you see the world for the next twenty-four hours—making you more likely to see the good in anyone else you encounter, and increasing your optimism, hope, and compassion.4
A powerful thank-you also inspires and changes the person who receives your gratitude. Research shows that when you recognize the good in someone else, they become just a little more likely to do good again. That means that every time you thank someone, you make them just a little bit more of the best version of themselves.5
But not every thank-you delivers these powerful benefits! Sending someone a one-word “thanks!” by text message might boost your social connection a little bit, but if you really want to do good with your gratitude, you need to learn a special kind of thank-you.
The three-part “superpowerful thank-you” was created by Dr. Kelly McGonigal, a psychology professor at Stanford University, and an expert in the science of gratitude (as well as my twin sister and my first SuperBetter ally).6 Here’s how to do it:
1. Find the benefit. What good came to you because of this person? Be specific!
2. Acknowledge the effort. What might have been hard for them?
3. Spot the strength. What good do you see in the person you’re thanking?
(And always start and end with “thank you.”)
Here’s what it looks like in action:
“Thank you for sending me those suggestions for new workout songs. They helped me get motivated today when I thought I was too exhausted to exercise.” (That’s the benefit.)
“You have so much to think about! It’s really sweet of you to remember that I’ve been trying to work out more when you have so much else on your mind.” (That’s the effort.)
“You’re so good at cheering everyone else on and helping us achieve our goals. You really make it seem as if you care as much about our success as you do your own.” (That’s the strength.)
“Thank you.”
And another example:
“Thank you for keeping our secret (about being pregnant!). It meant so much to us to be able to tell the rest of the family in person. I’ll never forget the looks on their faces.” (That’s the benefit.)
“I know it’s not easy to keep such a big secret.” (That’s the effort.)
“I really respect how much honor and integrity you showed by keeping your promise.” (That’s the strength.)
“Thank you.”
Do you think you have the hang of it? To lock it in, and complete this quest, repeat this out loud five times right now: Find the benefit, acknowledge the effort, spot the strength.
That’s all it takes to give a life-changing thank-you.
LOVE CONNECTION QUEST 4: Unleash Your First Superpowerful Thank-You
Now that you know how to deliver a superpowerful thank-you, it’s time to put those skills to good use. Pick someone—anyone—and thank them today.
Make sure you follow the three steps: (1) find the benefit, (2) acknowledge the effort, and (3) spot the strength!
Tip: Most people find it easier to practice this skill in writing first—so you have time to really think about what you want to say. As an added bonus, if it’s in writing, the recipient of your superpowerful thank-you will be able to reread it and really savor it!
LOVE CONNECTION QUEST 5: Love What’s Exciting
Dr. Robert Biswas-Diener is the world’s leading practitioner of strengths coaching, a form of counseling that helps people recognize and utilize their own positive strengths. Although he often uses formal surveys, or inventories, with clients (like the ones you encountered in Chapter 12), he also recommends a more unusual method for spotting someone’s signature strengths. It’s called conversational strengths-spotting.7 Here’s how it works:
The next time you’re catching up with someone, or when you’re chatting with someone you don’t know very well yet, ask them about something exciting. Like this:
Your goal, in listening to their response, is to identify a positive strength in their reply. For example, if the person mentions a new class they’re taking, it shows off their curiosity. If they talk about seeing a grandchild, it shows the ability to love and be loved. If they’re really excited about an upcoming sports game or a new movie, that’s actually a sign of zest, enthusiasm, and energy. Whatever it is they’re excited about or looking forward to, draw them out on the topic with follow-up questions until you can successfully identify at least one signature strength in their reply. (“Tell me more about that” or “What about it are you looking forward to?” do the trick just fine.)
Identifying a strength in someone else is always a win, because it means you’re getting to know them better. But you’ll make an even stronger connection if you reflect the strength back to them. It’s easier than you might think. All it takes is a simple comment like “You really do have a lot of courage” or “I’ve always admired your love of learning” or “You have a greater appreciation of beauty than anyone else I know” or “Your enthusiasm is really contagious!” Don’t worry if it doesn’t come naturally at first. Like all new habits, it may take a few tries to feel comfortable.
The fastest way to see how this technique works is to try it on yourself. How would you answer any of these strengths-spotting questions? Try it now, and look for the strength in your own reply.
LOVE CONNECTION QUEST 6: Practice Your Strengths-Spotting Questions
It’s time to take your new strengths-spotting skill for a test drive.
What to do: Pick someone you’ll see in the next twenty-four hours, and plan to strike up a quick conversation around one of these topics: “So, what are you really excited about these days?” or “What are you most looking forward to doing in the next few weeks?” or “What’s the most exciting thing you’ve done lately?” Then carry out your plan.
This quest is complete when you’ve identified and reflected back at least one signature strength!
Tip: This skill works best face to face, so don’t try to pull it off over text message!
LOVE CONNECTION QUEST 7: Love Against Loneliness
Loneliness is one of the most common negative emotions in the world. Research shows that as many as 80 percent of people under eighteen, and 40 percent of adults over sixty-five, report being lonely at least sometimes. And for adults in their middle years, loneliness is as common as one in four.8
Loneliness is not the same as simply being alone. Many people can be relatively isolated from others and still be quite happy. Paradoxically, others can be surrounded by people constantly, yet still feel lonely. The true measure of loneliness is a sense of distress and dissatisfaction with the quality of your relationships. When you feel lonely, it means you are looking for a deeper, more satisfying connection with others.9
So what’s the cure for loneliness? Recently, scientists analyzed the results from forty years’ worth of loneliness research. They looked at more than fifty different studies of different methods to reduce the negative emotion, and the results were quite surprising. The three techniques that psychologists most commonly suggested for reducing loneliness—increasing opportunities for social interaction, improving communication skills, and seeking counseling or joining support groups—were helpful, but not that helpful. The one truly helpful intervention was this: Change your own negative expectations.10
It turns out that when people feel lonely, they typically exhibit negative thought patterns. They’re extrasensitive to potential negative feedback or criticism from others. They tend to focus on what went wrong instead of what went right. This leaves them feeling dissatisfied with, or hurt by, their social interactions. No matter what happened, they find a way to feel bad about it.
This kind of negative thinking creates a vicious cycle. It makes a lonely person less likely to participate or reach out to others. And when they do interact with others, they expect the worst—which becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy, fueled by their sensitivity to negative social information, like criticism or disagreement.
If you want to feel less lonely, the best thing you can do is flip your lonely thoughts. Instead of taking them at face value, challenge them. Ask yourself, How do I know that’s true? Can I find any evidence to the contrary? Is there any way to positively reframe this experience? Remember those cognitive reappraisal techniques you learned in Chapter 5 (the challenge mindset) and Chapter 7 (battling the bad guys)—those are exactly the skills you’re using when you flip a lonely thought!
According to research, changing your negative thoughts is four times as effective as any other method for curing loneliness. You’ll have a chance to practice this skill in the next quest. For now, take a minute to consider whether you have a tendency to focus on the negative with others. See if you can identify a lonely thought that frequently pops into your mind—like “I don’t fit in”; “I always embarrass myself when I try to be funny”; “I never have anything interesting to say”; or “They were probably looking down on me.” Give it a moment’s thought, and then congratulate yourself—this quest is a lot to wrap your mind around!
LOVE CONNECTION QUEST 8: Flip Three Lonely Thoughts
Now that you know how important it is to flip your lonely thoughts, let’s practice. Here are three negative thoughts that you might have after a social encounter. What could you think or say to yourself to counteract each one? (Remember your strategies for flipping a lonely thought: challenge your assumptions, look for disconfirming evidence, and reframe your perceptions!)
1. “I didn’t have anything in common with the people I met tonight.”
2. “No one was interested in what I had to say.”
3. “Everyone was having such a good time except for me.”
See what you can come up with on your own—then skip to the footnote on page 362 for a few more suggestions.*
Tip: Even if you’ve never had one of these thoughts, practice flipping them now—it’s a skill that will serve you well if you ever suffer a lonely thought in the future.
* Here are some ways you might flip those lonely thoughts: 1. “That’s not true. We must have something in common, even if it’s just that we all know [X] or we’re all interested in [Y] or we all live nearby.” Or: “Well, I did meet that one guy who knew a lot about [Z], which I’d like to know more about.” Or: “Maybe that just makes me a more interesting person to have around, since I’m so unique in this group.” 2. “I can’t really know that for sure. Nobody walked away when we were talking, so for all I know they were interested!” Or: “Maybe I didn’t seem interested in what they had to say. I could ask more questions next time.” Or: “Perhaps they didn’t seem interested in what I had to say because it was really important to them to say what was on their minds tonight. I was a good listener, so that’s something.” 3. “It might have looked that way to me, but I’m probably not the only one who was having a bad day. I just didn’t notice who else was feeling out of it.” Or “Well, to be fair, even though it wasn’t a great night overall, I did enjoy myself when . . .”
LOVE CONNECTION QUEST 9: Love Yourself
“Self-compassion means treating yourself with the same type of kind, caring support and understanding that you would show to anyone you cared about.” So says Dr. Kristin Neff, one of the world’s leading experts on the subject. And according to her research, self-kindness is just as important as the love you show others. Not only does it lead to less depression, more optimism, greater happiness, and more life satisfaction, it also makes people kinder, more giving, and more supportive of their relationship partners. In other words, love yourself, and you will better love others.11
So what does it take to develop self-compassion? There are three steps.
1. Notice when you’re suffering. Are you stressed? Are you in pain? Are you disappointed? Don’t brush it off. Take a moment and acknowledge it.
2. Let yourself feel a desire to ease that suffering, just as you would try to ease the suffering of any friend or loved one. If this is hard for you—if your tendency is to be harsh with yourself or self-critical—imagine a beloved friend, family member, or even a cherished pet experiencing the same distress. How would you treat them?
3. Recognize that you’re not alone in your suffering. It’s part of the shared human experience that connects you to others.
It’s not always easy to be kind to yourself when you’re under extreme stress, or in pain, or failing to meet your own expectations. So what should you do?
What to do: Researchers have investigated many different ways people can tap into self-compassion, quickly, when they need it most. Here’s the technique that experts recommend as one of the fastest and easiest ways to show yourself kindness:
“Place both hands on your heart as a reminder to be kind to yourself. Feel the warmth of your hands, and take three deep, relaxing breaths.”12
It’s called taking a hands over heart moment. To complete this quest, try it now for at least fifteen seconds. Do it again throughout the rest of today, whenever you need to give yourself a moment of kindness.
LOVE CONNECTION QUEST 10: Say What You Need to Hear
You can double the power of the “hands over heart” moment if you add just one more thing.
When your hands are in position, ask yourself: What do I need to hear right now to express kindness to myself? See what phrase pops into your mind as the answer to this question. Let this be your self-kindness mantra for the day.
Here are some ideas:
Congratulations! You’ve completed all ten Love Connection quests.
So what’s next? By taking this adventure, you’ve learned five powerful new skills (see the list below.) Activate these power-ups anytime you want to increase the love in your life. You’ve also identified five new bad guys (rounded up for you below). Keep battling them with the strategies you learned on this adventure!
Your Love Connection Power-ups
CELEBRATE LIKE A TRUE ALLY
Use your active constructive responding skills (Love Connection Quest 1) to celebrate someone else’s good news, or to help them savor a great experience. Remember the four ways to do it: (1) show enthusiasm, (2) ask questions, (3) congratulate them, and (4) relive the experience with them.
DELIVER A SUPERPOWERFUL THANK-YOU
Don’t just feel grateful. Share your gratitude! Remember the three key steps (Love Connection Quest 3): (1) find the benefit, (2) acknowledge the effort, and (3) spot the strength.
INVESTIGATE SOMETHING EXCITING
Ask someone one of your secret questions from Love Connection Quest 5: “What are you excited about these days?” or “What’s something you’re looking forward to in the next few weeks?” Try to spot the signature character strength they reveal in their answer—and let them know that you see it!
FLIP A LONELY THOUGHT
If you’ve spotted a lonely thought, good job—now flip it! Think of at least one positive aspect to your social encounter (no matter how small or seemingly trivial). Whenever your mind starts obsessing over the lonely thought, bring your attention back to the positive one instead. The more you activate this power-up (learned in Love Connection Quest 7), the more you’ll change how your brain reacts to social situations—helping you worry less, relate better, and create stronger connections with others.
TAKE A “HANDS OVER HEART” MOMENT
Take a moment to be kind to yourself, and to feel your own strength. Place your hands over your heart, and breathe deeply for thirty seconds (learned in Love Connection Quest 9).
Your Love Connection Bad Guys
PASSIVE CONGRATS
“Congrats.” “That’s cool.” “Good for you.” Is this the extent of your reaction to someone else’s good news? If so, you’re caught in the clutches of this relationship-killing bad guy. A passive congrats sucks the life out of someone else’s positive emotion. Whatever you do, avoid this bad guy—and activate your Celebrate Like an Ally power-up instead.
THE “IT’S TOO LATE TO THANK THEM NOW” MONSTER
This bad guy tries to talk you out of saying thanks to someone because “too much time has passed.” It tells you a big fat lie: “It’s too late to thank them now!” But that’s not true. It’s never too late to show gratitude. Not even if a month, a year, or a decade has passed. Combat this bad guy by delivering a three-part Superpowerful Thank-You.
FORGETTABLE SMALL TALK
It’s hard to make a memorable social connection when you’re chatting about the weather, food, or celebrity gossip. If you find yourself talking to someone you’d like to know better, or someone you care about but haven’t seen in a while, don’t get trapped in forgettable small talk. Instead, make a memorable and meaningful connection by drawing out their strengths. Use your Investigate Something Exciting power-up!
LONELY THOUGHTS
“She didn’t seem to like me very much.” “I can’t believe I said something so stupid.” “They seemed so bored by what I was talking about.” “I made a terrible first impression.” “Nobody even cared that I was there.” If you’re hearing any of these lonely thoughts after a social encounter, you may be caught up in a self-defeating cycle of negative perception. No matter how much time you spend with others, you’ll still feel lonely—unless you defeat these bad guys! Try the Flip a Lonely Thought power-up to put them in their place.
THE BULLY INSIDE
When you’re under stress, this bad guy takes full advantage of it. It’s the voice inside your head that says “You can’t do this.” “It’s all your fault.” “If only you’d done [X], this wouldn’t be happening.” “You’re not strong enough.” “You’ll let them down.” Don’t let this bully get to you. Stand up to it by showing yourself the support and kindness you deserve. Your “Hands over Heart Moment” power-up will do just the trick.
ADVENTURE 2
Ninja Body Transformation
Take this adventure if . . .
This adventure includes:
How to play:
QUESTS
NINJA QUEST 1: Learn the Philosophy of Ninja Body Transformation
To master the art of ninja body transformation, you only have to follow four rules:
1. Don’t diet.
2. Ignore your scale.
3. Eat foods that make you feel stronger.
4. Do things that make you feel powerful.
As you can see, ninja body transformation is very different from other weight loss methods you may have tried. In particular, you aren’t allowed to diet. There are no foods you aren’t “allowed” to eat. There is no calorie counting. Appetite suppressants are strongly discouraged.
Why? Because (as you probably already know if you’ve ever tried it) dieting rarely works. And worse, it’s dangerous. Numerous scientific studies show that:
Meanwhile, repeated dieting:
These harms are due to the extreme stress and strain that restricting food puts on your body.
So how are you going to change your body without dieting? This adventure will teach you unconventional, or “stealthy,” weight loss and fitness strategies. It will focus your attention on foods that make you feel stronger and actions that make you feel powerful. It will develop your intuition for how to respect and nourish your body. And it will show you new, unexpected techniques for cultivating your physical strength. By completing these quests, you will sneak up on weight loss and energy gain—achieving your physical transformation goals without aiming at them directly.
Over the next twenty quests, you’ll learn all about how and why these rules work. For now, simply make a commitment to follow them for at least three weeks.
To complete this first quest, write the four rules of ninja body transformation somewhere where you can see them daily. (But maybe, because you’re in ninja training, put them somewhere where no one else can see them. Remember, ninjas are sneaky!)
NINJA QUEST 2: Banish the Scale
To transform like a ninja, you have to learn to ignore your weight.
Check the scale today or tomorrow if you want. Then you must banish the scale for the rest of this adventure. For the next three weeks, you will not weigh yourself.
Why not? Because your goal is to feel healthier, happier, stronger. And that goal is not a number. That goal is a feeling.
To get to your true goal, you have to learn to pay attention to how your mind and body feel—not to what a machine says.
On this adventure, you will learn to pay closer attention to other signs of health and vitality: how much energy you have, what mood you’re in, how well you sleep, how often you get sick, and the increasingly powerful actions you can take with your body.
Banishing your scale will also help you avoid one of the biggest mistakes people make when they diet: adopting short-term habits that they’ll never be able to sustain. By focusing on how you feel instead of how much you weigh, you’ll develop more sustainable habits, a powerful intuition, and true self-control.
What to do: Weigh yourself one last time—and then physically remove the scale from where you normally use it. Put it in the back of a closet, in the garage, or on a very high shelf.
Tip: If you think it will be really hard for you to go three weeks without weighing yourself, recruit a friend or family member to hide the scale for you!
NINJA QUEST 3: Eat Like a Ninja
The third rule of ninja body transformation is: Eat foods that make you feel stronger.
You’re not counting calories on this adventure. And you’re not restricting or avoiding food. Instead, your primary mission is to pay attention to how you feel after you eat—and figure out which foods make you feel happier, healthier, and stronger.
Look for foods that make you feel more energized, alert, or in a better mood. Foods that make you feel calm and confident. Or perfectly fueled for a workout. Or more beautiful. Or better connected to nature. Check in with your mind and body to figure out exactly what feeling good means to you.
What to do: For the next twenty-four hours, investigate everything you eat. If a certain food makes you feel stronger, add it to your power-ups and plan to eat more of it over the next three weeks. A food that makes you feel sluggish, weighed down, or gross? That is not a power food. You don’t have to eliminate it, but it won’t count toward your daily power-ups. Keep investigating until you’ve identified at least three power foods.
Keep in mind: You’re looking for foods that make you feel good for up to an hour or two after you eat them. Lots of foods taste amazing and make you happy while you’re eating them, but make you feel slow, dull, bloated, heavy, or cranky afterward. Those are not power foods, even if you enjoy them. You want to enjoy how you feel after you eat, not just while you eat.
For the next three weeks, your mission is to eat one food that makes you feel stronger with every meal. Don’t worry about eating less of anything. Instead, focus on eating more of the foods that make you feel good.
Why it works: Research shows that eating more power foods changes people’s appetite and cravings over time, so eventually they eat fewer unhealthy foods without even trying.3
Everybody is different, so you should experiment with different foods to see what makes you feel more alert, full of energy, and in a better mood. Most likely, your power foods will be what food journalist Michael Pollan calls “real food, mostly plants.” That means foods with a very short ingredient list, and as Pollan puts it, “ingredients your great-grandmother would recognize as food.” (So no weird chemicals or additives.)4
Examples: Here are some potential power foods you can test for yourself:
To be clear: These aren’t the only foods you should eat during this adventure. You just need to eat at least one power food with every meal and snack. Then you can eat whatever else you want.
NINJA QUEST 4: Choose a Power Move
The fourth rule of ninja body transformation is: Do things that make you feel powerful. Here’s one way to practice that habit.
What to do: Pick a tiny physical feat to accomplish. Choose something you don’t think you can do now but would like to be able to do. A tiny physical feat should take only a few minutes (or even mere seconds!) to accomplish.
Examples: Here are some ideas:
As you can see from these examples, we’re not talking about a major physical feat, like completing a triathlon. Instead, go for something small, something you can show off in a matter of minutes or seconds, and that you can reasonably master in a few weeks.
Just make sure it’s something that you won’t be able to complete on the first try! The idea is to pick something you can work toward, try a dozen times, improve upon, and accomplish by the end of your Ninja Body Transformation adventure.
Now choose your power move—and make your first attempt at completing it today!
NINJA QUEST 5: Ninjas vs. Zombies!
Traditional diets often require calorie restriction and food deprivation—which have some rather unsettling effects on our brains. A 2011 study found that when we don’t eat enough, we starve our brain cells—and over time the starved brain cells start to eat themselves.5
Scientists call this autophagy, or literally “self-eating.” Neurons devour little bits of themselves, particularly in the hypothalamus, the part of the brain that controls your heart rate, blood pressure, appetite, and sleep cycles.
Your brain, understandably, wants to avoid eating its own neurons. So during self-eating, the hyopthalamus triggers hunger hormones that make you really, really want food. This is why you often feel so much hungrier when you’re dieting—hungrier than you normally are. It’s not just that you’re eating less. It’s that your brain is freaking out, cannibalizing itself, and telling you to eat more to stop the process!
This is one of the major reasons why traditional dieting doesn’t work. It makes you weaker—not just physically but mentally.
To put it as plainly as possible: when you diet, you become a real-life zombie, eating your own brain.
To complete today’s quest, simply declare war on calorie restriction and food deprivation. If your stomach grumbles, eat something. Make a promise to yourself today that you will never let yourself go hungry.
It’s ninjas versus zombies—and you want to be a ninja, not a zombie!
NINJA QUEST 6: Summon the Power of Water
Legend has it that ninjas were able to control all the elements of nature with only their minds—harnessing the power of water, earth, wind, fire, and sky for their own goals.6
This adventure will not help you develop any “supernatural” powers. However, over the next five quests, you will learn how to summon the very real mental, physical, and emotional powers that these five natural elements represent in Japanese culture.
Let’s start with the first element: water, or sui.
In Japanese philosophy, water represents the fluid, flowing, and ever-changing life forces in nature. Water in nature is rarely still—think of the always changing tides of the ocean, the flowing river, or the falling rain. It adapts perfectly to whatever environment it fills or flows through.
You have these same abilities, to change and to adapt. You are changing and adapting right now, just by completing this quest. You’re creating new memories, and wiring new neurons together. Like water, you are constantly adapting to new circumstances. You can take any form you want.
Keep this fundamental truth in mind as you think about your goals for your weight and your physical health. You are not stuck. Your life and your body are fluid, ever-changing.
Today’s quest is simple: To connect with the element of water, drink a glass of water. While you drink the water, remind yourself of your own ability to be like water—to adapt and change.
NINJA QUEST 7: Summon the Power of Earth
The second element is earth, or chi. In Japanese culture, it represents what is hard, solid, and unyielding in nature—from the ground you walk on to the mountains that stand strong through the centuries.
You have a hard, solid, and unyielding aspect, too: it is your determination and your steadfast commitment to your goals.
To connect with the element of chi in daily life, you need a small object from the earth to carry with you or put somewhere you’ll see it often (on your desk at work, by your bed, on the kitchen counter). You need a chi stone—a small rock that can represent your own rock-hard willpower.
What to do: Choose a chi stone. When you have one, hold it tightly in your hand for ten seconds and say to yourself, My commitment to my goals is as solid as this stone.
Every time you mindfully hold this stone in the palm of your hand, you will remind yourself of your own solid, grounded, confident, and steadfast nature.
NINJA QUEST 8: Summon the Power of Wind
The third element is wind, or fu. In Japanese culture, it represents things that expand and enjoy freedom of movement: the air all around us or smoke that rises from a fire.
There are two simple ways to summon the power of wind and connect with your own freedom of movement and expansiveness. Try them both today.
What to do: First, make yourself as big as possible for thirty seconds. Expand your body and take up as much room, physically, as you can. If you have a disability, illness, or injury that restricts your physical movement, focus on making any part of your body bigger—open your mouth as wide as you can or stretch your fingers as far apart as possible.
Then, move any part of your body through space in slow motion for thirty seconds. You can move your hands and arms, your whole body, or even just your head, slowly turning your neck in every possible direction. As you move in slow motion, put all your focus and attention on the air around you. Feel the air on your skin, and notice how you move through it. Pay attention to the powerful relationship between your body and the air around you, something we almost never notice.
Summoning the power of wind with these two quick actions will help you continue to develop respect and gratitude for the amazing capabilities of your body, exactly as it is, right now.
NINJA QUEST 9: Summon the Power of Fire
The fourth element is fire, or ka. In Japanese culture, it represents the most forceful and powerful energies in the world, including not only physical heat (or literal fire) but also mental drive and emotional passion.
Japanese culture teaches that these powerful energies must be kept in balance. A physical fire can spiral quickly out of control and destroy everything in its path. But a life-sustaining fire can burn out too soon, leaving only coldness in its wake.
A candle lighting a safe path, a fire for cooking, a controlled burn in the forest that stimulates growth and clears the way for new life—these are all examples of just the right amount of fire.
Your mental drive and emotional passions must be kept in the same balance. Too much fire, and you feel anxiety or self-destructive anger. Too little fire, and you feel only boredom and apathy.
Boredom and anxiety are two of the most common causes of mindless, unhealthy eating. That’s why finding a balance between them can help you achieve your weight loss goals.
Where to look for balance? Try the psychological state of flow, which you read about in Chapter 1. When you are in a flow state, you are motivated, interested, and fully engaged. You have a clear goal that fires you up—but you also have the needed skills and resources to achieve it without suffering undue anxiety or self-defeating thoughts.
Your quest for today is to create at least five minutes of flow. It can come from doing any goal-oriented activity: a physical workout, playing a video game, writing, dancing, making music, making art, cooking, cleaning, gardening . . . If you are motivated to do it and enjoy it, and if it fully absorbs your attention, you can get flow from it. (Just make sure you’re not multitasking! Flow occurs only when you are completely absorbed.)
Once you are in flow, you have successfully balanced your most powerful source of energy—and are less likely to engage in mindless and unhealthy behavior. Remember, you can tap into your ka power whenever you want by taking just five minutes to find flow.
NINJA QUEST 10: Summon the Power of Sky
The fifth element is sky, or ku. In Japanese culture, it represents the world beyond our everyday experience: the heavens above, the countless stars at night, and the boundless creative energy of the universe.
In your own life, sky represents spiritual strength and creativity. It’s your ability to connect with something bigger than yourself, to feel awe and wonder, to create something out of a void. These elevating feelings can help you develop a better intuition about what you truly crave and want more of in life. This intuition will make it easier for you to break free of unhealthy habits.
To summon the power of sky, take a moment to connect with something greater than yourself. There are many ways to do this: through prayer, poetry, music, meditation, art, or even just literally by gazing up at the heavens. Today, pick one of these rituals and devote at least one full minute to it, just before a snack or meal.
If you enjoy this quest today, consider making it a daily habit.
NINJA QUEST 11: Take a Ninjitsu Break
Sometime today schedule a ninjitsu, or ninja-training, break. Spend at least ten minutes practicing your power move. (If you’ve already mastered your power move, then it’s time to pick a new one!)
NINJA QUEST 12: Learn ”Uzura-gakure”
Uzura-gakure is a ninja tactic that has been practiced since the fourteenth century as a way to develop willpower and go unseen by enemies.
The instructions are deceptively simple: “Curl into a ball and remain motionless in order to appear like a stone.”
Why do ninjas practice this maneuver? According to martial arts historians, the uzura-gakure was an essential and effective technique for avoiding detection. By making themselves as small and still as possible, ninjas could hide in plain sight. But perhaps more important, it was also a way to teach ninjas to control their fear and to exercise total self-control.7 As you will soon see for yourself, making yourself still, especially under extreme stress, takes tremendous mental and physical discipline.
You don’t necessarily have to curl up into a ball every time you practice this traditional ninja tactic. Another option is to simply bow your head, cross your arms over your chest, and remain frozen.
What to do: Try uzura-gakure right now—and see how still you can be for one full minute.
NINJA QUEST 13: Connect with Three Elements Today
You’ve already learned five different ways to summon the power of the natural elements (water, earth, wind, fire, and sky). Make today extra powerful by connecting with three of these five elements.
What to do: Before breakfast, lunch, and dinner today, make it a point to spend one minute connecting with a different element. Use the techniques you learned in the earlier quests, whether it’s holding a stone in your hand or mindfully drinking a glass of water.
This simple ritual of connecting with an element before each meal will help you make better decisions, exercise greater willpower, and feel stronger throughout the day.
NINJA QUEST 14: Pick a Power Song
On a low-energy day, it’s all too easy to try to fuel up with sugar, caffeine, or junk food. But have you ever seen a ninja eat a doughnut? Probably not!
But there’s an alternative source of energy: power music.
Scientists who study music have long known that it has powerful impacts on the mind and body: it improves your mood, distracts you from pain and fatigue, and increases your endurance. In fact, listening to music improves energy levels and athletic performance so much, Dr. Costas Karageorghis, a professor at Brunel University in London and a leading sports psychologist, describes it as “a type of legal performance-enhancing drug.”8
And there’s more. Listening to music you love lowers your levels of the stress hormone cortisol more than taking antianxiety drugs. It also boosts levels of immunoglobin A, an important antibody linked to a strong immune system.9
So think of music as your new go-to source of energy and resilience.
What to do: Pick a power song now, and share it with at least one ally. Your power song should be any song that pumps you up and makes you want to move.
The next time you’re feeling tired or in a bad mood, listen to your power song for energy!
NINJA QUEST 15: Get Inspired by “Tanuki-gakure”
One of the ninja’s favorite strategies to avoid detection was tanuki-gakure, or the practice of “climbing a tree and camouflaging oneself within the foliage.”
You don’t have to climb a tree or hide out for today’s quest. But tanuku-gakure has a lot in common with the more modern Japanese practice known as forest bathing. It’s a unique form of Japanese therapy, in which you stand around as many trees as you can in order to get a boost to your mood and your immune system.10
It sounds weird, but scientific research shows that it works. It turns out that trees emit airborne chemicals called phytoncides (which literally means “killed by a tree”). These chemicals protect trees by killing fungi, bacteria, and insects. These chemicals, strangely enough, help humans—boosting white blood cells that are essential to immune function and lowering cortisol (the stress hormone) levels.
What to do: To get inspired by the ancient ninja art of tanuki-gakure, or tree camouflage, go spend five minutes next to or under a tree. It will boost both your mental and your physical resilience.
NINJA QUEST 16: Hunt for More Power Foods
You’ve been following Rule 3 from Ninja Quest 1, “Eat foods that make you feel stronger,” for two weeks now, and eating the power foods you chose in Ninja Quest 3. It’s time to increase your options!
Your next quest is to spend today hunting for more power foods.
What to do: Choose at least three new power foods to add to your power-up list. Remember, a power food is anything that makes you feel stronger after you eat it—more awake, full of energy, in a better mood.
Examples: To help you in your hunt, here are some more foods that research has shown improve mood, alertness, resilience, and energy levels:
Whatever you choose, make sure you actually acquire all three foods today—whether you eat them today or just put them in the fridge for later.
NINJA QUEST 17: Scale a Wall Together
Legend has it that in order to scale walls, ninjas carried each other on their backs. They called it “creating a human platform,” and it allowed them to reach heights that no single ninja could reach alone.11
Teamwork should be an essential part of your ninja maneuvers, too. But instead of asking for help today, you’re going to help someone else.
What to do: Who could you help reach a greater height today? Make it your mission to be ready to spring into action, at a moment’s notice, to help someone else “scale a wall.” We’re talking metaphorically here—you don’t have to give someone a boost over a literal wall. Any way you can give someone an emotional, mental, or physical boost will work just fine.
Although doing a spontaneous favor for someone else might not seem like it’s directly related to your health goals, remember Rule 4, “Do things that make you feel powerful.” Helping someone else is one of the most powerful things you can do.
This quest is complete when you’ve successfully helped someone “scale a wall”!
NINJA QUEST 18: Have a Five-Element Day
You’re nearing the end of your ninja-inspired adventure—so today, demonstrate how far you’ve come.
What to do: Summon all your natural powers today by connecting with all five elements (water, earth, wind, fire, and sky). Try to spread them out across the day. Connect with an element before each meal, plus once more in the morning and evening.
Think of today as an opportunity to lock in these simple, life-changing habits before your ninja journey is finished!
NINJA QUEST 19: Master ”Uzura-gakure”
Today you have a chance to demonstrate one of the new skills you’ve developed during this adventure: uzura-gakure, or the art of staying as still as a stone.
As you know from Ninja Quest 12, uzura-gakure is a test of your mental strengths, including willpower and determination. With all the quests you’ve completed on this adventure, your mental strengths should be in absolute peak condition. See for yourself!
What to do: Today, you must attempt a more difficult uzura-gakure mission: stay still as a stone for three entire minutes. That’s six times as difficult as the uzura-gakure mission in Ninja Quest 12.
Set a timer, and hold yourself to it. Yes, it will take tremendous mental discipline. But when you successfully complete this quest, you’ll know that your ninja training has made you measurably and objectively that much mentally stronger.
NINJA QUEST 20: The Legend of the Shape-Shifters
In Japanese legend, ninjas were said to have several fantastic powers—not the least of which was shape-shifting, or the ability to transform physically into another form, such as a fox, a wolf, or an old woman.
While you won’t be transforming into another creature, you have been shifting your shape for the past three weeks. Today is the day you celebrate your transformation—no matter how small or subtle it may be. Here are some changes you may notice:
What to do: Spend at least two minutes looking for and appreciating the shifts you’ve made in your shape. These changes are a reflection of the powerful shifts you’ve made in how you think about your health goals, and how you treat your body.
NINJA QUEST 21: Share the Secret
For three weeks, you’ve practiced the art of adopting sneaky and unconventional weight-loss and fitness strategies. Now it’s time to share your ninja wisdom with others.
Take what you’ve learned, and pay it forward. For your final quest, teach someone else the four rules of ninja body transformation:
1. Don’t diet.
2. Ignore the scale.
3. Eat foods that make you feel stronger.
4. Do things that make you feel powerful.
What to do: Teach the rules to a friend, post them online, or share them on your favorite online forum. If you’re feeling really superbetter, offer yourself as an ally or mentor to anyone who would like to give it a try.
Your Ninja Body Transformation Power-ups
PRACTICE YOUR POWER MOVE
See how close you are to perfecting your power move (from Ninja Quest 4)—whether it’s doing one perfect and fearless cartwheel, climbing all the stairs at work in less than sixty seconds, completing one hundred push-ups, or holding the yoga pose Downward Facing Dog for ten slow breaths.
Whether you achieve your goal or not, every attempt makes you stronger.
EAT A POWER FOOD
Energize yourself by eating a power food (Ninja Quests 3 and 16). That’s anything you eat that makes you feel stronger—more awake, full of energy, in a better mood. Keep a list of your personal power foods, which could be anything from sunflower seeds, dark chocolate, or yogurt to a hard-boiled egg, a banana, or almonds. Try to activate this power-up at every single meal or snack for the next three weeks.
LISTEN TO YOUR POWER SONG
Increase your endurance, fight fatigue, improve your mood, and boost your immune system with the proven power of music (Ninja Quest 14). Use this power-up whenever you want a healthier way to energize.
PRACTICE UZURA-GAKURE
Take a minute to practice uzura-gakure, or becoming “as still as a stone” (Ninja Quests 12 and 19). Curl up into a ball like a real ninja, or simply bow your head and cross your arms over your chest. Use this technique to quiet your mind and increase your willpower.
CONNECT WITH THE WATER ELEMENT
Water, or sui, represents the fluid, flowing, and ever-changing life forces in nature. Every time you drink a glass of water, remind yourself of your own ability to adapt and change (Ninja Quest 6).
CONNECT WITH THE EARTH ELEMENT
Earth, or chi, represents what is hard and solid in nature. If you chose a chi stone in Ninja Quest 7, hold it tightly in your hand for ten seconds to remind yourself of your own power to be solid, grounded, determined, confident, and steadfast.
CONNECT WITH THE WIND ELEMENT
Wind, or fu, represents things that expand and enjoy freedom of movement. To remind yourself of your own freedom and expansiveness, make yourself (or any part of your body) as big as possible for thirty seconds (Ninja Quest 8). Expand your body and take up as much room, physically, as you can. Or move any part of your body (such as your hands and arms) through space in slow motion for thirty seconds, putting all your focus and attention on the air as you move through it.
CONNECT WITH THE FIRE ELEMENT
Fire, or ka, represents the most forceful and powerful energies in the world, including physical heat, mental drive, and emotional passion. You tap into your ka power whenever you take five minutes to find flow, or balance, between a lack of fire (boredom) and too much fire (anxiety). As we saw in Ninja Quest 9, your flow can be any goal-oriented activity: playing a video game, writing, dancing, making music, making art, cooking, gardening . . .
CONNECT WITH THE SKY ELEMENT
Sky, or ku, represents the world beyond our everyday experience. To remind yourself of your spiritual strength and creativity, take a minute for prayer, meditation, song, poetry, or art (Ninja Quest 10).
PRACTICE TANUKI-GAKURE
Go outdoors and practice the art of tanuki-gakure, or “tree camouflage” (Ninja Quest 15). Get as close as you can to a tree and soak up its powerful phytoncides. Activating this power-up will help you reduce stress and boost your immune system.
Your Ninja Body Transformation Bad Guys
WEIGHING YOURSELF
For the duration of this adventure, you will not allow a number to define your health, power, or happiness.
For at least three weeks, avoid the scale!
COUNTING CALORIES
Food is a source of energy and power, and one way to measure that potential energy is with calories. But it’s not the best way. How you feel after you eat is a much better indicator of what will make you stronger and healthier than a simple calorie count.
During this adventure, ignore calories and focus on how you feel instead.
FEELING GUILTY ABOUT WHAT YOU EAT
Your meals and snacks won’t always go according to plan. But guilt will not help you make better decisions in the future. Instead, guilt will drain the emotional and physical energy that you need to strengthen your mind and body.
If you make an unwise food choice, skip the guilt—and use one of your ninja power-ups to reenergize instead.
MENTALLY CHECKING OUT FROM YOUR BODY
During this adventure, your mission is keep the mind-body connection strong. Your body needs to move, it needs water, and it needs to eat. Don’t allow mental distractions—like work, social media, books, movies, TV shows, or video games—to absorb you so fully that you ignore these physical needs.
Battle this bad guy until it becomes a natural habit to check in with your body at least once an hour. Try this strategy: Set a timer or calendar alert to remind you to check in with your body every hour. Every time it goes off, ask yourself: Do I need to eat? Do I need some water? Do I need to move? Or ask an ally to send you random texts or emails reminding you to check in with your body!
IGNORING YOUR NINJA POWERS
You have the five elements at your disposal, always: water, earth, wind, fire, and sky. If you ignore these powers, they will diminish—so don’t let a day go by without calling on at least one of these elements!
ADVENTURE 3
Time Rich
Take this adventure if . . .
This adventure includes:
How to play:
TIME RICH QUEST 1: Learn What It Means to Be Time Rich
We all have the same twenty-four hours a day. By that measure, no one person should be “time richer” or “time poorer” than anyone else. But in fact, some people do experience what economists call time affluence. It’s the feeling that you have abundant time to spend on all the things that matter most to you. When you’re time affluent, no matter how busy you are, you feel like you always have enough time for your family, your health, and your passions.
But many more people experience time poverty, the feeling that you never have enough time to spend on your personal goals and priorities.1 When you’re time poor, it doesn’t matter how motivated you are—you constantly feel deprived of the chance to put time and energy into your passions.
If you’re like most people in the United States today, you’re more likely to feel time poor than time rich. This adventure is designed to help you change that.
People who are time rich are happier, healthier, and more productive. They experience less chronic stress, and they dedicate more time each day to pursuing their personal goals and dreams. They have closer relationships. They volunteer and help others more. They make smarter choices about what to eat, how much to exercise, and how long to sleep.2 All this makes perfect sense: if you feel time rich, you’ll spend time much more freely and generously with yourself. In this way, time really is just like money.
Becoming time richer can make a huge and positive difference in your life. Economists have shown that time affluence is a better predictor of every kind of well-being (mental, physical, emotional, and social) than material affluence. People who feel time rich experience less stress, more happiness, closer relationships, and better physical health than people who feel time poor. These benefits accrue regardless of whether you have a lot of money. In fact, if you want to lead a better life, faster, economists recommend trying to increase your time wealth rather than your monetary wealth.3
But here’s the strange thing about time affluence: it doesn’t actually correspond to how much “free time” you objectively have. Except with individuals who work multiple jobs in order to stay above the poverty line, and those who have no control over unpredictable and frequently changing work schedules, perceived time affluence is almost completely unrelated to how many minutes or hours per day people have for personal pursuits or freely chosen activities.4 Studies have found that most people who have a ton of free time don’t feel time rich; they just feel bored or restless. On the other hand, many people with incredibly busy schedules and hardly a minute unaccounted for feel extremely time rich. Despite barely having a minute to themselves, they will tell you they have all the time in the world. So what makes the difference?
It turns out that, for the most part, time affluence is not related to a person’s schedule but rather to a huge range of tiny mental, physical, emotional, and social habits. Little choices you make each day—how you sit, how you commute, even how fast or slowly you breathe—influence your perception of how much time is available to you. Meanwhile, the tiniest social interactions and seemingly trivial decisions (like “Which thirty-second video should I watch online today?”) can make you feel dramatically time richer or time poorer.
This adventure will teach you the habits of the time rich. Over the next eight quests, you’ll learn eight different techniques for increasing your time affluence without changing how much free time you actually have. These techniques have been developed and tested by researchers at Yale, Harvard, Stanford, Wharton, UC Berkeley, and other leading business schools and psychology departments.
What to do: Simply accept this challenge: “Over the next ten days, I will accumulate a small fortune of time to spend on the things that matter most to me!”
TIME RICH QUEST 2: Get Rich with Power
“Time is money”—so goes the common saying. But according to a team of psychology researchers at the University of California at Berkeley, a more apt saying would be “Time is power.”
People in positions of power, such as CEOs, often feel time rich. The UC Berkeley researchers wanted to find out why. Is it because powerful people actually have more free and abundant time? Or does having power change our perception of time, helping us use it more effectively, regardless of how much free time we actually have?
To investigate this question, the researchers conducted a series of five experiments in which they cleverly increased and decreased participants’ feelings of power while asking them to evaluate how much time they had to do the things that were most important to them in daily life.
Here are some of the power-increasing techniques they tested:
As it turned out, all three of these psychological techniques successfully increased both feelings of power and time affluence. And there was a direct relationship between the two. The bigger the increase in perceived power, the more time participants said they had to pursue their own goals.6
Why did it work? The researchers theorized that feeling powerful increases our sense of control over all aspects of our lives—and control over time is just one aspect.
“Of course, in reality, the powerful don’t control time,” the Berkeley researchers wrote in a study published in the Journal of Experimental Social Psychology. “Unlike other resources, such as food or money, time is constantly being spent and can never be replaced.” However, believing you control your own time does increase the likelihood that you will spend time on your own personal goals. “In this way,” the researchers wrote, “the powerful really do have a monopoly on time.”
Making yourself feel more powerful, even just for a moment, can help you discover time for yourself that you didn’t realize you had. This is the first step to becoming time richer.
What to do: To gain some of the time you deserve, choose one of the three high-power techniques used in the Berkeley study, and practice it right now.
TIME RICH QUEST 3: Discover the Time Gift Paradox
It sounds counterintuitive, but it’s true: giving time away to someone else will make you feel time richer.
A team of Yale, Harvard, and Wharton researchers conducted a series of four experiments to test this theory. They found that spending as little as ten minutes helping someone else—for example, proofreading someone’s essay or writing a supportive letter to a child in a hospital—increased time affluence significantly. In fact, giving time away made the study participants feel more time rich than participants who actually, objectively, got time richer—that is, participants who received a “time windfall,” or an hour of unexpected free time to do whatever they wanted.
The researchers argued that this surprising effect stems from the fact that helping others makes us feel powerful. And as you already know from Quest 2, people who feel powerful also feel time rich.7
What to do: Your quest for today is to spend ten minutes helping someone else. Any kind of help will do. Help a coworker do a task at work or clean up around the house, or write a thoughtful letter to someone who needs to hear encouraging words. If you think you don’t have time to complete this quest, just remember: giving away ten minutes of your free time will make you feel even more time rich than receiving sixty minutes of free time. In other words, this is a trade well worth making.
TIME RICH QUEST 4: Get Rich with Awe
Awe is the positive emotion we feel when we’re humbled by something bigger or greater than ourselves. You might feel awe looking at a natural wonder, like a waterfall or the Grand Canyon. You might feel awe listening to a massive choir, with its hundreds of voices working together to make something beautiful. You might feel awe watching an athlete do something no one has ever done before, breaking a record and changing our entire perspective on what is humanly possible.
Awe is one of the most pleasurable and motivating positive emotions. It’s also, researchers at Stanford University recently discovered, the single emotion most closely linked to time affluence.
In a series of three experiments, the Stanford psychologists tested the impact of awe on perceptions of time availability. They discovered that participants who felt awe for just a moment or two (triggered by watching a video of a natural wonder, for example) felt they had more time available later in the day for their own goals, were less impatient, and were also more willing to volunteer time to help others. All three changes are signs of increased time affluence.8
Why would awe change our feelings about time? The Stanford researchers explain that when we feel awe, we experience time differently. We experience it as slow and expansive rather than rushed and limited. “Awe focuses people’s attention on what is currently unfolding before them,” they wrote in the journal Psychological Science. “Focusing on the present moment elongates time perception.”
In other words, awe makes seconds and minutes literally feel longer. And this expansive, elongated experience of time makes us feel like there is simply more of it.
So how can you take practical advantage of this scientific finding? It’s easy: just try to stimulate a little bit of awe each and every day. The researchers tested two main techniques for provoking awe, both of which you can easily replicate at home.
What to do: The first way to provoke awe is to watch a video of something awesome. That might mean watching a video of one of the world’s best surfers charging a giant wave, or a panda giving birth to triplets, or a scene of a massive social protest, or a volcano erupting, or images of a distant galaxy collected by powerful telescopes. Whatever gives you goose bumps or makes you feel humbled by its greatness, that will do the trick.
The second way to provoke awe is to write for one or two minutes about something awesome you experienced or witnessed in the past. Here are the exact instructions that the Stanford researchers used in their studies, so you can replicate the effect: “Awe is a response to things perceived as vast and overwhelming that alters the way you understand the world. Write about a personal experience that made you feel this way.” You don’t have to write a long essay! A few sentences will work just fine.
To complete this quest, pick either of these two awe-provoking techniques and do it today.
TIME RICH QUEST 5: Avoid Social Jet Lag
Do you know your chronotype? If not, you may inadvertently be throwing away some of the best hours of your day.
A chronotype is a biological preference for when to sleep and when to be active. Types range from “extreme early” to “extreme late,” and everything in between. Extreme early types are the so-called early birds, able to wake up at sunrise and be mentally and physically active right away. Extreme late types, on the other hand, are night owls. They aren’t ready to perform at their best until ten a.m. or so. But they are mentally sharp and physically energized well into late evening, much more so than early types.
Your chronotype changes over the course of your life. Most people are extreme late types when they’re teenagers and extreme early types when they’re seniors. During the years in between, chronotypes are harder to predict. They vary based on what scientists call our clock genes: the bits of DNA that help determine our most comfortable waking and sleeping rhythms.
Why do chronotypes matter? If your biological clock doesn’t match your social clock—the traditional start times for school and work—then you will be unable to think or perform at your best. Physiologically and mentally, being off your biological clock is a state very much like jet lag. You feel sluggish and sleep-deprived and have difficulty concentrating. Hence scientists call it social jet lag. Researchers estimate that currently more than half of the U.S. working population and a whopping 80 percent of high school students suffer from social jet lag—resulting in huge costs to workplace productivity and making it harder for most students to succeed.9
Social jet lag has physical consequences. People who suffer from it are more likely to be obese, more likely to smoke, and more likely to become dependent on high-caffeine products and other stimulants. That’s because they’re in a constant state of sleep deprivation and body clock misalignment—and so they use sugar, nicotine, and caffeine as a crutch to get through the day or night.10
Social jet lag has emotional consequences as well: it is thought to contribute to depression and flare-ups of mental illness, due to the stress it puts on the brain and body.11
So what is the solution? As science writer Stefan Klein, author of The Secret Pulse of Time, advises: “We should stop seeing calendar times as a corset we have to squeeze into. We need to move away from the one-size-fits-all model of time, and recognize and respect the fact that each person has—and needs—an individual rhythm and inner time.”12
In practical terms, this means adjusting school and work schedules. For example, many schools have experimented with starting an hour or two later. Results from such experiments prove that such adjustments can indeed dramatically improve performance and quality of life. One school in Minneapolis, for example, found that starting school at 9:40 a.m. instead of 8:40 a.m. improved the average grade for all students by a full letter, and absenteeism fell by half. Workplaces have also experimented to positive effect, allowing employees to flexibly choose start times and scheduling important group meetings no earlier than ten a.m. to accommodate later chronotypes.
Let’s be realistic: you aren’t going to be able to implement sweeping social change in the next twenty-four hours. But you can take stock of your own chronotype and start scheduling your life as close to your biological rhythms as possible.
What to do: Identify your chronotype. Are you an early type, a late type, or somewhere in between?
If you naturally fall asleep by ten p.m., you’re extreme early. If you can’t sleep until after midnight, you’re extreme late. In between, and you’re . . . in between. Once you know your chronotype, make it a point to schedule your most important activities at the right time for you. Whenever you have a choice, schedule exams, meetings, presentations, first dates, workouts, study sessions, and any physically or mentally demanding activity in your chronotype sweet spot—typically no earlier than nine to ten hours after you naturally want to fall asleep, and no later than three hours before you naturally want to go to bed.
Paying attention to your chronotype will help make sure that you have the mental focus and physical energy when you need them most—giving you more “good hours” every day.
TIME RICH QUEST 6: Make Your Day Longer
To make the day seem longer, do something for the first time.
Eat a new food. Meet a new person. Visit a new place. Learn a new fact. Try a new exercise. Play a new game. Go to a shop you’ve never been to before. Listen to a song you’ve never heard before.
According to Dr. David Eagleman, a neuroscientist at Baylor College of Medicine and an expert on the subjective experience of time, doing anything for the first time changes how your brain processes the passing minutes and hours. Specifically, it slows time down. 13
Here’s why: the more predictable and familiar an experience is to you, the less work your brain has to do to understand it. If you’ve seen it before or done it before, your brain can take a shortcut, drawing on its previous learning to process what’s happening. This is good for saving mental energy but terrible for accumulating time riches. That’s because the less work your brain has to do, the faster time flies. If your brain processes an event quickly, it thinks the event happened quickly. Time seems shorter, more compressed—the opposite of what you want and need to feel time rich.
Fortunately, you can take advantage of this phenomenon by forcing your brain to slow down and take in new information. Doing something for the first time requires it to process everything more slowly—and therefore you will experience time as moving more slowly. And the more slowly time moves for you, the more abundant it will feel.
What to do: Do one thing you normally do every day differently. Brush your teeth with your nondominant hand. (That is, if you’re right-handed, brush your teeth with your left hand.) Or walk backward from your bedroom to the kitchen, instead of forward. Or eat your breakfast with your eyes closed. Making a small change in your routine will make time slow down ever so slightly—which means you’ll be more likely to take time for your most important priorities and goals later in the day.14
TIME RICH QUEST 7: Get Rich with Oxygen
Perhaps the easiest way to start feeling more time rich, especially when you’re under pressure, is to take long, slow breaths for five minutes.
Researchers at the Stanford University Graduate School of Business conducted a series of laboratory experiments—and found that this simple action changed time perception dramatically. According to a study published in the Journal of Consumer Psychology, “Subjects who were instructed to take long and slow breaths for five minutes,” they wrote, “not only felt there was more time available to get things done, but also perceived their day to be longer.”15 People who took shorter, quicker breaths, on the other hand, were much more likely to feel time poor.
Why does this technique work? The body influences the mind: quick breathing tells your brain that you’re rushing, hurried, and stressed. Slow breathing, however, tells your brain that you have all the time in the world.
What to do: Set a timer for five minutes. Focus on taking long, slow breaths the entire time. Return to this technique as a power-up whenever you need it.
TIME RICH QUEST 8: Get Rich on the Go
How you get from A to B each day is a major factor in how time rich or time poor you’ll feel.
According to research from the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, people who drive are significantly time poorer than people who walk, bicycle, or take public transportation. Crucially, this is true even when drivers spend less time commuting each day than someone who walks, bikes, or takes public transportation. Driving itself, and not the time spent doing it, seems to create feelings of time poverty.16
Why is this the case? UNC’s study of nearly one thousand commuters showed that driving was the most stressful mode of travel. Driving, particularly during heavy rush-hour traffic, also provokes negative emotions such as frustration, anxiety, and anger. Increased stress and negative emotions are both associated with increased feelings of time poverty. (Remember from Time Rich Quest 2 that when you feel powerless, you feel time poor.)
On the other hand, other forms of travel—especially walking and bicycling—promote reduced stress and feelings of self-efficacy. They increase mindfulness, or active and compassionate attention paid to our thoughts, feelings, and surroundings. Increased self-efficacy and mindfulness are associated with increased time affluence.
So what can you do, in the next twenty-four hours, to take advantage of this research? Any change you can make to your commute to decrease the time you spend driving and increase the time you spend walking, bicycling, or taking public transportation will help make you feel time richer. This is true even if your new commute takes longer than driving.
Every small change helps. For example, park farther away and spend ten minutes walking to work at the end of your commute. Or see if you can change your commute time to avoid the most stressful driving periods. Or carpool, so you can reduce the number of days you feel the strain of driving yourself. (As an added bonus, driving others can help you feel powerful—which may balance out the impact of driving on your time affluence!)
Another option—one that may be easier for you—is to adopt mindful driving habits. The mindfulness experts at Wildmind Buddhist Meditation recommend the following simple changes:
These habits will decrease stress and increase mindfulness, helping you reap some of the benefits of getting time richer on the go.
What to do: Try making a small change in how you get from A to B over the next twenty-four hours. If you’re not going anywhere today, complete this quest by making a plan to make a small change!
TIME RICH QUEST 9: Choose Your Own Quest!
Today’s quest is . . . do whatever you want!
That’s right. This quest has no instructions, other than take five minutes today to do something, anything, of your own choosing.
Take a nap. Call your mom. Lift some weights. Window-shop online. Play a game. Go enjoy a view. Whatever it is, it should be something you weren’t already planning to do today.
Why it works: Research shows that freely and spontaneously chosen activities increase time affluence, while routine or obligatory activities decrease it.18 This makes sense: whenever you exercise control over how to spend your time, it reminds you of how much power you have to make time for what’s important.
Of course, you can’t (and shouldn’t) avoid routines and obligations. But if you do only what is routine and obligatory, you’ll eventually feel less and less in control of your time. Making a free and spontaneous choice about what to do reminds you of the power you have over your own time—even if it’s only for a few minutes!
So make a free choice about how to spend five minutes today. By doing so, you’ll actively shift your attention from what you have to do to what you want to do—and that’s a huge component of feeling time rich.
You have total control over your quest for the day. Do whatever you want for five minutes!
TIME RICH QUEST 10: Measure Your Time Wealth
Congratulations! You’ve learned eight powerful techniques for increasing your time affluence. But how will you know that these techniques are working? Time affluence is a lot harder to measure than monetary riches. You still only have twenty-four hours a day, after all, no matter how time rich you feel.
To measure your time wealth, you’ll need to do what psychologists do. They use several different specially designed surveys to measure time affluence and its opposite, time poverty, such as the Perceived Time Availability Index, the Material Affluence and Time Affluence Survey, the Time Constriction Index, and the Future Time Perspective Scale.
You don’t have to take the full surveys to get a sense of your growing time wealth.
Here are ten of the most important questions from these measurement tools. You can use these questions as a way to check in, periodically, with yourself. Are you feeling time rich or time poor this week?
TIME POVERTY
How many of these statements do you agree with?
TIME AFFLUENCE
How many of these statements do you agree with?
If you agree with more of the time poverty than time affluence statements, make an extra effort to activate your Time Rich power-ups (listed below). If you agree with more of the time affluence than time poverty statements, then congratulations—you’re building up real time wealth.
Your Time Rich Power-ups
GIVE YOURSELF A POWER BOOST
To increase feelings of power and time affluence, use one of the three proven techniques from Time Rich Quest 2.
GIVE SOMEONE TEN MINUTES OF YOUR TIME
Help someone else for ten minutes today (Time Rich Quest 3). It gives you a greater feeling of time affluence than a windfall of one hour of unexpected free time!
PROVOKE AWE
Make time feel long and expansive by watching an awe-inspiring video, or spend two minutes writing about a time when you felt humbled and awed by something bigger than yourself (Time Rich Quest 4).
DO SOMETHING FOR THE FIRST TIME
Slow down your experience of time by making your brain work a little bit harder: do something for the first time or do something you normally do just a little bit differently (Time Rich Quest 6).
BREATHE
Take long and slow breaths for five minutes (Time Rich Quest 7). It will slow down your entire day, helping you find more time to do the things that are most important to you.
MAKE A FREE AND SPONTANEOUS CHOICE
Carve out a block of five minutes to do something spontaneous (Time Rich Quest 9). Show yourself that you really are in control of how you spend your own time.
Your Time Rich Bad Guys
TIME POVERTY
Time poverty is the feeling that there aren’t enough hours in the day to do what you want. It fogs your mind and makes you time-stingy, preventing you from spending the free minutes and hours you do have on the things that matter most: your health, your dreams, your closest relationships. Battle this bad guy with any of your time rich power-ups!
SOCIAL JET LAG
This bad guy puts your mind and body’s natural rhythms out of sync with your daily responsibilities. Even if you can’t change your overall schedule, you can still fight this bad guy (as in Time Rich Quest 5). Whenever possible, schedule the activities that are most important to you at the right time for you. If you are comfortable with speaking up, advocate for flexible start times, or fairer meeting times, at your school or workplace. And in the future, when you have the choice, actively seek out a schedule that better matches your chronotype.
MINDLESS, STRESSFUL COMMUTING
The more stress and distraction you experience during your daily commute, the more time poor you’re likely to feel. Fight this bad guy by changing how you commute (as in Time Rich Quest 8). If you drive, switch to walking, bicycling, carpooling, or public transportation. Even if your commute takes longer, you will feel time richer. If this is not feasible, practice mindful driving—turn off the radio, slow down slightly and drive at the speed limit, and take deep breaths at stop signs or red lights. And if you already have a more mindful method of commuting, or don’t have a commute, even better—no need to fight this bad guy!
About the Science
This book is based on five years of research, including a randomized, controlled study of the SuperBetter method with the University of Pennsylvania; a clinical trial of the SuperBetter method with Ohio State University Wexner Medical Center and Cincinnati Children’s Hospital, which was funded by the National Institutes of Health; and a literature review of more than one thousand peer-reviewed, scientific papers on the topics of game-related psychology and neuroscience, post-traumatic and post-ecstatic growth, and resilience, particularly as it is related to positive emotion, physical activity, and social support. The most relevant papers—roughly five hundred—are cited in the endnotes of this book.
To make it easier for you to explore the science yourself, I have created a directory of these studies online at Showmethescience.com. Wherever possible, I have linked to the free, public version of the full scientific paper. Academic publishing, unfortunately, often requires a subscription or university affiliation to access the research; where this is the case, I have linked to descriptions of the research as well as to the original study. I will continue to update these resources as additional research into the psychology and neuroscience of games become available.
For scientifically curious readers, I want to provide a more detailed description of the University of Pennsylvania and Ohio State University Wexner Medical Center studies. How did these collaborations come about? What were the goals of the studies? What were the methods? Who were the participants, and what were the results? While the University of Pennsylvania study was completed in 2013, and its findings recently published, the OSU trial is ongoing. Updates to the trial, as well as any further studies conducted and scientific papers published, will be available at Showmethe science.com.
Please note: None of the researchers or doctors who conducted the SuperBetter studies at the University of Pennsylvania, Ohio State University Wexner Medical Center, or Cincinnati Children’s Hospital have any financial interest in video games in general or SuperBetter in particular; nor were they compensated in any way for conducting this research.
THE UNIVERSITY OF PENNSYLVANIA SUPERBETTER STUDY
“We need something new and creative to help people with depression, because there are still many people who don’t benefit from existing therapies and medications,” said Ann Marie Roepke, a clinical psychologist and doctoral candidate at the University of Pennsylvania’s Positive Psychology Center, when I asked what inspired her to conduct a randomized, controlled study of SuperBetter. “I was struck by SuperBetter’s playful, lighthearted approach. It’s not often that you see something so fresh and new come along.”
I first met Roepke at a scientific conference in Philadelphia in 2011, where she was presenting her work on post-ecstatic growth, a concept she pioneered. (Her talk was how I first discovered the idea!) Meanwhile, I was presenting my games research at a panel about technology and psychological health. We spent several hours talking about our work, and I told her my personal SuperBetter story. We immediately realized that we had a great many overlapping research interests. In particular, we both shared a passion for developing and testing novel interventions to help encourage post-traumatic—and I now know, post-ecstatic—growth.
We stayed in touch for more than a year, sharing our latest research and looking for the right way to team up. Eventually, the perfect opportunity arose: Roepke found two colleagues at Penn who were interested in helping her conduct a formal study of SuperBetter’s effectiveness for treating depression.
To help Penn prepare for this study, I teamed up with two collaborators at SuperBetter Labs, science writer Bez Maxwell and data scientist Rose Broome, to create a special set of depression-related power-ups, bad guys, and quests. The three of us also helped the Penn researchers design the study—how long it would last, how often we would encourage participants to play, and what questions we would ask. But the actual trial, including all recruitment, data collection, and data analysis, was conducted independently by the research team at the University of Pennsylvania. This was to ensure maximum scientific validity. I found out the results of the trial only when the Penn researchers prepared their independent report for presentation at the annual Association for Psychological Science conference.
The study was set up as a thirty-day randomized, controlled trial. Two-thirds of the participants were given access to the SuperBetter method, while the other third were put on a wait list. This allowed the researchers to compare the effects of playing SuperBetter against other possible factors in getting better, such as time passing or receiving treatment in the form of therapy or medication.
The playing group was instructed to spend ten minutes a day with SuperBetter. They were also encouraged to continue any other treatment they were already engaged with, including therapy or prescription medication. Roughly one half of the participants reported that they were currently in therapy or taking antidepressants.
We enrolled 236 participants in total. All the participants were eighteen or older, and all met the criteria for clinical depression. They were recruited online at a popular self-help website, Authentic Happiness. They were not compensated in any way. This was very important for us—we wanted to learn how SuperBetter works for typical players, so we avoided giving them any kind of special motivation or reward that ordinary SuperBetter players don’t have.
We also wanted to find out how different approaches to getting SuperBetter might work differently, so we divided the SuperBetter group into two subgroups. One was given a set of power-ups, bad guys, and quests specific to depression and anxiety. The other was simply set loose in the SuperBetter world and given a set of the game’s most popular power-ups, bad guys, and quests (as judged by number of activations by other SuperBetter users). This included content related to self-compassion, physical activity, and social resilience. Our hypothesis was that both groups with access to SuperBetter would do better than the wait-list group, but that the players receiving depression-specific content would do even better.
Both groups took four psychological surveys—one at the beginning, and the others every two weeks until the conclusion of the study. This included a follow-up survey two weeks after the official thirty-day period of play or waiting. The study has recently completed the scientific peer-review process and has been published in the journal Games for Health.1 Here’s what we learned.
SuperBetter players experienced significantly greater relief from symptoms of depression than the wait-list participants. By the end of the study, on average, the players had six fewer symptoms of depression, while the wait-list group had two fewer. The players also had significantly less anxiety, developed more self-efficacy, experienced stronger social support, and reported higher overall life satisfaction. In short the SuperBetter players felt better, faster, in every way we measured. Moreover, they kept getting better even after the thirty-day period; two weeks after they stopped playing, they were still experiencing the same rate of improvement. They continued to get less depressed and anxious, to develop greater self-efficacy, and to feel more supported, at a rate that was faster and more significant than participants on the wait list. This suggests a possible “upward spiral” effect: once you start getting superbetter, it’s easier to keep getting superbetter. (For those of you interested in statistics, the Cohen’s effect size for SuperBetter at the end of six weeks was d = 0.67, which is a very strong result. An effect size higher than 0.2 means something had a small effect on an outcome, while 0.5 or higher means it had a moderate effect on an outcome, and 0.8 is considered a large effect. So SuperBetter had a moderate to large impact on players’ well-being.)
What else did we find out? Lots! One of the factors we investigated was whether SuperBetter worked differently for individuals who were also in therapy or taking prescription psychiatric medication, such as antidepressants. We found that they experienced similar results regardless of whether they were engaging in another form of treatment. We take this as an indication that SuperBetter works well in conjunction with traditional treatment and therefore does not need to be considered an alternative to therapy or medication. At the same time, strong evidence suggests that it can offer significant benefits to individuals who, for whatever reason, have chosen not to or are unable to pursue therapy or medication.
We also observed that the playing group logged into the online version of SuperBetter an average of twenty times over the course of thirty days. This was an interesting result, because although we recommended a daily check-in with the game, a daily check-in did not ultimately prove necessary to have significant benefit. Something closer to every other day was enough to make a positive difference.
Finally, we noticed that the players who were simply set loose in the SuperBetter environment and given a popular set of power-ups, bad guys, and quests improved even better and faster than players who were given a depression-specific set! Both groups improved significantly, more so and faster than the wait-list group. But the group that was not asked to focus specifically on their depression did the best of all. This was a fascinating and unexpected finding. There are several possible explanations for it. The one that the Penn researchers consider most likely is that the most popular SuperBetter content might be popular for a reason—namely, that it works really well. The players who received the most popular power-ups, bad guys, and quests as suggestions, therefore, were particularly well set up for success. (This, by the way, is the reason why I have included so many of them in this book!) Another possibility is that it’s more empowering to have lots of creative options for how to get better than to be prescribed one particular approach. This is actually more typical of how most people use the SuperBetter method. They decide for themselves which power-ups, bad guys, and quests are right for them.
Despite these promising findings, the Penn study should be looked at as a starting point for evaluating the SuperBetter method and not as a final or definitive answer to the question “Who can SuperBetter help?” The results were both positive and, statistically speaking, significant. However, as we note in the scientific paper, several factors about the study limit the conclusions we can draw from it. For example, the study size—236 participants—is fairly large for a first-time study of a novel psychological intervention, but even larger studies would provide more compelling evidence. We also know that because we recruited participants who were already seeking self-help solutions for depression, they may have been more motivated to get better than the general population of people who suffer from depression and therefore better able to benefit from SuperBetter. A future study that enrolls participants using other methods—for example, by offering screenings for depression to a wider population not already seeking solutions—might provide a better understanding of how much self-motivation is needed to benefit from the method.
Another limiting factor is that we followed participants for only six weeks; therefore, while the results show that most players experienced significant benefits, this particular study provides no evidence either way as to whether or for how long the benefits last, beyond the initial two-week follow-up. Finally, as is common in studies seeking to study “natural usage”—that is, studies in which participants are not paid or otherwise compensated—the study lost quite a few users by the end of the six weeks to attrition, particularly in the wait-list group. (That is, some participants never came back to answer later surveys.) Complete data sets were collected from 63 participants; partial data sets were collected from another 102 participants. For this reason, it’s worth considering again the possibility that the SuperBetter method may only appeal to or work for individuals who are actively seeking solutions and who are particularly motivated to get better. This would confirm what we’ve observed among the more than 400,000 users of the online version: the method seems to be the most effective for people who are actively struggling with a very difficult personal challenge and therefore may be more motivated and open to trying something new.
After the study was completed and presented at two scientific conferences, I asked Roepke what she thought accounted for SuperBetter’s demonstrated effectiveness. She offered several theories. First, she zoomed in on its “playful, lighthearted approach.” She said: “We all sometimes take ourselves and our thoughts too seriously. By reframing things in gameful ways, SuperBetter can help us gain some perspective and separate ourselves from unhelpful thoughts.”
She also cited the underlying science as a crucial element to the game. “Research psychologists have made really wonderful and useful discoveries,” she said, “but the field needs people to help translate hard-to-access, hard-to-read journal articles into something more approachable. SuperBetter does this by taking important research and translating it into power-ups, bad guys, and quests.”
She also thinks the secret identity and epic wins are a key part of its power to create positive change. “The idea of a heroic journey is really important and compelling,” she said. “Stories are central to our lives. We understand others by the stories they tell, and we come to understand ourselves by the stories we tell. SuperBetter offers us a powerful and fun way to change the story. Instead of telling ourselves a story about victimhood or tragedy, we can tell a story about adventure and redemption.” That, to her, was potentially the most important piece of SuperBetter. “It reminds us that we can be the hero of our own story.”
THE OHIO STATE UNIVERSITY STUDY
“Can we turn doctors’ advice and medical guidelines into a game, so patients have an easier time following it?” That’s the idea that Lise Worthen-Chaudhari, a research scientist and faculty member at the College of Medicine at Ohio State University, wanted to explore when she reached out to me in the summer of 2010.
Worthen-Chaudhari has been in the field of rehabilitation research for twenty years, and she knew that most patients typically have a difficult time keeping up with all their doctors’ recommendations at home. She wanted to find something that could help patients remember their doctors’ advice, and improve their ability to follow it consistently.
She also knew that when family members are aware of the recommendations, a patient is more likely to follow them successfully. But too often caretakers feel overwhelmed and anxious and forget the advice they’ve heard. So Worthen-Chaudhari wondered what could help family members feel more empowered to help their loved ones get better, faster.
She conducted a review of innovations in patient care, specifically looking for a tool that would engage patients over a long rehabilitation period and create a stronger support system. “After looking at everything,” she explained to me. “SuperBetter is the only thing I’ve found that seems to be doing both effectively.”
Her timing was incredibly fortuitous—I had just begun to develop a digital version of the SuperBetter method with my collaborators at the social gaming startup Social Chocolate. With Worthen-Chaudhari’s help, we were able to start interviewing medical practitioners at OSU immediately for their input on how to improve the SuperBetter method and how to make it more useful for both patients and doctors. We embarked on a collaboration that, over a three-year period, helped us strengthen the design and incorporate specific medical guidance for players using the game for concussions and traumatic brain injury recovery.
As a result of our ongoing collaboration, we were awarded a research grant from the National Institutes of Health. We were tasked with conducting a pilot study of SuperBetter in a clinical setting—in official terms, a phase-one clinical trial. Patients would use the SuperBetter method for six weeks; their doctor would play as their ally.
You’ll notice that both the Penn and the OSU studies tested a relatively short play period (thirty days and six weeks in duration, respectively). That decision was based on our observations of and interviews with other SuperBetter players at large; most of them, we were finding, experienced the majority of emotional and social gains, and the biggest shift in their thinking, within the first thirty days of play.
For the pilot study, OSU enrolled twenty patients from Cincinnati Children’s Hospital. Aged thirteen to twenty, they were all dealing with difficult recoveries from a mild traumatic brain injury or concussion. They were introduced to SuperBetter by their doctor and given a quick tutorial on how to use the digital version. They were then encouraged to get their “daily SuperBetter dose”—three power-ups, one bad guy battle, and at least one quest—every day for the next six weeks of their treatment. They were also given a starter list of ten power-ups they might find useful (such as wearing sunglasses inside to protect against bright lights), twenty bad guys they might encounter (such as difficulty concentrating or dizziness), and daily quests (such as “Find one fun activity you can do for at least twenty minutes that doesn’t hurt your brain—such as drawing or listening to a favorite movie with your eyes closed”). Based on their symptoms and recovery progress, they were sent new, personalized suggestions from their doctor for additional power-ups, bad guys, and quests several times throughout the study. The patients were not compensated for their participation; expenses of up to $40 were reimbursed to cover their transportation to two follow-up interviews.
The primary purpose of this clinical trial was to assess the feasibility of the SuperBetter method for use in hospitals—in other words, to find out if doctors and patients would be able to use it effectively, and if both groups would report a positive experience with it. By all measures, it was a success.
The qualitative data collected over a four-month period showed that all twenty patients were able to learn the method quickly and implement it effectively at home. Roughly 75 percent were able to achieve the recommended dose of play throughout their six-week trial.
The most common sentiment among patients was that “SuperBetter helped me do more of the important things I need to do to take care of myself.” Indeed, simply introducing the idea of a game into a clinical conversation was observed to increase patient interest and attention to their doctors’ medical advice. “When you bring up the game, they react with surprise,” according to Worthen-Chaudhari. “It’s consistently delightful. It piques their interest. A teenager’s not even listening to you and all of a sudden they register what you’re saying. It’s an extremely positive result.”
The data also showed that the game helped the patients’ primary caretakers, mostly parents. They were able to learn the language of power-ups and bad guys quickly and reported playing the role of allies in the game consistently through the duration of the study. The most frequent response from caretakers in follow-up interviews was that SuperBetter provided them with a feeling of “relief”—that they worried less about their loved ones’ ability to successfully recover, and that they had more positive interactions with them as a result.
The OSU research team reported that medical practitioners were able to learn the method quickly and were effective in translating their advice and treatment plans into power-ups, bad guys, and quests.
In addition to this qualitative observation, we used the clinical trial as an opportunity to collect quantitative data on how the SuperBetter method impacted players’ mood, quality of life, and postconcussion symptoms. Not only did participants have significantly fewer symptoms of postconcussion syndrome by the end of the study, they also were significantly less depressed and more optimistic. Their rates of improvement for depression and optimism were similar to those in the Penn study, helping to show that an even wider range of people can benefit from the SuperBetter method. One particularly interesting finding was that the participants who had the most severe depression before playing benefited the most from the game. Four out of five participants with severe depression at the start of the trial had improved to “nondepressed” by the end.
Crucially, despite the possibility that game play can trigger postconcussion symptoms such as headache, nausea, and exhaustion, none of the participants reported that playing SuperBetter triggered such symptoms. Worthen-Chaudhari summarizes the findings: “The data clearly suggest that SuperBetter works as a powerful complement to traditional medical care.”
The next step will be to conduct a controlled version of the clinical trial, similar to the Penn study. This will allow us to compare the experiences of patients who do not have access to SuperBetter with patients who do. In the meantime, the results of the pilot study are providing guidance to medical practitioners for the best practices to adopt while engaging patients with the SuperBetter method. This is an important step for this line of research, because as Worthen-Chaudhari reports, “Many of the doctors and fellows at OSU have expressed a desire to explore using the SuperBetter method for a wider range of illness and injury rehabilitation.”
For updates on studies of SuperBetter, visit Showmethescience.com.
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* Some players are happy to have their names and identifying details included in their stories; their full names are listed here. Others have asked to be identified by their first names only, or to have a few identifying details changed.
* Success in SuperBetter is defined as achieving at least one epic win, a special kind of goal that you’ll learn more about in Chapter 11.
* Believe it or not, this was a real SuperBetter player’s challenge. I met the councilman at a local business luncheon, where he told me that he had used the game to help him handle the stress of the election cycle!
* You may be more familiar with the quotation “Winning isn’t everything, it’s the only thing,” which is also attributed to Vince Lombardi. However, Lombardi spent the last few years of his life claiming he was misquoted and insisting he had said “making the effort” to win was everything. Interestingly, interview transcripts show that he did, in fact, say both versions of the quotation at various times in his life—but that over the years, he increasingly insisted that “wanting to win,” “the will to win,” or “making the effort to win,” rather than winning itself, is what matters most. See Steven J. Overman, “‘Winning Isn’t Everything. It’s the Only Thing’: The Origin, Attributions and Influence of a Famous Football Quote,” Football Studies 2, no. 2 (1999): 77–99.
* As far as I know, the world record for most powerful hour is twenty-three different power-ups in a single hour. Feel free to try to break that record if you dare. I imagine it would take a lot of careful planning, and the help of an ally or two!
* Ninja body transformation refers to the art of adopting sneaky and unconventional weight-loss and fitness strategies, much as the Japanese ninjas of history and legend adopted sneaky and unconventional warfare strategies. Your adventure will not include throwing weapons, pyrotechnics, sword combat, stealth swimming, or other actual ninja-fighting techniques. (However, you will learn willpower methods and physical training techniques inspired by ninja culture.)