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More Praise for The Courage Quotient

“I love this book! Robert Biswas-Diener brings courage to life, showing us all how we can overcome our fears and achieve what is important to us. Grounded in the latest research and illustrated with Robert's interviews with the Courage 50, as well as his own stories of courage, he shows us just what courage is, how we can develop it, and how life can be so much better when we do. In the modern world, we need people with the courage to stand up and take action to improve the lives of all. Robert Biswas-Diener shows us how to do this in his latest groundbreaking book.”

—Alex Linley, PhD, founding director, Capp (www.cappeu.com); author, The Strengths Book

“In his book, Robert Biswas-Diener teaches us valuable lessons about courage. As a leader, you need courage: courage to make yourself vulnerable to others. Leadership takes making bold and sometimes unpopular decisions. Courage is crucial in a wide range of work situations, and anyone in a company can demonstrate courage leadership.”

—Heinz Landau, former chairman and managing director, Merck Ltd., Thailand

“Dr. Biswas-Diener has a deep understanding of and empathy for the human condition and the willingness to engage forthrightly with challenging issues that most people would rather not have to think about. This book is the most fascinating and accessible exploration of courage since The Right Stuff, with the critical advantage of being based on rigorous and thorough scholarship and research. Engaging, witty, and incisive, the book offers a wealth of insight and practical advice on how to be braver, how to accept being different from the herd while doing so—and why this matters to you. Every person in a leadership position should read this book, because as Winston Churchill once pointed out, ‘Courage is the quality that guarantees all others.’”

—Sunny Stout-Rostron, executive director, Sunny Stout-Rostron Associates; author, Business Coaching International: Transforming Individuals and Organizations
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for the inspiring passengers of united flight 93


Introduction: How I Found Courage

I learned much about courage—and much about myself—on one of my first jobs out of graduate school. I got my start in academia as a researcher in happiness. That's right—happiness. I have spent about a decade of my professional career studying what makes people happy. I have lived and worked with a number of fascinating groups from around the world, including Amish farmers in the American Midwest and seal hunters in the far north of Greenland. With each group I try to get a sense of what is good about local life, where people find their personal fulfillment, and how happy people are in general. In this particular instance I was looking forward to studying the happiness of the Maasai tribal people of southwest Kenya. In many ways the Maasai are the poster children for tribal Africa. Anyone who has been on safari in that part of the world has likely come across the Maasai in tourist shows (they perform huge vertical leaps), in crafts markets (what are you going to do with that club once you have brought it back to your home?), or in postcards. The Maasai are a visually striking people. They tend to be on the skinny side, and elongate their earlobes and wear bright-red wool cloaks. Local lore holds that lions recognize the red color and become afraid because they know the Maasai are so dangerous. And it's not far from the truth—on a walk one day deep in the African bush I pointed to a small tree some distance away and a young warrior heaved his metal-tipped spear through the air and split the tree right through the base of the trunk.

In my head the whole notion of conducting research with the Maasai was all very “Indiana Jones”: I hired local translators and drove a jeep across the lush Great Rift Valley until we arrived at a remote manyatta, a Maasai village, nestled in a grassy savannah below a stubby, brush-sided hillside. Twin dirt tracks led to a flat place where sticker bushes and braided twigs had been fashioned into livestock pens. Around these pens were more than a dozen homes, each about six feet tall and constructed from dried mud and cow dung. Here and there bits of newspaper and plastic were dragged lazily by the wind. A few curious children ran forward at the sound of our engine. I was absolutely elated to be on the cusp of first contact with a group of people who live largely outside of the world economy. The Maasai are pastoralists, which means they herd cows and goats and count their wealth not in Kenyan shillings but in livestock. Young and old, men and women, they gathered around the research team.

“I have come,” I announced boldly, “to learn from you about your happiness. I am interested in measuring your happiness.” I waited for my translators to convey the message but it was met with only blank stares and silence from the crowd, so I charged on with a triumphant, “This research will help us to better understand the human condition and perhaps to create better educational and financial policies!” The Maasai glanced at one another and shrugged their shoulders. They weren't coming forward to volunteer in the numbers for which I had hoped. “This research will appear in important journals,” I suggested lamely. It turned out that despite my months of preparation and thousands of dollars of expenditure, the Maasai were far less enthusiastic about the science of “subjective well-being” than I was. In fact they didn't care for it at all. They were more interested in the skills that were important to surviving in the bush on a day-to-day basis. They asked me questions such as, “Can you spot a cobra in the grass?” “Do you know how to whistle to cattle to help move them from place to place?” and, “Can you kill a mongoose as it tries to steal the chicken eggs?” I admitted that I could not do any of these things, and the Maasai were pretty surprised that I had survived to adulthood.

I was reluctant to admit defeat and decided to hang around the manyatta for several days, observing the Maasai and looking for ways that I might connect with them and win their respect. I quickly realized that—to the extent that a society can have a defining characteristic—the Maasai were a culture of courage. The women would head out into the forests every morning to gather firewood; usually they all returned. Occasionally, however, an unfortunate woman would be trampled to death by a Cape buffalo. Each day the children would drive the cattle out into the grasslands, knowing that lions prowled the dry creek beds and leopards watched from high tree limbs. The Maasai ritually burned themselves—just to show they could take the pain—and it was easy to see round, raised scars on the arms and legs of both men and women. They also practiced circumcision on fifteen-year-old males and females. I know this is a controversial practice and I am not endorsing it. I did, however, have the opportunity to be present at the circumcision of the son of my translator, and I can attest to the fact that this kid was tough. He walked into the ceremony, for which no anesthesia is given, with his head held high and without complaint or visible fear. Compare that to many of his age-mates I know in the United States who complain if they can't ride in the front seat of the car or listen to their preferred radio station. After the healing period following a circumcision, the young males join the morani, or warriors. Warriorhood is a kind of compulsory military service for the Maasai, and the young fighters rove from village to village keeping the area safe from wild animals, poachers, and rival tribes alike. To join the warriors a young male has to go out on a lion hunt. That's right, a lion hunt. Armed with nothing more than spears, bows and arrows, and short swords, a group of fifteen-year-olds can kill a lion! (I recently saw, by contrast, a group of my sixteen-year-old daughter's friends locate a fast-food restaurant with an iPhone.)

There is no question: the Maasai are brave and place a premium on courage. It just so happens that I also am brave. I know, I know—it sounds a little strange to brag about being courageous, but it is the truth. I just happen to be pretty brave. I don't think it makes me better than anyone else, and I am certain that I would not be brave in absolutely every situation, but I do know that I tend to embark on endeavors that are somewhat risky and that require a bit of backbone. I began to think that it was on this point—courage—that the Maasai and I might be able to meet one another. So I did what anyone in my shoes would have done: I asked the Maasai if I could go with them to hunt and kill a lion. It was at lunchtime when I asked, and we were sitting around in a circle in the scrub grass at the foot of a sausage tree. The Maasai looked at one another and then laughed in my face.

“Mzungu,” they said, using the word for “white guy,” “we cannot take you hunting for the lion because lions sense weakness—it would take one look at you and kill you and escape.” Now, I am aware of an insult even when it is delivered through a translator. These guys thought I lacked the right stuff.

“Fine,” I said, standing up and pounding my chest. “If I cannot hunt a lion then burn me. Burn me right here on my chest!” This shut them up. Again the young warriors glanced at one another, communicating with facial expressions too subtle for me to discern. In only a few seconds a whole silent conversation had occurred and the group had arrived at a collective decision, delivered by a wildly grinning young man named Lankasana: “Okay, American—we'll burn you.”

That's how quickly it happens. How fast an impulse is translated into a thrown gauntlet. There was no way to back out without losing face and dooming my research project entirely. I had no choice but to rise to the occasion and play along, hoping that my performance would be good enough to earn me their respect. The Maasai set about starting a small grass fire and found a stick as wide around as my thumb to get red-hot. While we waited my translator, Maxwell, took me aside.

“Robert,” he said to me, “you have to be careful here. You have to understand that these people do not think about bravery like you do. They are…” And he trailed off.

“They are what?” I asked.

“They are braver,” he said simply. “If you act like a coward they will have nothing to do with you and you might as well pack up your jeep and leave because no one will work with you.”

“Explain to me what cowardice means here.”

“I'll give you an example,” Maxwell said. “If you fold your arms in front of your chest with your left arm crossed over your right, then when they burn you if you switch arms so that your right is crossed over your left, that would be unspeakable cowardice.”

So they had pretty stringent rules for bravery and cowardice.

As I took in this new information Lankasana pulled the stick out of the fire, its end a patch of hot orange. I knelt down and unbuttoned my shirt and pulled it aside, revealing the flesh of my pectoral muscle. Lankasana looked me right in the eyes and pushed the stick deep into my flesh, holding it there for several seconds to make sure that the burn was complete. Now, I don't know if you have ever been burned by the Maasai but I can tell you that it hurts. A lot. Really a lot in fact. It hurts so much that it is itself the metaphor for that pain. The next time you accidentally smash your thumb with a hammer you can say, “Yow! That hurts like getting burned by the Maasai!” I am proud to say that despite the pain I fared pretty well. I did clench my jaw subtly and raise one eyebrow slightly, but basically held completely still. Maxwell grabbed my shoulder excitedly and said, “Robert, you did so well! Now, only eight more to go!”

Here is where I give you the first piece of advice, should you ever find yourself undergoing a tribal pain ritual: read the fine print. Here I was thinking that I was going to prove my courage by submitting to a single excruciating burn, and somehow the Maasai—a society of sadists for all I know—got it into their heads that they were going to burn me in three different locations and each required three burns to make a really good scar. I began to rethink my relationship with my translator. Regardless of his professional future with my research project, there was no turning back. There was no way that I could explain to the Maasai that there had been some type of small misunderstanding and that I wanted to quit being burned. It was an “all in” situation and I had to take the plunge. I steeled myself for the next burn and when the red-hot stick touched my skin again it hurt even worse. We did this again and again and one burn blurred into the other as I settled into a deep psychological space well beyond the superficial pain I was experiencing. All the dreaded anticipation leading up to the first burn melted away and I took the experience second by second until it was over. Maxwell beamed at me and the young warriors smiled and nodded to one another in approval. I had passed.

Even now, years later, I can run my fingers across my chest and feel the raised scars I received that day. They are small and white, and look much as though I had burnt myself with the tips of cigarettes in a misspent youth. But unlike what I would be feeling now about cigarette burns, there is a tremendous sense of pride I feel when I think about these badges of my courage. Again, I don't think they make me better than anyone else—no one had to be belittled for me do perform well. But I do believe that I was wise enough to seize on a unique professional opportunity: I saw how I could use the right strength at the right time in the service of my own success. I was able to use my courage to connect with the Maasai. What was the actual result of undergoing this dramatic ritual? The response rate for my research went from zero percent to 100 percent. For weeks after, everywhere I went people would come running out of their homes—word had spread—and were curious about this crazy mzungu who was able to get branded on his chest. They were eager to learn more about my research, and I was able to spend hours interviewing more than one hundred Maasai living far off the tourist circuit. Applying my courage led directly to my success at work.

The good news is that everyone—including you—has a story of courage. Your tale may not be as dramatic as undergoing a tribal pain ritual or as heroic as saving another person's life, but we all have stories of times that we faced risk and conquered fear. For some folks it is getting onto an airplane despite the fact that air travel makes them nervous. For others it is opening a new business even in a shaky economy. For still others it is standing up to the playground bully or sticking up for someone who is being picked on at a meeting at work. Whether your courage story is dramatic or mundane, bravery is a vital part of living well, and you have some small success upon which you can build your pursuit of a more courageous, engaged lifestyle! Beginning now!

Robert Biswas-Diener

January 2012

Granada, Nicaragua


Part 1

A Crash Course in Courage


Chapter 1

Your Courage Quotient

Not long ago I decided to give out a cash prize for courage. I am fascinated by the topic of courage, or bravery, and believe it is one of the most important human virtues. I worry that, collectively, we know too little about courage. I tend to think we celebrate it in its physical form—such as daring rescues—but have a tendency to overlook it in its moral form—as in the case of avoiding temptation or sticking up for an underdog. To be clear, I think that living courageously is synonymous with living well. I believe that living out loud and not letting fear hold you back is the key to the fullest, most rewarding life possible. In some modest way I hoped that a courage prize might shine the spotlight on this amazing psychological tool and allow people to appreciate it in all its myriad forms. I am not wealthy and cannot give out the type of money that would attract newspaper headlines. I am not a famous industrialist or media mogul, and no one would really expect a sum on the order of a million dollars or even ten thousand dollars. Still, I wanted to recognize everyday people who have acted in brave and inspiring ways. I have long been interested in the topic of courage and thought it would be cool to find out more about everyday acts of bravery and to shine the spotlight on a few heroic people. I decided to award one prize of 250 U.S. dollars and two additional prizes of 100 dollars each—450 dollars total. These aren't eye-popping sums but I figured that free money of nearly any amount would catch people's attention. I sent out e-mails to friends, colleagues, and acquaintances—almost twenty thousand people in my online social network—announcing the prize and then I sat back waiting for the nominations to come pouring in. And I waited and waited. Minutes turned into hours, and hours turned into days and weeks. Not a single person nominated a friend or family member for having done a praiseworthy act of bravery. After two follow-up announcements, I had received a total of five nominations as well as three e-mails telling me—in essence—what a stupid idea a courage award is. Yes, nearly as many people wrote to me speaking out against the prize as wrote to me to nominate someone for it.

Rather than nominating friends or relatives who have acted bravely, people actually took the time to write me to admonish me for offering a courage prize. They said such things as, “while I would like to nominate people, I wonder how they would feel receiving a prize. Rewarding true character seems to be unnecessary.” These people seemed to hold the attitude that because courage is by and large a morally valuable phenomenon, it does not need to be rewarded. People should act courageously, this line of thinking holds, because it is the right thing to do. Even though I agree with this basic premise, I also believe it is in society's interests to publicly celebrate heroes and right action. Indeed, educational institutions award academic scholarships for intelligence, and other organizations offer artistic grants for exceptional creativity, military awards for valor, and even the Nobel Prize for Peace.

I contacted a few of my closest friends and asked why they hadn't nominated anyone for the prize. The responses were unanimous: “I don't know anyone who is really courageous.” This feedback floored me! People seemed to be struggling with the concept of courage: they did not seem to understand what it was, who has it, or just how valuable it is. My friends' subsequent comments also seemed to reveal deep uncertainties about the nature of courage. They asked where it came from, inquiring whether it was inborn or could be learned. I resolved to dig deeper—to learn as much as I could about the art and science of courage—in hopes of addressing the sticky issues involved in defining courage, identifying its underlying architecture, and producing reliable strategies for dealing with fear and trepidation. This book is the result of those efforts.

What Is Courage?

When I chat casually about the topic of courage with people I meet on the bus, at dinner parties, and at conferences, they immediately jump to the idea that bravery is a physical act of the “save a child from a burning building” variety. This common notion makes sense given the highly publicized accounts of people who risk life and limb to help others—people like New York City police officer Martin Duffy, who rappelled on a rope down the side of a Harlem apartment building to tranquilize an enraged 425-pound tiger that was being kept as a pet. These harrowing rescues make for better stories than the tales of husbands and wives who save the money to open a pizzeria—an act of courage to be sure, but one with less luster. The high profile of the physical brand of courage may be one reason my courage cash prize didn't catch on. People were likely racking their brains trying to come up with examples of physical feats of bravery, such as those found among soldiers going into battle or athletes setting extreme sports records or divers pushing the frontiers in undersea exploration. It is true that courage often comes in physical forms, but that cannot be the end of the story. Many dictionary definitions of courage say essentially the same thing: courage is a quality of mind or spirit that allows a person to face danger or difficulty without showing fear. Embedded in this definition is the idea that courage is, to some degree, a mindset rather than a behavior. When we understand courage as “a quality of spirit or mind,” we can see that this mental attitude can apply as easily to a child facing her first day of school as to an executive who is willing to gamble on a new product. In the end, courage is not found only in physical acts; it is fundamentally an attitude toward facing intimidating situations.

The dictionary of course is not the last word on the definition of bravery. Philosophers have also advanced explanations of this elusive concept, as have social scientists of all stripes. One of the greatest conceits practiced by research psychologists and other academics is that in studying people we often forget to ask them to personally weigh in on the topics being studied. I'll give you an example. For decades my colleagues and I have studied happiness and the good life. We know all about how money does and does not affect happiness and how happiness affects health, and we understand how happiness changes across the life cycle. But we have rarely stepped back and taken the time to ask people to define, for themselves, what they consider the good life to be! The same is true of courage. There are studies of how levels of courage differ from nation to nation and of how frequently women experience courage. Still, relatively few people have stopped to ask people what they think courage is.

One notable exception to this rule is Shane Lopez, a scientist at the Gallup Organization, and his colleagues. In the first of their studies the Lopez group asked Americans, Indians, and Greeks to weigh in on various questions. The most interesting of these questions are, “What is courage?” and, “What is courage NOT?” On the issue what courage is, there was a high degree of consensus across the cultural groups. Virtually everyone agreed with the statement that courage is “taking risks even in the face of possible failure or negative consequences.” On the issue of what courage is not, the Americans and Indians both considered anticourage, for lack of a better word, to be a form of character weakness. The Greeks described it a bit differently, saying that it was “hiding, backing down, giving up, or avoiding.”

In a second study the Lopez group asked American students to identify common elements of courage. Standing up for one's beliefs was clearly the most widely recognized and endorsed element of courage. This reflects an American norm for individuality and uniqueness of course, but that shouldn't be seen as discounting this view. Other elements that received high marks from the Lopez study participants were facing health issues (such as cancer), rescuing others, and engaging in occupations with risks involved. In a final study more than one hundred participants ranging in age from eighteen to seventy-four rated a list of hypothetical actions to express the degree to which these actions represented true courage. The action that received the highest endorsement was “risking one's own life to protect others.” There seems to be a good deal of consensus that risking your life in the service of the common good is the highest form of bravery. What about other forms of valor? The item that received the lowest endorsement was “finishing what one has started.” Although completing a task certainly isn't the first thing that pops to mind when considering bravery, there is an implicit assumption that “giving up” is associated with a kind of minor cowardice.

I have also collected some data on courage myself. As I described in the Introduction, I traveled to the equator where I collected data from more than one hundred tribal Maasai living away from the tourist circuit and largely outside the world economy. I also went close to the North Pole, to the northernmost communities in Greenland at 77 degrees latitude, to ask the same questions of the Inuit people who live there. And for comparison's sake I collected data on exactly the same questions from another exotic group: college students in the American Midwest. Members of all three groups believed that courage existed in their respective societies and that it was an important virtue. There were, however, cultural differences. The Inuit of Greenland, for example, were more likely to think of bravery as a behavior that occurred in the real world, rather than a capacity or potential that resides within a person. As a result they were far less likely than the Americans to believe that children or the elderly could be brave. For the Inuit, bravery is largely an action associated with being out in the world—hunting, for instance. They think that because kids and old folks don't hunt, the likelihood that they would be brave is small.

I also asked members of these three groups whether or not animals could be brave. This was a bit of a playful question on my behalf, and I was simply curious to understand how “natural” people think bravery is. I found large cultural differences here as well. Only 6 percent of the Greenlandic Inuit thought animals could be brave. Clearly, as hunters, they do not have the tendency to anthropomorphize their prey. By contrast, 70 percent of the Maasai of Kenya—a tribal group living in close proximity with wild animals but with no hunting tradition—thought that animals have the capacity for bravery. Finally, 78 percent of the American college students—whose primary interaction with animals is with pets—thought that animals could be courageous.

Although these series of studies are not definitive in their conclusions, they offer an intriguing first look at how bravery is viewed by the masses. More or less we seem to agree, across culture, age, and gender, about what bravery is. But for the purposes of this book, we need more than a general agreement. We need a solid, last-word-on-the-topic definition. Recently, psychologist Christopher Rate did us all the favor of comparing many of the existing definitions of courage to identify points of agreement. Let's use Rate's research to take a deeper dive into this definition so we can know exactly what we are talking about. Rate found that the vast majority of these definitions—whether they were from the dictionary, from literature, or from psychological science—mentioned either three or four of these common characteristics:


1. There is perceived danger or threat to an individual.
2. The outcome of any action is uncertain.
3. Fear is present.
4. The person willfully, intentionally acts, despite the presence of the first three characteristics.


To put it simply, courage is the willingness to act even in the presence of fear, risk, and threat. A person who musters the gumption to scale a frozen waterfall is showing courage just as is a middle manager who blows the whistle on an unethical business practice. In the first scenario the danger is physical and there is a real risk of falling on the ice and sustaining bodily injury. In the second scenario the risk is related to the whistle-blower's job security and fears around reprisals from others in the shady company. Regardless of the specific scenario or whether the brave person is ten years old or seventy, action must fulfill the litmus test of displaying these four components in order to be considered courageous.

There is one additional dimension to courage that should be addressed here. It is in some ways the stickiest but most important element of courage. Courage is morally valued. That's right; courage is not bravado or machismo or idle bragging or any other of a number of testosterone-fueled behaviors. For a daring action to truly display courage it must be morally desirable, respectable, and lead to laudable results. For an illustration of this, just consider a typical street criminal, such as a mugger. Chances are you don't know many muggers, but you can easily picture that—at least on the surface—mugging someone takes a bit of courage. Picture the mugger pacing nervously near a car, waiting to corner his prey in a nearby alley. Imagine the uncertainty of the mugging situation: Will the victim fight back? Will he call for help? Will the police come by? Mugging, as it turns out, is an undertaking that includes personal risk, an uncertain outcome, and the presence of fear. If the mugger is willing to act despite these three conditions being present then we should have an example of courage.

Except of course that mugging is not an example of courage because it lacks an important component: moral value. By moral value I mean that an action has to contribute to some good for oneself or others without taking away from the dignity or well-being of others. Even better, the courageous action would serve to directly help others. Indeed, we could argue that courageous acts can be identified by their effects on other people. Psychologist Jon Haidt has proposed that there is an emotion called elevation. This is the awed and inspired feeling we get when we witness a moral act. Think about the warm feelings you have experienced when you look at photographs of your heroes or of the iconic moments of your life such as the fall of the Berlin Wall or of the moon landing or the election of Barack Obama. This emotional uplift is elevation, and we humans are designed to feel it when we see a morally beautiful act. We can apply this same standard to courage in particular. When we witness someone standing up to a bully or hear about someone who took a risk to hide Jews during the Nazi occupation, we can be assured that these are true instances of courage—not just because they are risky, fear-filled events in which the outcomes are uncertain but also because they leave us elevated. Thus courage has a kind of contagious effect: when you stick up for someone at work, hold to your values, or save someone else from an auto accident it inspires others to live up to your example. Courage is so important because it is the key that allows you to pursue the life you want, to overcome obstacles that hold you back from living a full life, and to put your core values into action, and it also helps and elevates others along the way.

Considering all these concepts about courage, we can come up with a very clear definition of what courage is: courage is the willingness to act toward a moral or worthwhile goal despite the presence of risk, uncertainty, and fear.

Now, if you take a close look at this definition, you will realize that some of the components are externalities—factors existing outside the individual. The presence of risk and the uncertainty of outcomes are largely external. Other aspects of this definition are internal—specifically, the willingness to act and the presence of fear. Both of these are internal mental states and, as such, are more controllable than the externalities.

Your Courage Quotient

The definition of courage is not a matter of idle academic interest. It is a crucial first step in understanding this shiny virtue that can help you have better relationships, perform better at work, and feel more fulfilled. The definition of courage is the heart of the courage quotient for which this book is named. Courage contains two primary internal elements: the willingness to act and the ability to control fear. When you can successfully curb your fears and boost your ability to take action, you are better able to live a full and virtuous life. You are more likely to face challenges with grace, connect with and inspire others, and be a force for good.

Unlike typical measurements of intelligence or happiness, the courage quotient is not a measure of a single concept—it is not about simple bravery. Instead, it is an index of two separate processes: managing fear and the having the willingness to act. As unlikely as it may sound, controlling fear and having the willingness to act are independent of one another. They do not act like a see-saw, despite our tendency to see them in this way. That's right; just because fear goes up, willingness does not necessarily go down, or vice versa. In fact a person may be high on fear but also high on willingness to act (people may be pretty anxious yet still able to muster the strength to throw themselves into life). Or someone could be low in both fear and willingness (people may not feel a lot of natural trepidation but may still be sluggish when it comes to taking initiative or trying new things). Rather than assuming that lowering fear will automatically boost willingness to act, I will treat courage as involving two separate processes in this book. This opens the opportunity to learn a wider range of courage-enhancing skills, some related to managing fear and others directed toward pushing you to act. You can measure your own courage quotient by taking the assessment in Appendix 1.





Two Separate Courage Processes
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The people who have the highest courage quotients are those who have the most distance between the two factors in the figure above. They are able to get a handle on their own anxiety as well as find ways to boost their own sense of agency and take action. If the courage quotient were an equation, it would be a simple one:
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Those same folks, those with the greatest facility with courage—those with the highest courage quotients—have a clear understanding that there are two separate processes at work with courage. In fact these two processes—controlling fear and boosting willingness to act—are rooted in the way our brains are wired. To put the complex clockwork of neurological functioning very simply, we are built with two motivational systems. One is called the behavioral inhibition system, which includes activation of the hippocampus, among other brain stem regions. This inhibition system is what helps us stay wary of novel situations, especially those that carry the risk of harm or punishment. It is the inhibition system that encourages you to tread cautiously when crossing a deserted parking lot at night or climbing in a tall tree. The behavioral activation system, by contrast, is rooted in our brains' pleasure centers and is all about beginning or progressing toward goals. Each system is on the lookout, as it were, for different details in our world and leads to a different emotional reaction (fear or happiness). Those with a high courage quotient often know when it is best to work on controlling their fear and when it is wiser to try to muster the will to act.








Can Courage Be Learned?

The million-dollar question where courage is concerned is whether or not courage can be learned. If fear and courage are to be found at least in part in the hard wiring of our brains, then it certainly makes sense to assume that there is a genetic component to bravery. If bravery is simply a personality trait—nothing more than a strong natural disposition for action deeply embedded in our genetic code—then there isn't much point in trying to learn how to do it better. Fortunately, the research suggests there is hope for people who want to boost their courage quotient. Studies show that people—as many as 82 percent of those studied—overwhelmingly opt to try courage-enhancing strategies to help them face difficult circumstances. Actors who are nervous before opening night spend time on the stage, familiarizing themselves with the auditorium; boxers strut and look angry to overcome the butterflies in their stomachs; people pray or knock on wood or wear favorite pieces of clothing, all because they think this will help to give them a more favorable outcome and allow them to face an uncertain, even risky future.

A natural first stop in considering the question of whether courage can be learned is the intriguing case of children: are kids brave? If on the one hand children are widely understood to be brave, that would directly suggest that courage is at least in part an inborn characteristic. If on the other hand it is only the rare child who is found to be bold, then we have evidence pointing to the possibility that courage is more of a learned phenomenon. Few people would argue that children are incapable of bravery, but it still makes sense to ask if courage is a typical feature of the average child.

The popular Harry Potter novels make it evident that people (at least the multitude who read these books) enjoy the notion that children are capable of courage and also that this phenomenon is fairly widespread. In case you are the single person who hasn't yet read this series, the books are largely set at a school for young magicians called Hogwarts. At Hogwarts, students belong to one of four “houses,” each house representing a different virtue. Those who belong to Slytherin House, for example, are cunning and ambitious. Harry's own house, Gryffindor, is all about courage. There is even a little poem, found in the first Harry Potter novel, that describes the character of the typical Gryffindor:

You might belong in Gryffindor,

Where dwell the brave at heart,

Their daring, nerve and chivalry

Set Gryffindors apart.

It is clear that Potter author J. K. Rowling caters to the reassuring notion that children can be brave. Research supports this position: in a recent study by Dutch psychologist Peter Muris, 94 percent of the children in his sample claimed to have done something courageous at some point. A third of the kids mentioned a physically daring activity, like doing a somersault off a swimming pool diving board; 12 percent mentioned dealing with a fearsome animal; and 8 percent mentioned facing a fear of the dark. My favorite of these responses came from a kid who said, “The light in the cellar was broken, but I went in anyway to get something for my mother.” Even now the idea of a broken cellar light gives me the creeps. Clearly, however, a panicked dash through a dark basement is a far cry from the enduring quality of valor that “sets Gryffindors apart.” The truth is that courage is not a very childlike trait. In another study researchers Nansook Park and Chris Peterson obtained descriptions of the virtues of 680 children, aged three to nine, from their parents. Only 47 out of the 680 children were described as brave, representing a meager 7 percent of the kids in the study. Compare this to the 261 children (38 percent) who were described as kind. This study suggests that although the capacity for courage may lie within us all, it is largely learned across the life span. Which is good news for you and me because it suggests that courage can be acquired and is not simply the product of a genetic crapshoot.

To get a better sense of exactly how courage can be learned—rather than being just the product of chance factors related to personality and birth—let's look at the intriguing way in which some psychologists understand courage. Researcher Cynthia Pury and her colleagues draw a distinction between two types of courage: general courage and personal courage. General courage is what most people think of when they think of bravery. General courage is present in all of those dramatic acts of bravado that would scare the pants off just about anyone: a soldier rushing out into gunfire to help a fallen comrade; a parent jumping into a freezing river to save a child; an employee blowing the whistle on an illegal company practice; a camper yelling to frighten a bear out of a campsite. Personal courage, by contrast, is in evidence in an act performed by an individual for whom that act is scary; it might not be present when the same act is performed by anyone else. That is, personal courage represents overcoming a personal limitation, even if others would not be intimidated under the same circumstances. The fear of flying is a perfect example. A person who has an acute flight phobia is exhibiting personal courage when she musters the strength to step on board a plane, even though this is a relatively routine act that many people do each day without a second thought. Personal courage is acting in a way that is courageous for you but not necessarily for anyone else. It is overcoming a personal fear, even if it is not a fear commonly shared by others. And herein lies one of the great insights about courage: we all have the capacity to be brave in the realm of personal courage. It is here—in the context of personal courage—that we can say with confidence that courage can indeed be learned. We may not all be likely to climb into a burning vehicle to save an accident victim, but each of us has the potential to face down our own psychological demons, overcome them, and get on with the business of living. Personal courage represents our best possible return on any investment we make in learning courage-enhancing strategies. The accompanying table sums up the differences between general and personal courage.

general and personal courage




	
	General Courage
	Personal Courage



	Comparison group
	Others.
	Self.



	Why is the act courageous?
	You face an obvious risk.
	You overcome a personal limitation.



	Is the same act courageous if performed by another person?
	Yes.
	No.



	Is fear present?
	Sometimes.
	Yes.




The Courage 50

One of the best ways to learn any skill is by paying attention to those who exemplify excellence. To write this book I conducted my own research on highly courageous people to better understand what makes them tick where bravery is concerned. What these fifty people, whom I call the Courage 50, told me only reinforces the notion that courage can be learned. The Courage 50 come from all walks of life and all corners of the globe. In some cases their courage is obvious, as it is in Eddie Black, an American soldier who served three tours in combat zones, or in Sarah Outen, who rowed alone in a tiny boat across four thousand miles of the Indian Ocean. In some cases their courage takes a less dramatic form, as it did in Moyra Makina, a human resource specialist from South Africa who quit her job to start her own consultancy, or in Kristin Hallenga, who transformed a diagnosis of breast cancer at age twenty-three into an international health campaign. In still other cases there are instances of courage most people never hear about, such as the bravery of Frankie N., who witnessed a stabbing in London and came forward to the police, knowing that her name and identity would be made public, or of Fred S., a senior vice president of a medium-sized company who has the unpleasant job of sitting across the table from people and delivering the news that they have been fired by their company. In every instance these brave individuals had some small trick they employed to either boost their willingness to act or take control of their fear. Sure, some of them might have a stronger genetic leaning toward courage than the average person does, but even among the soldiers and adventurers my interviews yielded this simple truth: courage is a habit, it is a practice, and it is a skill that can be learned. You will find the stories of the Courage 50, as well as their advice and helpful tricks, throughout this book.

Heroism by the Numbers

When I work with clients—whether they are executives at the helm of a large company or entrepreneurs starting a small business—we often work on boosting courage. One of the most important lessons for my clients, and likely for you as well, is the realization that courage is a common commodity. It might be inspiring to find out just how common courage is. Just as people were slow to recognize courage when I offered a cash prize for examples of it, you might be unaware of the courage around you. Reviewing statistics on bravery can help us understand that—among other things—this is a somewhat more common phenomenon than we might guess.

One direct measure of courage can be found in figures on heroism. A study by psychologist Philip Zimbardo suggests that everyday folks rise to the occasion more often than we might think. As reported by Sharon Jayson in 2011 in a USA Today article, in a representative sample of four thousand Americans, Zimbardo and his research team found that approximately 20 percent—one in five—had acted bravely, as defined by helping in an emergency or taking a stand against injustice. Here's how the numbers break down: 55 percent of the heroes had helped someone during an emergency, 14 percent had defied an unjust authority, 8 percent had confronted an injustice, and 5 percent had made a sacrifice for a stranger. These percentages might shift slightly if you were to conduct this study in other cultures. In some places—Japan, for example—you might find slightly higher rates of helping strangers and slightly lower rates of defying authority. Interestingly, subsequent analyses of this study showed that ethnic minorities in the sample, Hispanics and African Americans in particular, were about twice as likely as whites to have acted courageously. Zimbardo's study suggests that true heroism isn't reserved for action heroes in Hollywood blockbusters or for soldiers fighting in foreign wars. Instead, courage is an everyday concern and as applicable to you and your neighbor and your children as it is to comic book superheroes, captains of industry, and elite commandos.

It is also reassuring to realize that courage is not just a man's game. With all of today's focus on combat heroics and testosterone-based police chases and daring fire rescues, it makes sense to ask about the role of women in the world of courage. There is encouraging news where the bravery of women is concerned. Researcher Alice Eagly and her colleagues have conducted a number of studies in which they examined the heroism of women. If you assume, as Selwyn Becker and Alice Eagly do in a 2007 study, that donating a kidney is an act that requires a bit of bravery, then women are clearly doing well in the courage department. They donate 57 percent of all kidneys for transplants in the United States, and this is not due to biological factors such as the possibility that men might be more frequently disqualified as a good match to donate to family members (they aren't). If you examine the rates at which women join the Peace Corps, a placement that takes people to foreign lands and may expose them to assaults (there is an assault rate of about 17 per 1,000 volunteers), women again come out as courageous. Although the numbers fluctuate from year to year, women, who are 51 percent of the total U.S. population, are about 60 percent of all Peace Corps volunteers. A similar trend exists in the Doctors of the World program, in which American medical personnel serve abroad in high-risk locations. In 2003, fifty of the seventy-six Doctors of the World volunteers were women and twenty-seven of the forty-eight volunteer physicians were women.

Perhaps most compelling of all, Becker and Eagly examined recipients of the Carnegie Medal. This award from the Carnegie Hero Fund Commission is given to a person who “voluntarily risks his or her own life, knowingly, to an extraordinary degree while saving or attempting to save the life of another person.” The acts rewarded have included saving people from fires, assaults, and drowning. At a cursory glance it appears that women have not fared all that well in the Carnegie Medals relative to men. Of the more than eight thousand medals that had been awarded by 2003, for example, only 9 percent had gone to women. When we take a closer look we see that although women are nominated less frequently, those who are nominated actually win the award more frequently than men who are nominated do. In 1999, for example, 11.2 percent of the women who were nominated for a medal received one whereas only 10.6 percent of the men did. Although this percentage difference might look small it is still clearly indicative of women's good showing among the ranks of the most courageous. When looking at similar instances of self-sacrifice in the service of others, the numbers for women climb even higher. For example, women make up about 60 percent of those who have been recognized as Righteous Among the Nations, an honor reserved for non-Jews who risked their lives to aid Jews during the Holocaust.

Another place where we can see a high courage quotient is the world of business. Media accounts and first person anecdotes would lead us to believe that many businesses are concerned with their bottom lines at the cost of their human workers' well-being and that leadership is often ethically slippery. There may be more to the story. In a landmark study psychologists Cooper Woodard and Cynthia Pury measured the courage quotients of people from all walks of life. They measured both the fear and the willingness to act of college students, adults from a community sample, police officers, fire personnel, military officers in training, and corporate executives. Common opinion would hold that the military or emergency personnel would likely be the bravest of the bunch. Interestingly, the executives reported less fear and more willingness to act—that is, they had a higher courage quotient—than did members of any of the other groups, including those from traditionally high-risk professions such as police and firefighters (the “PF” group on the following chart). This makes sense: executives operate in uncertain and unpredictable market conditions, often under the stress of fierce competition, and must take bold stands for which they will later be held accountable. These men and women are not so different from the kings of old who rode along the lines of soldiers encouraging them to stand firm and be brave.
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A Call to Action!

All signs point to a related set of conclusions. First, courage is easy to understand. It is simply the willingness to act even in the face of risk, uncertainty, and fear. Second, courage is a valuable commodity, something we want to promote in ourselves and others, because it involves moral action and leads to the good life. Third, courage can be learned. Fourth, by understanding that courageous action requires two separate processes—controlling fear and boosting the willingness to act—we can identify twice as many approaches for learning to be braver. Finally, the initial step for raising your courage quotient is to wake up to the fact that courage is all around you! You yourself have a long history of courage. Interviews taken with the Courage 50 make it clear that people's failure to recognize courage is one of the largest obstacles to getting more courage. I call this phenomenon courage blindness.

Courage blindness is the tendency of people to overlook their own extraordinary behavior and to dismiss it as ordinary. It seems common sense that brave acts would be easy to recognize. If I tell you for instance that a man named Michael Gaines stopped in the middle of the night on a lonely stretch of freeway and pulled an unconscious motorist out of an overturned vehicle, you get a sense that it was a heroic thing to do. When I tell you that Kevin Nieves jumped into a pond to rescue the passengers of a submerged van, it is easy to feel your heart swell with inspiration, even though he was able to rescue only two of the three occupants. But when you actually talk with these real-life heroes, as I have done with the Courage 50, you get a different perspective. In a recent newspaper interview, for example, Nieves said of his actions, “I had no thoughts of me getting killed. I was just there to help them out.” His sentiment is exactly what you hear time and again from people who have acted heroically: “there is absolutely nothing special in my actions.” The attitude among heroes seems to be that they simply did what anyone would have done. But nothing is further from the truth. News reports are full of incidents in which people looked on and did nothing to lend a hand to those in desperate need. In 2009, for example, a woman in China accidentally reversed her car off a ferry and dozens of bystanders, including police in a rescue boat, stood idly by for several minutes as the car slowly sank and the woman drowned. It is such jaw-dropping tragedies that make acts of bravery all the more extraordinary—and make it all the more perplexing that highly courageous people are often blind to their own good deeds.

It isn't that heroes are just being humble—although they often are—it is that they literally feel they were just doing something normal, something expected, something right. The phenomenon of courage blindness isn't reserved for heroes in dramatic physical rescues either. People are just as likely to dismiss or overlook the extraordinary quality of donating an organ to a family member, speaking out against an unethical practice at work, or taking an overseas job. One of the most important lessons in courage, then, is learning to recognize this shiny phenomenon, and not waking up to it just in others but in yourself as well. Herein lies your first call to be courageous: it takes a bit of bravery to stand up and admit that you are capable of something special, something helpful, something extraordinary. I do not mean to suggest that you act immodestly or that you hold a superior attitude. That said, if you are not willing to admit your potential for real courage you are missing out on an important aspect of your natural birthright.

Do We Really Need a Cash Prize for Courage?

If courage is everywhere and exists as a potential in every person, then do we really need a cash prize for courage, such as the one I offered not long ago? Isn't that a little like offering a cash prize for brushing one's teeth? Do we really need to reward people for something that would help them function better anyway? My short answer is yes. The world is full of awards for all sorts of virtuous acts. We honor those who have championed peace with a Nobel Prize. Many militaries give out awards for exceptional valor and heroism. Schools bestow scholarships for intellectual prowess. We like to recognize outstanding performance or unique potential not because we think that people will act in hopes of getting a prize but because such awards raise awareness about virtue and offer us inspiring role models. I believe that such awards, even modest ones of the type I offered, elicit stories of people at their best. Consider the winner of my courage competition for yourself. Her name is Laurie Klein, and she saved someone's life. Here is the story in her own words:






It was a beautiful Saturday in the Sonoma County back hills, which is unbelievably gorgeous, and four of my good friends and I went on a challenging bike ride. On the very last leg of our ride, as we descended a hill, my best friend Lori lost control of her bike and flew off a thirty-five-foot sheer cliff. She bounced off a rock wall—several times—and fell face down and unconscious into the river below. I was in front of her so when I heard her scream I stopped my bike on the other side of the bridge, which crossed over this river bed, ran across the bridge, and flew down to get to her as fast as I possibly could. I don't remember it all, but suffice to say I must have slipped on my way down and came to land right next to her, on my left cleat (bike shoe), and left wrist. I pulled her out of the water and yelled to her that we were there, with her. I told her that she was safe and yelled at her to breathe! When it was time to move her I realized I was injured too and our friends slowly floated her part way and lifted her to the side of the rocky embankment. I was of no help at this point and dragged myself over to their side as we waited for further help to arrive. Our fifth person in the group flagged down a motorcyclist who went to the top of the hill where there was cell reception and called for help. The EMTs arrived in a half an hour. The helicopter rescue team got there soon after. Lori was transported by helicopter to a nearby hospital. I was transported by ambulance immediately afterwards, and by the time I got to the ER Lori was in surgery for a very serious ankle break. She sustained other injuries but is alive and healing.






What is so interesting, and so inspiring, in this story is that Laurie acted so quickly and at great expense to herself. In her rescue attempt she broke her own wrist, ankle, and fibula, although she did not immediately realize it at the time. She saved her friend's life and it cost her multiple surgeries, time lost from work, and considerable physical pain. Laurie's story of heroism perfectly illustrates so many points about courage: it often happens quickly and without much thought, it is often in the service of others, and it often involves facing a very real risk to oneself. And still it is everywhere. Courage is not reserved for World War II aces who nobly climbed into the cockpit knowing each flight could be their last. Certainly they had bravery to spare. But courage also happens in more mundane situations: in the board room, at the supermarket, and even on a weekend bike ride. If we can pinpoint what makes people act bravely—and we can—then we can offer insights into how all of us—you, me, everyone—can boost our own courage quotients.

To Sum Up


1. Courage is understandable and not mysterious.
2. Courage is valuable because it leads to living a full life.
3. Courage can be learned.
4. Courage involves two separate processes: managing fear and boosting the willingness to act.
5. The first step toward increasing courage is recognizing it.




Chapter 2

Measuring Courage

This is a book that presents practical skills to be used to increase your courage quotient. It is not a collection of guesswork, opinion, and folklore but a work that rests on a firm foundation of science. In some cases I present anecdotal evidence derived from interviews, but otherwise I report solid findings from sturdy academic research. So, yes, you will see all sorts of numbers throughout this book: rates, percentages, averages, and other statistics. These data will raise a very legitimate question for skeptical readers: can we actually measure courage? Courage is an abstract concept that can manifest in many different ways. How, exactly, are we supposed to assign specific numbers to or make comparisons about bravery? Let me begin by illustrating the variability of courage with a story and then we will take a deeper dive into the science of courage. After that we will broaden our view a bit and take in the entire landscape of bravery. Specifically, I want to introduce you to one of the most subtle but fascinating influencers of courage: culture.

Can Courage Be Measured?

Just the other day I conducted my own very small, informal study of fear and courage. Here's the story.






My son had just turned twelve, and we decided that to celebrate his passage to a more mature station in life we would undertake a physical feat. It seemed that a physical challenge and the resultant exultation of success would be a great way to welcome him into the ranks of young men. We considered climbing mountains and wrestling alligators (not really). What we ultimately decided on was a hike along the beautiful coast of Oregon. We planned to traverse twenty miles of rugged coastline and old growth forest, with a few thousand feet of elevation gain and descent. There was nothing objectively risky about the hike—we were not likely to meet dangerous predators or have to scale perilous cliffs. It would just be a very long hike that would leave us feeling sore, exhausted, and successful. About halfway through our trek we came to a place where a large tree had fallen horizontally, bridging the high points of the “V” of a ravine. Seeing an opportunity to up the ante on the danger factor, I suggested to my son that we make our way across the fallen tree rather than continue on the regular trail. I've seen this kind of thing described in books and shown in movies, so I knew it could be done. I decided to lead the way, thinking it would be good role modeling for my boy. I reached the top of the fallen trunk, which rested about twelve feet above the trail, and I stood up.

A strange thing happened.

As soon as I stood on the log I felt the grip of a deep fear, the type of which I had almost never experienced in my life. I don't mean to say that being up so high made me a bit nervous or caused me to feel a little dizzy. I mean something more profound. I was utterly paralyzed. I could not move! Me! I have been burned by the Maasai and conquered my fear of planes and walked through dodgy neighborhoods at night. But I was perfectly frozen. My head was about eighteen feet above the level of the ground, and all I could think about was the catastrophic outcome of a fall: broken neck, broken femur, broken ulna or radius, life-long paralysis, instant death. The list came easily to me and I broke out into a sweat. Every physiological system in my body went into overdrive, trying to protect me from taking an unnecessary risk and stepping out onto the log. It was a surprising feeling because I had walked across tree trunks as they lay on the forest floor and even similarly wide ones that were four or six feet off the ground.

I am a psychologist, however, and I understood what was happening. I was able to take some deep breaths and tell myself “the fear is all in your mind—it is just an internal sensation that has nothing to do with the success or failure of whether you make it across the log.” I used a visualization technique to imagine myself stepping out and another technique to slow my pulse. Neither did anything to help me.

My son called up from the trail, “Dad, are you all right?”

I resisted the urge to yell down, “I am just wrestling with the ego-crushing effects of acting like a coward in front of my son.” Instead, I squeaked out a “yeah, all good.” But despite all the self-talk and internal motivation I tried to muster, I simply could not force myself to move forward. In fact my lack of control over my own feet led to a sort of second wave of fear. The first was associated with the heights and the second with the sense that I could not move my body parts. And then I tried something different: I squatted on the log, and my fear immediately disappeared. It was replaced with a sense of confidence and a certainty that I could make it across the log. This is what I found interesting: when my head was about eighteen feet above the trail, I was paralyzed with fear. When my head was about fourteen feet above the trail the fear went away. I decided to experiment with this insight and slowly rose up, staring at the ground. After rising only a foot, I felt the fear come sweeping back. I sank down and the confidence returned. Head up and more paralysis, head down and more confidence. I must have looked like some kind of unusual bird, ducking my head up and down. In doing so, however, I was able to estimate that—at least in this particular instance—the critical level at which my intense fear of heights, what Aristotle would have called “morbid fear,” kicked in was fifteen feet. Below that level I could function, even though it made me nervous. Beyond that limit I was useless. “Dad,” my son called up, “this isn't really fun—can we get going?”






Courage has been investigated for millennia. Virtually every great philosopher, from Aristotle to Aquinas, has recognized bravery as an important topic. The earliest philosophers to contribute their thinking—people like Aristotle and Plato—were of the opinion that courage was one of four cardinal virtues, along with justice, temperance, and prudence, and could be perfected only in relation to the others. Plato wrote an important dialogue called Laches in which he explored the definition of courage beyond battlefield bravery. Among his musings he considers courage both the ability to “stand and fight” on the one hand and “the ability to endure” on the other. He also asks a question about the nature of courage similar to the one I presented to research participants in my cross-cultural studies: can animals (Plato specifically mentions a pig) be brave? These logical debates that seek to understand and organize the abstract concept of courage are building blocks of science in that they create lists and categories, which allow us to better compare and understand abstract concepts. Among these historical figures in philosophy Aristotle in particular took a middle road in that he saw courage as a high ideal but thought it should be exercised wisely. He wrote that “the law bids us do both the acts of a brave man … and those of a temperate man.” Here he recognized that although bravery might pay off in certain instances, rash behavior can also lead to some very messy situations. In contrast to this view Machiavelli recommended a bit of daring. He wrote that “it is better to be adventurous than cautious.” He believed that it is through bold action that success is best possible. Although these luminary thinkers espoused various schools of thought, they all shared a passion for the topic of courage, but they lacked the scientifically rigorous methods through which they might substantiate their theoretical thinking. Assigning numeric values—to physical events like the weather and also to abstract concepts like economics or intelligence—is the basis of statistical science, and these quantities allow us to make predictions and comparisons and to chart change. This is why modern scientific investigation adds value to traditional theories of courage.

Perhaps the first person to formally study courage in modern times was Charles McMoran Wilson, better known by his British title, Lord Moran. Moran served as a medical officer in World War I and later became Winston Churchill's personal physician. Moran's experiences in combat piqued his curiosity about how men behaved in the face of life-or-death situations. He noticed, for example, that the degree of fear felt by soldiers, all of them male in those days, varied significantly from soldier to soldier. He therefore loosely classified the observed soldiers into four types: men who did not feel fear, men who felt fear but did not show it, men who felt fear and showed it but who still did their job, and men who felt fear and showed the fear and shirked their duty. At the heart of Moran's classification is the feature that is central to all modern concepts of courage: fear. Courage is in considerable part about facing and controlling fear. In his 1945 book The Anatomy of Courage, Moran has this to say about the relationship between fear and lack of courage, or cowardice, to use Moran's term:





By cowardice I do not mean fear. Fear is the response of the instinct of self-preservation to danger. It is only morbid, as Aristotle taught, when it is out of proportion to the degree of the danger. In invincible fear—“fear stronger than I am”—the soldier has to struggle with a flood of emotion; he is made that way. But fear even when morbid is not cowardice. That is a label we reserve for something that a man does. What passes through his mind is his own affair [p. 19].






Lord Moran noted many instances in which men ought to have fled from threatening situations but did not. He rightly points out that—at least in the case of soldiers—duty to others, a sense of protecting one's fellows, is sufficient to subordinate any sense of self-preservation. This “instinct of the herd” is exactly why we see dramatic instances of soldiers rushing out into a wall of gunfire to save a fallen comrade. This same point has been made by journalist Sebastian Junger, who spent nearly a year embedded with American troops in a highly volatile combat zone in Afghanistan. He witnessed dozens of firefights and tried to understand the mentality of the young men for whom life-or-death violence was a daily reality. In his 2010 book War, Junger reports on a conversation he had with an American soldier named Kearny who focused on the importance not of discipline but of brotherhood. “‘Man's natural instinct is to survive,’ Kearny said about Second Platoon…. ‘The boys don't go out there and fight for freedom, they don't fight for patriotism—they fight because they know that if they go out there alone and walk into Aliabad [a nearby town] they're going to get killed’” (p. 159).

Lord Moran and, later, Junger offer important insights into courage that have been culled from actual observation. Empirical insights, if you will. First, everyone feels fear. It is the individual's ability to handle the fear that defines courage. Second, there are ways to feel more courageous, and one of them is to transcend your sense of self. When you take time to reflect on possible injury to yourself you are a lot more likely to freeze up—as I did on that forest trail with my son—than you would be if you subsumed yourself in your cause or in the service of protecting others. Combat experiences offer unique insights into bravery because we can collect data from thousands of people facing harrowing circumstances. We can scientifically plot the effects of courageous action and of cowardice, and we can identify the types of situational factors and personal attributes that are associated with bold action. Military action is not the final word on courage, however. Since Moran's time scores of studies have been conducted with medical personnel, university students, executives, and other people from all walks of life. We now know much about the architecture of courage in everyday life.

Courage Is Cultural, Like Food and Language

In our private moments we all fantasize from time to time that we are heroes. It is emotionally rewarding to picture ourselves as the rush-to-the-rescue hero played by Bruce Willis in the action classic Die Hard or as the stick-to-her-guns health activist played by Julia Roberts in Erin Brockovich. How is it that we arrive at these specific private mental moments? Why don't we fantasize about how modest we are or how organized we can be? It is because courage is so publicly and so morally desirable. Bravery is in fact part of our cultural heritage. For North Americans and also for people in many other cultures, courage is universally prized and is considered an integral part of their shared cultural identity, with deep historical roots. Consider the central cultural narrative for people living in the United States: a daring group of counter-culturalists take a bold stand for religious freedom and brave the Atlantic Ocean's storms and swells in a dangerous journey to a largely unexplored new continent. Once they have arrived these pilgrims must adapt to the New World, explore their new home, establish precarious settlements, and make war or peace with the native population. As the population becomes better established over the course of a hundred years, there is a “westward expansion” in which people again pull up roots and venture into unknown and often hostile territory. Our “cowboy mentality” means that we Americans fancy ourselves a self-sufficient, can-do people who are up to the task of facing dangerous and unknown circumstances. When you reflect on that it sounds an awful lot like the definition of courage we arrived at earlier.

The best-selling writer Elizabeth Gilbert—best known for her appeal to women readers and books on relationships such as Eat, Pray, Love and Committed—has also written a fantastic book about this self-sufficient, I-can-do-anything aspect of American culture. This book, called The Last American Man, profiles the true life story of Eustace Conway, a backwoods hermit with a frontiersman's spirit. When he wasn't living in the woods or riding a horse across the West, Conway was engaging in über-activities such as hiking the length of the Appalachian Trail with nothing but a loincloth and hip knife. Gilbert raises the question, in her title and throughout the pages of her book, whether this adventuresome spirit is an artifact of past generations and is now dying out. She makes a decent point: spending the day in the saddle has been replaced by spending the day in a cubicle, and lassos and sidearms have been replaced with Bluetooth and iPhones. Although there is still a strong individualistic leaning among Americans in general, it could be that the historical well of courage is running dry for us. Apart from home repair projects and waterskiing on the weekends, modern life offers most of us—especially educated professionals—relatively few day-to-day opportunities for real bravery, with the exception of standing up for the values in which we believe. It turns out that when we look at different types of cultures, we can see that each of them handles bravery in a slightly different way, and such differences may explain the variation between the past approach to courage and the approach taken by contemporary Americans.

Courage is found in all countries of course, but the things that stimulate it may differ. In a 2006 study of more than one hundred thousand people around the globe, my colleagues Nansook Park, Chris Peterson, and Marty Seligman found that people in southern cultures, particularly those of South America and Africa, rated themselves more highly on the character strength of bravery than the people in any other cultures rated themselves. It turns out that many of these countries are best described as having a culture of honor. This means that personal and family honor—or reputation—is heavily valued. The desire to preserve reputation leads to the formation of social rules that promote justice and harmony, because these qualities lead people to take action both to avoid injuring someone else's honor and to act bravely to protect their own. Although this is particularly pronounced among males, and although it is associated with endorsing aggression and honor-related violence, it is also associated with acting on principle despite personal risk or fear. In this latter sense, honor drives men to act courageously.

People from societies where a culture of honor is dominant tend to make choices based on how their actions will enhance or detract from their personal reputation. A dramatic example of this was seen in the final match of the 2006 World Cup. The French soccer star Zinedine Zidane was ejected from the game for head-butting an Italian player who was reported to have made a slighting remark about his mother. France went on to lose the World Cup to Italy. In explaining the incident, Zidane, who was raised by Algerian parents, clearly illustrated how honor was involved in his violent reaction. “If I ask him [the Italian player] forgiveness,” Zidane told ESPN in an interview, “I lack respect to myself and to all those I hold dear with all my heart. I apologize to football, to the fans, to the team. After the game, I went into the dressing room and told them, ‘Forgive me. This doesn't change anything, but sorry everyone.’ But to him I cannot. Never, never. It would be to dishonor me. I'd rather die.” Whether he meant this last comment literally or figuratively, the strength of his conviction is clear: honor is a point worth fighting for and courage is how we do it.

It turns out that people in cultures that place a premium on courage are more likely to teach their kids bravery. Compared to parents elsewhere, they will push them harder, encourage them to take more risks, put up with more daring behavior, and emphasize the importance of action, even costly action, if it means protecting one's honor or defending a valued principle. Psychologists Marissa Diener (who is also my sister) and Richard Lucas conducted a study where they asked more than ten thousand people from forty-eight countries which emotions they would like to see in their children. Take a moment and consider this question for yourself. How much would you like to see your own kid experience guilt, joy, jealousy, sadness, or anger? In relation to courage, they asked the people in their study to use a 9-point scale to indicate whether they agreed or disagreed with the statement that they wanted their “child to be fearless.” A score of 1 was strong disagreement and a score of 9 was strong agreement. The group of people with the lowest average scores—those hovering around 5 to 6 on the scale—tended to live in peaceful social welfare states, such as Belgium, Canada, and Switzerland. Respondents from the United States were around the middle of all the respondents, with an average score of 6.72 out of 9. People from those cultures that rank high on honor, however, topped out at over 8 on the 9-point scale. Parents in Portugal, Egypt, and Brazil definitely wanted their kids to be fearless. This study tells us that people think that courage is highly desirable but that there are cultural differences in how much they value this quality associated with it as well as in how forcibly they will teach it.

In addition to the cultures of honor, researchers, such as Dov Cohen in particular, have identified cultures of dignity and cultures of face (as described for example in Angela Leung and Dov Cohen's 2011 article “Within- and Between-Culture Variation”). Each of these three types offers different leanings where courage is concerned.

People who live in cultures of dignity, such as northerners in the United States and Canadians, believe that all people are imbued with an inherent dignity that cannot be taken away by others. People in a culture of dignity interact as equals and see each person as autonomous and independent. By contrast, people from cultures of honor are more likely to be sensitive to the evaluations of others, especially when the actions of others might injure their sense of honor. They also believe that they are in charge of maintaining and restoring their own sense of honor. People from cultures of face, such as are found in South Korea and Japan, are likely to be primarily concerned with the evaluations of others. They go through daily life highly sensitive to how they must appear to other people, and let this “outside-in” view guide their own actions. Cultures of face tend to be hierarchically organized, with some members having higher status than others, and this “pecking order” guides how people interact with one another. Laid out on an imaginary continuum these three types of cultures span a range from a heavy emphasis on the individual (cultures of dignity) to a heavy emphasis on the individual's position in the social context (cultures of face).

beliefs in three cultures: dignity, honor, face

[image: images]

Where courage is concerned, people from these three distinct cultures will be motivated to act, even in the face of discomfort, for different reasons. People from cultures of dignity will be more likely to intervene on behalf of an out-group member when they see basic threats to that person's dignity. Those of us from a culture of dignity are also more likely to take social risks with people of relatively higher status. College students for instance sometimes treat their professors in a casual, friendly manner rather than according them the formal standing tradition would dictate. People from honor cultures, by contrast, are more likely to act, especially aggressively, when their reputation or manhood is called into question. In one study by Joseph Vandello, Dov Cohen, and Sean Ransom, for instance, Americans from the South showed higher levels of cortisol—a stress-related hormone—and more aggressive behaviors than northerners did when a research confederate “accidentally” bumped into them and quietly called them an “asshole.” Even so, we should not make the mistake of thinking of people from cultures of honor as inherently violent. They are simply more prone to speak out or become angry when their honor is slighted.

Finally, people from cultures of face are more likely to be sensitive to social cues, particularly those having to do with public evaluation. In one study, for example, people from cultures of face were more likely to integrate feedback from a simple test into their own sense of identity when that feedback was presented publicly rather than privately—even if the feedback was randomly generated! In a follow-up study, Young-Hoon Kim, Dov Cohen, and Wing-Tung Au found that when people's low test scores were seen by others, people from cultures of face became likely to rate themselves as being very low in the area being tested. By contrast, the research participants from cultures of dignity rated themselves the same whether or not their feedback was seen by others. This may have interesting consequences where courage is concerned. It could be that people from societies such as Japan and South Korea are especially sensitive to being judged as fearful or cowardly and are therefore more likely to take action in public versus private situations. Theoretically, it might be that people from these collectivist societies are more aware of and receptive to the fear management side of courage. Of course, this sensitivity to judgment is true of all of us to a certain extent. I have described each of these three cultures in an absolute way, but all of us share some small part of each. Thus we can take the best of each and use it as a guide for our own courageous actions.






cultural reasons to be courageous

Cultures of dignity. Because all people are inherently equal, you must treat each person with respect and dignity. Threats to autonomy or dignity are offensive enough that they encourage action.

Cultures of honor. When your own actions or the actions of others would diminish your reputation, sense of manhood, or the reputation of those you care about, you must change your course of action, even when it is uncomfortable to do so.

Cultures of face. You lose esteem in the eyes of others when you do not perform well, face your fear, or take a risk. Shame may be sufficient to overcome your fear.






Returning to Elizabeth Gilbert's argument that courage is dying out in American men because of the comfort and convenience—essentially the affluence—afforded to them by modern society, we can see that we Americans in general (and men specifically) have not lost courage but rather that the springboard that catapults us toward courageous acts has changed. In the days of yore (and in some modern places, such as Alabama, Albania, and Afghanistan) courage was often spurred by threats to the safety or the reputation of yourself or someone you cared about. In much of modern America, however, courage is triggered by threats to autonomy and equality as well as by those to safety. I am certainly not making the case that one or the other of these approaches is more correct or moral than the other, but it is crucial to understand how the culture in which you live affects your thinking and behavior—especially where bravery is concerned. From boardrooms to rural villages, cultures differ in the ways that they support courage and this reinforces the central idea of this book that courage is in part a learned skill and that we can put external structures in place to encourage more bravery. Being aware of your own cultural leanings and environment can help you to understand what natural advantages you have to boost your own courage quotient, and also to understand and appreciate the advantages of others. More than anything, the idea that courage can be socialized should reinforce the notion that there are specific techniques—covered in the next chapters—that can help you control fear and up the ante on your willingness to act, even in threatening or uncertain situations.

To Sum Up


1. Courage can be measured and understood scientifically.
2. Courage is a cultural phenomenon and can therefore be socialized (learned).
3. In the United States and also some other countries, courage is an important part of the historical and cultural narrative that defines the collective identity of the citizenry.
4. Cultures differ in whether they are principally concerned with dignity, honor, or face. Each of these three cultural concerns can push people to act courageously under certain circumstances.



Part 2

Increasing Courage by Controlling Fear


Chapter 3

Ride the Emotional See-Saw

On a humid August day in 2008, skateboarder Danny Way successfully accomplished not one but two world records, simultaneously. Rolling across a massive wooden ramp Danny jumped the Great Wall of China at the Ju Yong Guan gate. Not only did he set new records for height and distance, he did the jump five different times. Not only did he complete this feat five times, he did so with a broken ankle, having injured himself the previous day in a practice run. There is no question that jumping the Great Wall on a skateboard is a dangerous feat. After all, Danny was traveling at fifty miles per hour on a small wobbly platform on wheels. What remains a more interesting question is this: How much fear did Mr. Way experience? When you watch video of the event it is clear that even a daredevil like Danny Way does not engage in this kind of undertaking lightly. As he ascends to the top of the metal stairway there is a moment where he suddenly stops and doubles over. He appears to be “psyching himself up” for the epic jump. Once on top of the platform Danny does not immediately descend but lingers, reclining against a crossbar and getting a better mental sense of what he is about to do. Indeed, he spoke with reporters both before and after his successful jump and his comments suggested that not only was he nervous, he was flat out afraid. In anticipation of the jump he said, “I'm going to hold on for dear life, do the biggest air I've ever done, and hope for the best.” Afterward he admitted, “I was aware of the dangers and my heart was pumping in my chest the whole time.” Danny Way's experience gives us insight into what it takes to master the first of the skills for raising your courage quotient: ride the emotional see-saw.

Simply put, the emotional see-saw is the natural pitch of our feelings throughout the day, like the rolling of a boat at sea. Sometimes we feel anxious and sometimes we feel calm. Sometimes we are angry and at other times we are jubilant. Where courage is concerned, the emotion most closely related to the emotional see-saw is fear. If you recall, managing fear is one of the two processes that can increase the courage quotient, and so it makes sense to start our how-to section here, with the most commonsense approach. But riding the emotional see-saw successfully requires more than just clamping down on fear and making sure it does not paralyze you. Riding the emotional see-saw means using a wide range of emotional techniques to deal effectively with fear.

Fear is part of our basic human emotional architecture, and everyone gets a dose from time to time. Kids feel it when they enter a new classroom for the first time, adults feel it when they walk through a dark, isolated parking lot at night, and entrepreneurs feel it when they open a business. Anytime there is change or uncertainty we can expect our minds to fill in the empty space with a bit of anxiety. The trick, where success in life is concerned, is to learn when fear is our friend and when we should be ignoring it. Although this is particularly easy to see in the case of physical feats of derring-do, it is just as relevant to risks of all kinds. Take the example of one of the Courage 50: thirty-one-year-old Tracy Chen from China.






Tracy Chen is not a poster child for bravery. She is not a police officer or a soldier. She is an interior designer who had the guts to start her own business. Like many children of Chinese parents, Tracy has always felt the pull of strong obligation toward her family. Tracy had worked in her family's restaurant since she was twelve, and she had every reason to continue doing so: she made good money; it was part of the family tradition; it was comfortable and familiar. By the time she was twenty-three, however, Tracy felt the tug of her long-time interest, fashion. She realized that she desperately wanted to pursue an education and start an interior design business. Tracy describes this period in her life as a sleepless one, and one full of worry and stomachaches. She feared broaching the subject with her parents, was doubtful of her ability to succeed in school, and felt the usual entrepreneurial stresses as she contemplated the uncertain marketplace. These are all very realistic fears and worth listening to. Although they might seem more mundane than the fear experienced by Danny Way before jumping the Great Wall they are no less important. If Tracy had felt no fear or discomfort whatsoever, she would likely have jumped into her new career without planning and without any sensitivity to her parents' wishes. Because she felt nervous, however, she was able to ensure that she approached her father respectfully to ask his permission to leave the restaurant and venture out on her own. Conversely, if she had felt too much fear, she never would have made this life change. Ultimately, Tracy Chen couched her fear in terms of her family obligation: “When I quit the restaurant business,” she said, “I told myself that fear should not be something that holds me back. If something were to hold me back it would be disappointing to my parents.”






Even though on reflection we all might recognize that courage results when we act despite our fears, fear often gets lost in the popular narratives of courage. Courage researchers Cynthia Pury and Charles Starkey searched the data on seventy-four recipients of the Carnegie Medal for heroic actions and did not find a single instance of the words fear, afraid, or worried. In their essay “Is Courage an Accolade or a Process?” they write, “It is difficult to imagine a citation for valor including the statement, ‘she was terrified, but then she got over her fear and jumped into the water to rescue him’” (p. 76). This is true; we tend be inspired by tales of courage that appear daring and confident and are less likely to find stories of long, drawn-out terror followed by a quick bold action to be appealing. Even so, Pury argues, as do I, that fear is a basic and natural part of the courage process. People who are able to mitigate or master their fear are every bit as deserving of our praise as those who take the approach—described in the next section of this book—of boosting their willingness to act despite their experience of fear. In this chapter you will learn a variety of skills for dealing with fear when it strikes, but first let's take a deeper dive into the prevalence and uses of fear.

Fear: By the Numbers

Everyone has some fears and almost all of us experience these fears on a regular basis. Fortunately, most of our fears tend to be minor, both in what causes them and in the distress they cause. In a very unscientific study I asked my Facebook friends what causes them worry and fear. Their answers mentioned fleas, ticks, cockroaches, spiders, the dark, mirrors, being alone, snakes, failure, commitment, rejection, needles, harm coming to their children, public speaking, falling, dentists, and—inexplicably—windmills. Apart from windmills these are common fears, and each of us can relate to them on some level. But just how common are they?

It turns out that social scientists have been tracking information about fears in much the same way that meteorologists track hurricanes. Just as you would like to be able to incorporate any news of a tropical storm into your plan for your coastal vacation, we would all like to know where we can expect to be frightened or alarmed so that we can plan our lives accordingly. Psychologists and psychiatrists have had a long interest in the epidemiology of fear and especially in what happens when fear reaches a clinical threshold and begins to interfere with a person's ability to live a meaningful and effective life. According to the American Psychiatric Association's Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM), the bible of mental illness, various clinical fears strike people down with alarming regularity. Panic disorder strikes about 3.5 percent of adults, as many as 13 percent of adults suffer from social phobias, and 11.3 percent of adults have a specific phobia such as a fear of heights, of storms, of snakes, or of seeing blood. This last type of phobia, called a blood-injection-injury phobia, is associated with vasovagal responses that often cause people to faint. This is a clear instance of a phobia that is not solely a product of the mind but is related to an actual nervous system response that causes light-headedness, swooning, and vomiting. In fact, about 75 percent of people who report a blood-injection-injury phobia say they have actually fainted when giving blood or receiving a shot. In many phobias the experience of fear is natural—after all, who wouldn't be at least mildly startled by a spider or by standing on a narrow ledge—but the result when a phobia is present is a level of fear or incapacity that is disproportionate to the circumstances.

Even though scorpions and other creepy-crawlies might provoke some anxiety in most of us, it is also easy to see that there are person-to-person differences in reactions to things that ought to make us afraid. Some folks think skydiving is fun, for example, whereas others would never in a million years attempt it. In 1988, British and Canadian researchers Tom Macmillan and Stanley Rachman examined the levels of fear in more than one hundred young men preparing for training as members of a military paratrooper regiment. Among other things, these scientists collected data on how much fear the trainees anticipated feeling and also how much fear they actually felt. They identified three categories among these soldiers: 66 percent were classified as “courageous”; that is, they expected to feel some amount of fear but were optimistic that the jump would be smooth. Once people in this courageous category had successfully made their jump they experienced a boost in confidence. The second category of soldiers was called “fearless,” because these folks didn't expect to feel scared and then actually didn't feel scared. This group contained only a quarter of the trainees. The third category took the researchers by surprise. About 7.5 percent of the soldiers were “overconfident.” These were young men who came across as fearless; who anticipated a smooth jump and weren't too concerned about their performance. Once they jumped, however, that experience led to less confidence and more nervousness. Although you and I aren't professional paratroopers, this research is reassuring because it supports the idea that a majority of people—two-thirds in this study—experience fear but deal with it well. And it also tips us off to be on the lookout for people who are overconfident, as they might create problems for themselves and for us. Skateboarder Danny Way, for example, might be lionized for his derring-do, but it is also helpful to remember that he earned himself a broken ankle in the process (and experienced other broken bones from similar stunts).

The researchers also recorded the percentage of soldiers who reported physical symptoms of fear following a parachute jump. Fear can produce a set of physiological reactions ranging from cold hands to a flushed face. The most common postjump symptom in this study was sweating, which afflicted 75 percent of the trainees. In addition, 55 percent said that their heart was pounding, 46 percent had to pee, 29 percent felt like throwing up, and 15 percent felt dizzy. These figures are interesting because they can help scientists, and us, identify the markers of fear. Although people might not always recognize that they are feeling afraid, they can usually identify bodily symptoms such as nausea (29 percent of paratrooper trainees) and trembling (39 percent of trainees). Sociologist Randall Collins measured the facial expressions of 290 soldiers who were actively engaged in violent action with small arms and found that 18 percent showed strong fear, 12 percent showed mild fear, and 21 percent looked tense or wary.

The Function of Fear

Not long ago I took a walk through the woods with my father and my dog, Olympia. As we came around a bend in the trail we could see a small pond and ducks by the shore, pecking at the ground for food. As we approached, a small number of the ducks flew from the muddy bank to the safety of the water. As we came closer still, a second group—consisting of almost all the ducks—flew to the pond. Finally, when we were nearly right on top of them, the few remaining ducks squawked and moved to the middle of the pond. “Isn't that interesting?” said my father. “We just saw evolution in action. The ducks who were so fearful and who flew into the water first gave up a chance to eat to the other ducks. And the ducks that were too brave waited too long and we could have gotten them if we were predators. Only the ducks that had just the right amount of fear will survive in the long run, and you could clearly see that it was the bulk of the entire flush of ducks.”

At the heart of my father's comments is a recognition that emotions are not simply personal whims that undermine our ability to think straight. Emotions are functional, and each serves a specific purpose. Guilt helps you correct your behavior when you violate your own values. Happiness lets you know there are no threats around and that you can relax and let your creativity loose. Anger prepares you to fight to defend your rights or property or self or to protect those you care about. And fear too has its own purpose. Fear helps us stay alive. If you have ever seen a toddler wavering near the edge of a porch or walking unaware into the road or putting that thing from the ground into her mouth, you know that a lack of fear is a surefire way to get yourself injured or killed. Fear is unpleasant and acts as an emotional wake-up call to be on the alert for problems and to run or fight as we might need to. A little bit of fear is healthy. It makes us careful, and it equips us to fight and engage when we need to.

When we feel fear, we receive an extra dose of adrenaline to make our hearts pump faster. Our blood becomes rich with coagulants to help clotting in the event that we are injured. Our blood vessels constrict so that we will lose less blood in the event of an injury. Our blood pressure rises. And interestingly, our thinking goes off-line. That is, we are less able to consciously make clear, rational decisions or plan in a careful way or anticipate consequences. The type of mental heavy lifting that is required for filling out a tax return or making a grocery list is no longer possible as our bodies click to survival mode. Only the barest amount of mental energy is left to us, and this tends to be focused on tracking and processing our escape routes or whatever it is that is threatening to us.

Interestingly, people living in the relatively comfortable confines of modern society are not all that used to feeling profound fear. Most of us have plenty of experience with worry and anxiety but not necessarily with the kind of heart-pumping fear that is associated with survival scenarios. One of the most dramatic examples of our automatic fear response comes in those rare circumstances when we are confronted with violence. Perhaps you have seen a fistfight break out in public or have been hassled by a group of young men. In these circumstances where the threat of violence is imminent, it is common to shake from the adrenaline coursing through your body. During the course of writing this book I frequently visited the online forums for the Ultimate Fighting Championship (UFC) and other mixed martial arts events. The sport of mixed martial arts is a contemporary form of boxing in which combatants in the ring can kick, elbow, punch, and pin their opponents to win matches. It is an explosive, savagely violent, and extraordinarily popular sport. One thread that pops up again and again on these online forums is the topic of “before fight jitters.” As the prospect of the main event looms, most fighters—amateurs and professionals alike—report some form of nervousness or excitement as their fear responses kick in and flood their bodies with small bursts of adrenaline. Some fighters pace, others feel the frequent need to urinate, still others cry, and some even vomit. These are tough, tough men, and the jitters they experience are the physiological aspects of fear; although it must be said that these athletes also qualify as brave because they face their fear head on.

Yes, we are built to be afraid. I won't go so far as to say that fear is our natural baseline emotion, but I will say it is important enough that we might readily consider it a gift. In fact it is so important that we are built to catch fear from others. That's right—fear is contagious. Researcher Paul Ekman has studied the recognition of emotions among peoples all around the globe. He has found that core emotions, such as surprise and fear, are universally recognized, even by groups as remote as preliterate tribes in New Guinea. Further, in a chapter in a volume titled Memory for Everyday and Emotional Events, Ekman reported that when people remember a time they felt emotional and make the facial expression associated with that emotion, their autonomic nervous system behaves as if they were experiencing that emotion. This has special relevance for those instances in which we mimic another's facial expression. If you tell me about a sad time you had, I may furrow my brow and stick out my bottom lip or turn down the corners of my mouth. Before you know it, I am feeling a little down myself. Humans have a specialized part of the brain—the fusiform face area—that is particularly useful for reading facial expressions. When people around us are startled or look terrified, not only do we understand how they feel but we begin to feel afraid too. This is because we are social creatures with the capacity for empathy, which is thought to be rooted in our amygdalae. Through empathy we can actually experience the same flush of hormones and neural activity associated with various emotions that others experience. In some ways we are like a herd of antelope on the African savannah. When one antelope is startled it lets out a call and all the antelopes run off. When your friend yells, “oh no!” and ducks her head, she is alerting you to some rapidly moving object headed toward her—and you. In this way we have the best possible chance of protecting one another.

If fear is a physiological gift that helps us survive, it is also a phenomenon with direct psychological consequences. Fear isn't just about blood vessels and heart rate and adrenaline levels; it is also about perception. You may have had an experience where—in the midst of a fearful moment such as an auto accident or a fall—time seemed to slow down. This is a perceptual phenomenon directly related to the way fear affects our sense of the world around us. Researcher David Eagleman has been chucking research participants off a 150-foot ledge for years in the hope of learning about the ways the body and mind respond to terror. Fortunately, research ethics have required Eagleman to install a net to catch his participants before they hit the ground. Chess Stetson, Matthew Fiesta, and Eagleman believe that this sensation of time slowing is a by-product of the fact that our brains simply remember more information during traumatic experiences. Just as your computer hard drive occasionally backs up every single piece of data you have, traumatic events kick the brain into a type of hyperdrive where the tiniest details are stored for later use. Thus when you go bungee jumping or skydiving, time runs at the usual pace but it seems slower because your brain is filling in so many details that the experience seems to expand and your later memory of it is also particularly detailed. Our memories may usually be like a sieve, with lots leaking out, but the trauma experience holds as much information as several other experiences combined, and therefore appears to fill as much time as multiple events would. It is the psychological, rather than the physiological, aspect of fear that explains why scenarios that do not threaten our physical safety may stymie us with the same impact as life-or-death situations. Our bodies rev on all cylinders when there is the threat of personal harm, but what about when there is simply the threat of financial loss or some other nonphysical danger? In fact the fear of failure is likely a bigger stumbling block for most people than a fear of bears.

Ego: Where Fear Comes From

Most folks tend to think they are the cat's meow. Even when we are humble and do not boast in public, it is common for us to be biased toward ourselves. It's not that we want to put down others; it's just that we are partial to our own talents, values, and ideas. Take, for instance, our strong preferences for the things in life that begin with the same letter as the first letter in our first name. That's right: people named Dennis and Denise are statistically more likely to become dentists, and folks named Lawrence, Laura, Larry, and Lauren are statistically more likely to become lawyers. I'm not making this up! In a series of ten studies psychologists found a link between occupations and names (think “Harris Hardware” and “Rashid's Roofing”) as well as between names and where people choose to live (there are disproportionately more Philips in Philadelphia, Virginias in Virginia Beach, and Jacks in Jacksonville, Florida). Yes, yes—I know what you are thinking: this is just a coincidence. Perhaps people in Philadelphia are just more likely to name their boys Phil. I get that, and I would agree if this were simply a single finding in a one-off study. A second group of researchers, however, has found exactly this same phenomenon when it comes to investing in the stock market. Undergraduate research participants were more likely to invest in companies whose names began with the same letter as their own first name; which might explain why I have recently been considering buying stock in Reebok. Ultimately, these strange letter preferences suggest that we don't always think things through in a rational and logical way but are influenced by the subtle tides of emotion and egocentric biases.

This phenomenon is called implicit egotism, and we all engage in it to some extent. I did it yesterday. I was going to the movie at a nearby shopping mall with my daughter and I dropped her off to purchase the tickets while I went to find a parking spot. A car pulled in front of us and another man dropped off his passenger at the same time as I was dropping off my daughter. I blurted out, “I wonder if they are going to the same movie as we are?” What was I thinking? The man in front of us could have been dropping his passenger off to go to work, to go shopping, to meet friends for dinner—for any number of activities. I just got it into my head that because I was going to a movie they must be as well. Egotism. And it's one of the mental leanings we all experience that might appear unusual to us but that are in fact common.

One of the troubles and at times tragedies of an egocentric bias in viewing the world is that it allows us to think we have more control over life than we really do. To put it bluntly, we have a tendency to believe that the world revolves around us. Thus people who are nervous about public speaking sometimes make the mistake of believing the audience is evaluating everything from their speaking style to their fashion choices. People who are afraid of flying tend to think that if they take their attention away from the hum of the engine for even a second, the plane will tumble out the sky. Folks who are apprehensive about taking a new job place too much stock in their visions of potentially destructive consequences from making a wrong decision. In each case fear is a powerful lens that focuses our attention away from the world and toward ourselves. Fear is itself emotional egocentrism.

Let Go of Your Ego or Boost Your Ego—Three Ways to Control Fear

In fact the more we are aware of ourselves the more our fear increases. Consider the example of public speaking. Standing on stage and delivering a speech is a common source of fear, primarily because people are conscious that their performance is being evaluated by an audience. As they concentrate on how the others must see them, the quality of their public address plummets because their self-consciousness interrupts their flow of speech. A strong awareness of ourselves tends to invite fear because it makes us control our actions and diverts our focus to how we are presenting ourselves, rather than simply being natural. You can easily see this in small children who have not yet learned to monitor their own behaviors. They dance about and talk to themselves without a care in the world. If they catch you staring at them, however, they immediately clam up and behave “normally.” Fear of being perceived by others as doing poorly is a powerful fear for humans because we are such social creatures. In a 2004 study of college students, Duke University professor Mark Leary found that 8 percent had unprotected sex because they wanted to be seen as fun, risk-taking, or laid back by their partners. Shockingly, this statistic included students who had condoms with them at the time of intercourse.

Where fear-controlling strategies are concerned, the trick is to avoid egocentric biases, as the accompanying table illustrates. The more you can shift away from a focus on the potential personal costs and discomforts (all associated with you) and toward an outward focus, the better off you'll be. For example, if you are afraid of public speaking, it is likely that you concentrate on the evaluation of others. “Will they like me?” you tend to ask yourself. Instead, try taking yourself out of the picture entirely. Force yourself to be curious about the audience's perspective. Ask yourself what it must be like to sit in those chairs, to be learning new information, to be laughing at jokes with other people. The more you remove yourself—and your ego—from the equation, the less paralyzing fear will be.

effects of fear and overcoming fear
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Interestingly, that exact same dread of being judged by others can also lead people to do courageous or—arguably—stupid things. One-third of the male students in Leary's research admitted to engaging in dangerous stuntlike behavior, such as jumping out of a second-story window, juggling knives, or riding on top of moving cars, just to make a favorable impression on others. This is the psychology of the dare—as in “I dare you to eat that hot pepper.” Dares are largely the territory of young men, but all people are susceptible to being called out. Often the peer pressure associated with being judged, and potentially found unworthy, is a powerful motivator to do not only things a person would normally be inhibited from trying but also things that are obviously unsafe. There is, however, an upside to this strong need for social inclusion. The subtle pressure we feel from others—to be successful, not to complain, to perform at the top of our ability—can raise the bar on our behavior and stretch us in a way we would never be able to do for ourselves. This is a case, then, when a bit of courage can come from the outside rather than the inside. Psychologists Alice Eagly and Selwyn Becker argue, for example, that men, who are typically socialized to act in a chivalrous way, are more likely than women to lend a hand to a stranger, especially when there is an audience for the helping behavior. Eagly and Becker write that “chivalrous and heroic behavior may be largely a product of social norms rather than ingrained motives or dispositions.” Simply put, the presence of others activates that part of our egotism that lights a fire under us and encourages us toward action.

The good news is that we can use these same egocentric biases to boost our confidence and face difficult decisions. Egotism—a focus on the importance of the self and a belief in our personal ability to influence the world around us—is something of a two-edged sword. On the one hand it heightens our sense of self-preservation and motivates us to avoid risks and take a certain, conservative approach to life. On the other hand it is the source of our self-confidence and the backbone of the belief that we can deal with the unknown. The trick, then, is not to pretend that you don't feel fear at all—almost everyone does—but rather to be able to assess the degree to which you should listen to your fear, and then to be able to control it accordingly. One sophisticated way of pushing yourself to dampen fear and take action is to focus on the social consequences of inaction. This is similar to what we discussed in the previous chapter when we talked about the shame that people in a culture of face experience when others look down on their performance. In some instances the fear of shame is greater than the initial fear itself.


Ride the Emotional See-Saw, Part 1: Managing Your Fear by Reducing Uncertainty

Old maps sometimes contained the notation “here be dragons” on the unexplored parts of the world, usually the polar regions or open oceans. Even Ptolemy's classic atlas contained warnings about terrifying beasts such as elephants and cannibals. Often, mapmakers would include illustrations of vicious animals—real and imaginary—gnashing their teeth as they waited for hapless explorers. These mentions of dragons and other intimidating creatures are simply expressions of our natural fear of the unknown, whether that is an uncertain future, an unfamiliar city, a new relationship, or a physical danger. Uncertainty carries risks and dangers and breeds fear. This is precisely the reason that our imaginations can run away with us in those instances when we do not have adequate information or expertise. Many people who are afraid of flying, for example, feel a surge of panic when they hear an unfamiliar noise. “What is that mechanical sound?” they wonder. Is it the onset of engine failure? Is it the wing tearing off the plane? Or is it simply the hydraulics that control the wing flaps and help steer the airplane? If fear can sometimes be boiled down to simply not having enough information, then summoning courage is in part a matter of education.

One of the hallmark features of courage is that it must deal with an uncertain outcome. If you were guaranteed success, there would really be nothing to hold you back, nothing to overcome. The fact that we do not know whether our actions will be met with success or failure, whether exposure will lead to injury, or whether we will have our feelings hurt is precisely the factor that holds us back from bold action. Time and again members of the Courage 50 told me that they chose to expose themselves to uncertain circumstances. Herein lies a lesson in how to meet uncertainty and deal with the resulting fear effectively. The Courage 50 were not throwing themselves into new and uncertain situations to thump their chests and to prove their bravery but rather to learn more about the situations they might encounter and prepare themselves accordingly. They seemed to intuitively recognize that not having a clear mental picture of future outcomes was part of what might be holding them back from bold action.

For example, Philippa White left a well-paid marketing job in London to set up her own small business half a world away in Brazil. When viewed from the outside, her decision appears to involve a lot of risk and uncertainty. To hear Philippa's side of the story, however, is to get a clear view into the way that finding out as much information as possible can boost courage. “I prepare,” Philippa says emphatically. “I take calculated, educated risks. Before I quit my full-time job to research my new venture, I had done a year of research. It wasn't a sudden decision. I'm not the type of person to go into a situation blind. In order to feel comfortable I need to feel prepared and that every possible thing has been considered. Then I feel as though I have some sort of control over the ambiguousness of the situation.” Philippa's approach was echoed by several other members of the Courage 50. One journalist I interviewed was writing about the process of getting arrested. “To write well about this topic,” he told me, “I feel like I need to get arrested myself. I am afraid of getting arrested but I am researching the process so that I understand it better. I am removing the uncertainty.” In many cases, just filling in the mental question marks with basic information is all it takes to move you forward.

It turns out that these strategies are very similar to what therapists use when helping clients overcome phobias. In the 1960s, psychologist Peter Lang helped to pioneer studies that would affect our ability to intervene in phobias and better understand the emotion of fear. Lang identified a group of University of Pittsburg students who readily declared their fear of snakes. To test their claim Lang showed them harmless snakes and confirmed their squeamishness. Lang and his research partners then treated half of the group of fearful students. To do this they exposed the students to snakes in a relatively nonthreatening way. They instructed the students to imagine—in detail—various scenarios in which they had to interact with snakes. The trick, however, was that the students “exposed” themselves to their fear while they maintained a relaxed state. Instead of contact with a snake being an out of the blue phenomenon, the students had repeated—albeit mental—exposures. Over a course of eleven such sessions the students slowly extinguished or at least diminished their panic reactions. In subsequent tests the treated students were far less afraid of snakes than were the untreated students.

This is the very reason why I tell new public speakers and young college instructors to show up to the auditorium ahead of their lecture time. It is a habit I acquired myself when I began working the lecture circuit and have faithfully maintained all these years. Spending a few minutes inside the actual room helps to fill in the gaps. Standing at the podium and looking out into the space makes it easy to visualize what the actual event will be like and removes a little of the performance anxiety. Reducing fear by reducing uncertainty, then, can be a matter as simple as asking some questions or visualizing the future.


Ride the Emotional See-Saw, Part 2: Relaxing

When our bodies feel afraid, our thoughts tend to race out of control. We tend to think about all that can go wrong. Fearful thinking can be characterized by a single feature: it is negative. It may or may not be rooted in any reality—and often isn't—but it is predictably focused on disaster. Folks who are afraid of flying, for example, tend not to think rationally about flight safety records or coolly review their chances of survival. Instead, their thoughts jump right to outlandish scenarios that match the unlikely pace of their hearts. “I wonder if the wings will snap off the plane,” they muse, or, “I hope we don't get hit by another plane in midair.” The likelihood of either of these things happening is far more remote than winning a major lottery, but in the heat of panic they suddenly seem almost inevitable. One way to rein in fear, then, is by stopping the runaway locomotive of irrational thinking.

A member of the Courage 50 who lives in the United Kingdom and prefers to remain anonymous has strong opinions about fearful thoughts. This man is a veteran of both the British Army and the London Fire Service, two jobs fraught with danger. He explained to me that fear exists and must be confronted and compartmentalized. He offers this advice:





Broadly, this is akin to training oneself to deal with fear in the face of danger in exactly the way you know you should deal with it, and in the way you can easily picture acting when you are in a safe environment, but which goes out the window when you actually face fear. I find there is little substitute for mental training—putting yourself repeatedly in imagined danger and analyzing the preferred responses. If you can make the correct response to fear a learned habit, then the risk of responding irrationally and fearfully will be reduced.






Interestingly, it is possible to get a reality check on fearful thinking from other people. Social support tends to be good for courage in general, but this is one specific instance where friends and family members can lend you their mental fortitude. Fortunately, not everyone is equally afraid of all the same things. Thus even when you panic you can be soothed by the calm demeanor of those around you. It can be helpful, for instance, to look at the serene faces and moods of fellow air passengers when you are feeling nervous. Humans are terrific at spotting and assimilating the moods of others, and this is one place where we can sponge up courage from others. This technique, called social buffering, has also been tested in laboratory studies. Physical proximity, physical touch, and soothing words have all been found to help reduce fear.

In the end, uncertainty can lead to worry and fearful thoughts can perpetuate emotional discomfort, but there is still fear itself. The fact that fear is embedded in bodily sensations actually works to our advantage because it gives us a target for intervention. Rather than trying to talk yourself out of fear, you can confront it head on by getting control of your heart rate, blood pressure, and muscle tension. Members of the Courage 50 frequently pointed to mental practices related to self-soothing. Some exercised or practiced yoga on a regular basis. Others meditated or prayed when they found themselves in fearful situations. Many of them had developed personal breathing rituals through which they could slow their heart rate and relax. One woman simply breathed in through her nose, counting to five while she did so, and then slowly exhaled through her mouth, counting to five again while she did so.

Psychologists and medical doctors have pioneered a number of stress-reducing rituals that are easy to learn and easy to perform. One of these is called progressive muscle relaxation. Typically PMR is performed by tensing and relaxing various muscle groups in the body. It is easy to do while lying down but can be done in a sitting position as well. Usually, people work from one part of the body—such as the legs—to another part—such as the arms, chest, or face. A simple example of PMR for your feet and legs is shown in the box on the previous page, and this script can easily be modified for the arms, face, and other parts of the body. Even if you think this type of thing is hokey, I recommend you give it a shot to see the extent to which it relaxes you.






progressive muscle relaxation

Start by lying down and taking a deep breath. Then point your feet downward. Really press down and feel the burn in your muscles. Instead of giving up, push it further. Continue to press those muscles until you can really feel it. Now relax them and let your feet go limp. Take a deep breath. Next focus on your calf muscles and engage them. Tense them. Really concentrate on giving it your all. Feel the burn. Keep going past the point where you want to immediately give up. Keep the pressure on. Now relax. Feel your calves melt. Take a deep breath.

By the time you finish tensing and relaxing all the muscles in your thighs, abdomen, arms, shoulders, and face, you will have had a little bit of a workout. It may not be the same as lifting weights at the gym, but you have engaged your muscles just the same. Typically, people feel quiet and relaxed after this activity, much in the same way as you feel calm and centered after a workout.







Ride the Emotional See-Saw, Part 3: Get Angry

Often courage appears to well up from the inside and erupt out of us like a geyser, as if this highly desirable behavior were an automatic part of who we are, much as our heart beats on autopilot. The frequently spontaneous arousal of courage is one reason why so many people have courage blindness, the inability to see their heroism as anything other than normal. The common refrain, “I did what anyone would have done,” is less a testament to humility than it is a hint of people's inability to see courage as a choice. This is because courageous acts often happen so quickly and rest so heavily on emotional reactions rather than conscious deliberation. Interestingly, the type of courageous response that so often appears automatic, such as rushing to the aid of a motorist in a flaming vehicle, can actually be learned. Here's the trick: emotion.

If fear is the emotion that holds us back from action, then it makes sense that a stronger emotional reaction can overpower that fear and lead us to swift action. In the human palette of feelings there is really only one emotion that is strong enough to overcome fear and that is anger. It turns out that feeling your “blood boil” helps prepare you for confrontation. Our heart races, pumping blood and oxygen to our extremities in case we need to perform feats of athleticism. Our brain releases adrenaline and our muscles tense. In short, feelings of anger put our bodies on course to act quickly and strongly, often overriding our doubts about our abilities or our concerns with self-preservation. Although anger has something of a bad reputation as a feeling, it is nevertheless the emotion of courage.

This is why some athletes psych themselves up for a game by getting angry. It is why political rivals can throw caution to the wind and fight so passionately for the values in which they believe when they see these principles threatened. And anger can work for you as well. In a study by Jennifer Lerner and Dacher Keltner people were asked about their perceptions of various risks. The researchers asked questions about—among other things—the perceived likelihood that people would contract venereal diseases, divorce within the first seven years of marriage, and be willing to try to combat a hypothetical disease using a risky treatment that could potentially save more lives than other treatments if it worked or far fewer lives if it did not. The angrier participants in this study were more likely to want to take risks and to be optimistic about favorable outcomes than were those who were fearful. This held true even in the cases where the risk was personal and carried the threat of personal consequences. In the most powerful of their studies Lerner and Keltner actually put research participants into angry or fearful moods and then observed how these moods influenced the way participants evaluated various scenarios. It turns out that angry people were far more likely to see themselves as having control of situations, more likely to see outcomes as certain, and more likely to be optimistic that risks would pay off (see the accompanying bar chart, adapted from Lerner and Keltner).
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Because angry people are more likely to take action—even if that means aggressive action—they may be more effective at achieving their own short-term goals. As distasteful as it sounds, angrier people might be more effective in the short run. In a study by Maya Tamir, Christopher Mitchell, and James Gross, angry people were actually better at confrontational games than nonangry people. To put this in a real-life scenario, imagine all those irate airline passengers you see confronting agents at the airport about delayed or missed flight connections. You and I would like to believe that a friendly smile and a wink would be more effective, but it may be that anger is associated with stronger self-advocacy and less compromise. Further evidence of this emerged when Tamir and her colleagues conducted follow-up research in which they found that angry people were more likely to get refunds and have others acquiesce to their demands. Rage may not be good for long-term relationships, and it certainly isn't pleasant, but it can be effective—even more effective than happiness in some situations.

Here is a story from my own experience that illustrates how a person leveraged her anger at herself in order to act courageously.





The story begins not long ago in a senior-level course I taught at Portland State University. There were one hundred students in my class and I caught one of them cheating on the final exam. It was a young woman, whom I will call Susan, and she was copying answers off a neighbor's paper. After the students handed in their papers, I was able to compare the two tests and found that Susan and her neighbor had missed precisely the same answers, despite the statistical improbability of doing so. Academic dishonesty is a serious issue, a grievous enough behavior that Susan could be expelled from the university for it. I phoned her at home that evening to confront her on the cheating. Despite the fact that both I and my assistant had witnessed her copying answers, and despite the improbable similarities in the two exam papers, Susan denied any wrongdoing. I was disappointed that she not only had been dishonest but had also lacked the courage to come clean after being caught. I told her that she could expect me to take the matter through the formal disciplinary process with the university, and we hung up. I went and complained to my wife that I had lost just a tad of my trust in the goodness of human nature.

An hour later the phone rang. It was of course Susan. She was crying and immediately admitted the cheating to me. In the time after we had hung up, Susan had felt torn apart. She aspired to be an honest person and the cheating and lying were making it hard for her to live with herself. She found that as the minutes stretched on she was becoming angry with herself because she was violating a very basic value she held about being honest. Finally, she told me, she had felt compelled to call me back and come clean. Essentially, she had found her courage, even though she knew the consequences would not be favorable. I gave her a failing grade for the final exam, and she eked out a barely passing grade for the class as a whole. Even so, I found that I was pleased with her; pleased with her ability to muster courage when it counted most.

Later, I asked her to write about the experience so that I—and other people—might get an inside look into the process of shifting from succumbing to fear to bravery. It is fascinating to observe how fear creeps in and makes her do something she would normally be inhibited from doing—cheating and lying—and then to witness the mental turnaround she makes. This is what Susan sent me:

Recently, I was caught in a conflicting situation. During the final exam I felt my self-confidence disappear and all the studying I had done felt like nothing. I found myself second-guessing my answers and so I started to compare my test to my neighbor's. I ended up changing a few answers. Later that evening I received a call from the professor in which he told me he and his assistant had seen me cheat. I didn't know what to say—I panicked—and lied to the professor, telling him I did not cheat.

After the call I sat back and thought through the whole thing. I kept asking myself who this person was that I had become. I so desperately wanted to keep my high grade point average. But was it worth this? I have never cheated on a test before and I didn't like this person I seemed to be. I take pride in being honest and I expect the same of others. During this time thinking about what I did my stomach was upset. I felt ill. I could not focus. I tried to ignore all of it. But I could not ignore it. I could not talk myself out of it, and found that I did not want to!

The only answer was to confess the truth. So as difficult and embarrassing as I knew it was going to be I called the professor back and confessed. As I was crying over the phone telling him how wrong I was and how I had learned my mistake I kept thinking that I have to change myself. I understood that I have to change the way I think about myself and my schooling. I have to believe in myself and be fair to the [person I know] I am and aspire to be. I know that if I am going to help other people in life I first must get it together to help myself.

After we chatted I felt a huge release. I felt I could breathe again. To this day I have never spoken of this to anyone else. I think this is because I feel so ashamed. Maybe someday I will tell people but for now this lesson is just for me. I am walking away with courage and renewed confidence from this complicated experience.

There is no question that Susan made a mistake, and in the end she was held accountable for her actions. Even so, she faced a difficult circumstance. It is easy to imagine a scenario in which she continued to deny her actions, to me, to the school authorities, and perhaps even to herself. Somewhere in the middle of the process, however, she became angry with herself. It was this emotional arousal that allowed her to face an embarrassing situation and the tough academic consequences that followed.






There is an obvious downside to using anger as a means to boost courage, however. Anger can short-circuit our ability to think things through clearly, and so some of the actions of angry people are not always the most strategic. In cases when our anger is directed at ourselves, as in Susan's case, we run the risk of beating ourselves up and making a habit of self-punitive thinking. When our anger is focused outward it is even worse; confrontations are off-putting, and chronically angry people tend to alienate others. An irritated exchange at the customer service desk might win a short-term victory for someone demanding a refund, but angry outbursts are likely to backfire in long-term relationships. People who try to get their way in marriage or friendship through intimidation or overwhelming anger and aggressiveness are likely to achieve their goal on the first few attempts but also likely to destroy the relationship over time. Anger needs to be used strategically and in a limited capacity.

Where boosting courage through strong emotion is concerned, you can increase your anger wisely by checking in with your own values. People's irritation is likely to grow in cases where their fundamental principles are being violated. It is probably easier for you to confront a clerk at a store, for instance, when you feel you are being actively cheated (a violation of the value of justice) than when you simply do not care for a product and would like to return it. The more egregious the violation the more your blood will boil and the higher the likelihood that you will act. This means that you can work yourself into a courageous mindset by focusing on the ways in which your most precious values are being trampled.

Challenge

I will conclude this chapter with a challenge. One of the Courage 50 told me that she chooses one day a week to face a fear head on. She isn't a dramatic person and isn't given to shows of bravado. You will not find her engaged in gung-ho activities like bungee jumping or riding a mechanical bull. She is a practical person with everyday fears. The difference between her and everyone else is that her fears are written in blue ink on her calendar. On any given Thursday, for example, she might have written, “try a new type of food,” “ask someone out on a date,” “join Toastmasters,” or “go to church in a different part of town.” These are not feats for which she will receive any accolades, but they are noteworthy in that they routinely get crossed off or marked “accomplished!” It is an interesting, and courageous, technique because it combines exposure to uncertainty with dealing with fear head on. This is one habit that builds a sense of personal efficacy. Think you're up to it?

To Sum Up


1. Fear is functional because it prepares our body for action, takes our thinking off-line, and boosts our chances for survival.
2. The same fear that helped us survive the physical dangers of preindustrial times can be less functional, and even occasionally harmful, in modern society, where work and relationships require fewer fight or flight responses.
3. One important way to raise your courage quotient is to manage your fear effectively so that it does not prevent you from pursuing valuable goals.
4. One way to manage fear is to remove uncertainty by gathering information or exposing yourself strategically to anxiety-provoking situations.
5. Much of our fear stems from egocentrism, a sense of concern with ourselves and our own safety and well-being. We can strategically manage this fear by letting go of our egotistic concerns. This is most easily done by focusing on others and empathizing with their plight. When the distress of others reaches a critical level, we put our personal concerns aside and act courageously.
6. A less intuitive way to manage the fear associated with egotism is to actively mentally enhance your sense of ego. By inflating your concern for yourself you can become more aware of how you appear to others, and this social pressure can push you to act even in the face of fear.
7. Another way to manage fear is to manage the physiological responses of fear. Using mental and physical relaxation techniques can put the body at ease, which in turn has the effect of making the mind less high-strung.
8. A surprising way to manage fear is to replace it with a stronger emotion: anger. When used strategically, anger can help us tap into our values and advocate for ourselves and those we care about.




Chapter 4

Think Magically

Children are easy to fool. You can make a coin disappear out of your hand or get an acorn to vanish from under a tissue and most kids—especially the younger ones—will look at you in wide-eyed amazement. Sleight of hand is a bit trickier with adults, however. Adults are perceptive, skeptical, experienced, and knowledgeable. We grown-ups differ from our diminutive counterparts in that we approach activities like stage magic with the superior mental attitude of knowing that there is a “trick” involved, even if we cannot figure out what it is. A man can pour confetti over a woman's dress and have it change color or identify a random card you pulled from a deck, but in each case we know that there is technical craft at work rather than actual magic and fairy dust. This natural adult leaning toward the rational is exactly why it is so fascinating that many adults hold to certain magical beliefs, often without even knowing it. Where courage is concerned, these same persistent magical beliefs often help us to face fear and uncertainty.

Take a moment to ask yourself about the degree to which you believe in magical properties of the universe. Some of you will be inclined toward such beliefs and will readily accept the ideas of energy healing, mentally controlling the events of the day, and other similar phenomena that run counter to the tradition of empiricism and rational thought that dominates society. Others of you will be more conventional in your attitudes, dismissing the idea of magic as nothing more than old-world voodoo. Interestingly, whether you consider yourself open to New Age beliefs or to be a conventional, logical thinker, there is a high probability that you harbor some magical beliefs. Consider the following questions:


1. How willing would you be to sleep in a hotel bed if you knew the previous occupant was a murderer?
2. How willing would you be to drink apple juice out of a brand-new bedpan?
3. How willing would you be to put on Hitler's sweater?
4. How willing would you be to eat a piece of fudge that was shaped like dog feces?


If you are like most other people, you might be somewhat reluctant to do these things, despite the fact that there is no logical or scientific reason not to. For many people the idea of contagion is a magical way of thinking. People may even believe that morality (or immorality) can be “caught” through mere exposure to an object. Otherwise, why not wear Hitler's sweater—it is after all only fabric. Contagion is one of the forms of magical thinking that psychologists and other social scientists have identified that appear to be a fairly common part of the human psyche. Interestingly, this capacity to think magically can help us to act courageously.

Magical Thinking Is as Common as Black Cats

Have you ever pulled up to a traffic signal late at night or on a rural deserted road? You look to your right and left and there is not a car or pedestrian to be seen? Even so—despite all true rationality—you decide to wait at the red light, commanded to do so by a sense of law, and perhaps something else. Perhaps you think to yourself that you can place the car in drive and ease across the intersection. Clearly no one is looking. Obviously nothing bad will happen. And just then, in that mental instant of temptation, you pull back. “I'd better not,” you think to yourself. You know that you would be tempting fate. “As soon as I pull through the red light,” you think, “a police officer will appear and give me a ticket.” This type of scenario is known to psychologists by the same name used to refer to it in the everyday world: tempting fate. The refusal to tempt fate is a common decision, even among those who would not otherwise think of themselves as particularly spiritual or magical in their thinking. When people say, “If I don't bring an umbrella it will probably rain,” or, “If I change lanes in slow freeway traffic my original lane will suddenly surge forward,” they are talking about tempting fate. Tempting fate involves the idea that there is a semiconscious force “out there,” which we think of as fate, and that this force makes decisions or reacts directly to our choices and behaviors. If on the one hand you bring an umbrella, you are being prudent but it will probably not rain. If on the other hand you do not bring an umbrella, fate will be vexed by your display of confidence and will punish you directly with a rain shower.

Researchers have examined why the reluctance to tempt fate might be so strong and persistent in people, even in those who normally don't go in for supernatural explanations. Psychologists Jane Risen and Thomas Gilovich conducted six studies in which they examined people's attitudes about tempting fate. What they discovered is that people who were put in scenarios where fate was tempted were then more likely to be vigilant for negative outcomes. Imagine, for example, that I tell you that John has recently applied to Stanford University and—as a sign of support—his grandmother sent him a Stanford T-shirt. Obviously this shirt should have no bearing on the decision of the admissions committee. But now imagine I tell you that John wears it proudly every day, or that he crumples it up and stashes it in the back of his closet, on the floor with his other forgotten, dirty garments. Even though you and I know that the fate of the shirt is in no way connected to John's educational fate, it is still hard to escape the magical conclusion that no good can come from treating the shirt badly. In fact participants in the Risen and Gilovich study were on the lookout, expecting bad outcomes in such circumstances.

Humans it turns out are magical thinkers. Perhaps this ability to accept notions of causality that defy our senses and logic is what truly separates us from other animals. Consider for a moment the myriad ways in which people lean toward the magical. Let's start our tour with food. Psychologists have identified food as a major object of magical thinking, especially where the specific belief of contagion is concerned. Many religious traditions, for example, specify that food must be prepared in a specific way or it will be contaminated and—essentially—morally impure and not to be eaten. There are modern equivalents of these ancient religious practices: many vegetarians will consider a meal “impure” or “nonvegetarian” if it even comes in contact with an animal product. There are extreme cases of this kind of thinking documented among traditional societies. The Hua of New Guinea, for example, consider a new wife to be so fundamentally impure that any member of the groom's family is prohibited from eating anything she prepares. People are also applying the idea of contagion when they believe that fatty foods will make them fat, a view that is—in essence—magical. They assume that somehow the fatty properties of the food will infect the eater and confer their essential state—being fatty—onto the eater. We know of course that gaining weight has to do with genetics, exercise, and quantity of caloric intake as well as with the quality of what is eaten. And yet people are extra careful to avoid fatty foods such as whole milk. Consider also the positive side of contagion. Many people subscribe to magical beliefs concerning the potential positive contagion of food. Do you think, for instance, that a meal made by a loved one who cherishes you is healthier than the same ingredients put together by a total stranger? Many people endorse exactly this position. Just as many people endorse a two-second rule that says you can eat food that has fallen on the ground only if you pick it up immediately. Is spilling salt bad luck? All of these are common beliefs that run directly counter to the more rational angels of our nature.

Such beliefs do not stop in the kitchen by any means. Superstitions abound. People will avoid walking under a ladder or will knock on wood for good luck. They will frown if a mirror breaks and will think seeing a black cat is an ill omen. Mind you, I am not talking about people from a twelfth-century Mediterranean village; I am talking about modern people from all walks of life. Superstitions are so ubiquitous in fact that we readily accept them when we see them. One of the most common places to see the rituals and behaviors associated with magical thinking is at sporting events. Athletes are famous for their superstitious thinking. It is said that basketball superstar Michael Jordan wore “lucky” shorts from his winning alma mater, North Carolina, underneath his Chicago Bulls shorts. Each sport has a series of common superstitions. Have you ever noticed the way that basketball players systematically dribble the ball before taking a free throw? Hasn't it occurred to you that dribbling the ball will in no way affect their actual shot? Similarly, some golfers walk the links with coins in their pockets for good luck, and some tennis players prefer to avoid stepping on the court lines, much in the same way a child will avoid stepping on a crack in the sidewalk. Fans too can put stock in magical thinking. Many die-hard sports club supporters operate on the assumption that their choice of attire—a lucky scarf perhaps—will have a direct bearing on the outcome of a contest. Fans will cross their fingers during critical moments of play or engage in chants that are not all that different from the ancestral magic of preindustrial tribes. Whether you believe in God or not, whether you think there are energy vortices that encircle the world or not, whether you believe that we can trust only our senses and the scientific method or not, there is a high likelihood that you endorse at least a few bits of magical thinking, and these can usher you toward courage. One of the hallmark features of magical thinking is the idea that you have personal control over the world around you and that this powerful control is a mere thought away. Believing in the magical properties of your being may not hold much water scientifically speaking, but from a psychological point of view the confidence conferred by magical thinking can raise your courage quotient.

Evolutionary thinker D. Thomas Markle is of the belief that magical thinking is not simply the flights of fancy of those who are inclined to be imaginative. Instead, Markle believes that the ability to step outside the logical and entertain supernatural beliefs is a natural part of our evolutionary heritage. Markle points out that in adults magical thinking is often evident during times of high stress and anxiety. It is because of this that magical thinking is so perfectly suited to be a courage-enhancing tool. The World Cup player who must score the penalty shot or lose the match is likely to pray, engage in a small ritual, or otherwise lean toward supernatural beliefs. Similarly, a person lost deep in the woods is likely to add some magical thinking to his standard set of logical survival skills. Yes, on the one hand it makes sense to find water and shelter for the evening. On the other hand it also seems comforting to imagine that if you only think hard enough a loved one back in the city may mentally hear your call, much as Princess Leia heard Luke Skywalker use his mind to call her after he was injured, following a thrashing from Darth Vader. In fact Markle might argue that the notion of “the force” portrayed in the popular Star Wars movies is so easy to understand and accept because we all give in to its call from time to time. From an evolutionary standpoint, people who are better able to manage their anxiety—especially in high-stakes performance situations or in life-or-death circumstances—are more likely to survive, mate, and perhaps thus perpetuate the very mechanism that allowed them their sense of mental cool: magical thinking.

Inside Magical Thought

Magical thinking begins in childhood. Kids are often wrapped in worlds of fantasy, and their ability to distinguish the real from the make-believe is fuzzier than that of adults. Ask a child what the chances are that some type of creature—not a mouse or a cockroach—lives in the dark spaces of the basement and her eyes will grow wide precisely because she endorses the possibility of monsters, dwarves, and other supernatural beings. I can remember well when I was a boy of eight years old or so and I had to turn off the lights to the basement while I was still in the basement! In my head a magical chain of events would occur: as soon as the lights were off, whatever spirits were around would be free to move and—presumably—snatch me. My only recourse (unless I wanted to flip the switch on and start the entire anxiety-provoking process all over again) was to run as fast as I could up the stairs to the light. In my mind there was a magical protection from these imaginary ghouls. If I ran my hardest, they could never catch me. But if I did not put my full effort into the sprint, then they would certainly get me. Looking back, the technical structure of this magical thought I had as a boy is representative of a common strain of magical thinking—that mental effort is an effective tool. For many people who endorse magical ideas—whether it is “manifesting your dream job” or crossing your fingers so that the pitcher will strike out the batter or focusing intently on the sound of the engines on a plane—the basic idea is that the purity, intensity, or strength of one's attention is where the magic is to be found. If the thought wavers, if even for a second, then the job falls through, the batter hits a home run, and the plane falls out of the sky. The good news about this type of magical thinking on the one hand is that it promotes confidence that you can affect personal outcomes. The bad news on the other hand is that it leaves you—the individual—solely accountable for the successes and failure of the world. In addition, it takes a fair amount of mental energy. An eight-hour flight can be pretty taxing if you think it is your mind alone that is holding the plane aloft.

In addition to ideas about contagion, tempting fate, and intensity of mental focus, psychologists have discovered other mental processes that are associated with believing in the supernatural or paranormal. There is a set of thinking tricks, called heuristics, that helps us to process the vast amounts of information we take in every day. When you remember your vacation to Hawaii, for example, there is just too much information—too many discrete instances of time—for you to weigh them all in your judgment of whether it was a good trip or not. Instead, you take a cognitive short-cut; you apply the peak-end rule and you more heavily weight the best moment and the most recent moment. Another heuristic is representativeness. This is what we commonly think of as making an assumption: that is, we believe a single example is representative of similar experiences. If a person at the post office is rude, it might be tempting to think that he is representative of postal workers. This line of thinking actually conserves mental energy for us because we do not need to then go through the heavy lifting of evaluating every single person we meet. We are free to make snap judgments that save us time. This might sound awful to you, and it is certainly at the heart of stereotyping, prejudice, and other social ills. But most of the time it is simply effective. When you enter a post office you do not begin by asking if the person behind the counter works there. You make the assumption (based on representativeness) that anyone wearing a postal uniform is indeed a postal employee. You do not open the conversation by asking if that person speaks English. You go ahead and assume that customer service positions in the United States Postal Service mandate facility with English. So representativeness heuristics can lead to problems, but they can also work in our collective favor.

It could be that these heuristics are also often the psychological mechanisms that perpetuate magical thinking. Coincidences, for example, are often the product of the way our highly efficient brains process information. You see two events co-occur: a group of teenagers are standing on the sidewalk; at their feet is a burning cigarette. Our brains naturally want to make sense of these disparate facts, and it is easy to do so by pairing them. It might be, for example, that one of the teens was smoking but, embarrassed, threw the cigarette to the ground when you approached. This type of explanation draws on stereotypes about teenagers, the facts available to you, and the absence of competing hypotheses. If you were to expend some extra effort you could clearly generate alternative explanations: the kids might have seen a cigarette burning and, concerned, gone to stomp it out. These mental explanations are known as causal assessments, and psychologists believe the same causal assessments that govern more logical explanations are also implicated in magical thinking. If I think that if I ring a bell every day at noon something good will happen, my belief could be due to the illusion of control brought about by the base rate fallacy (which allows me to ignore the idea that if I ring a bell every day at noon something good and something bad and something neutral all have an equal likelihood of happening). If I believe that if someone from Tibet says a special prayer for my health it will be more likely than a prayer said for me somewhere else to come true, my belief could be due to the representativeness heuristic (in this case, my sense that a Tibetan is more similar than other nationalities are to the Dalai Lama and other well-known spiritual figures from the East).

Researcher Emily Pronin and her colleague Matthew Kugler suggest that magical thinking—when unpacked—acts as a kind of reverse logic. Consider this simple experiment that they conducted. Research participants came into the laboratory to engage in the fun task of shooting baskets, using a miniature basketball hoop. One participant was instructed to employ magical thinking to help the shooter be more successful in making the shots. The helper received explicit instructions on how to visualize the form of the shot, the ball entering the net, and other details of the shooting. Not only that but a second research participant—an observer—was instructed to simply watch the helper and to read over the helper's visualization material so he or she understood what was happening. When everyone was ready, the shooter put on a blindfold and attempted to make baskets with the magical mental intervention of the helper and the oversight of the observer. Unbeknownst to the two research participants, the shooter was a research confederate and was trained to make approximately six out of every eight shots (the actual average was 5.4). Later, when asked about the effectiveness of the magical thinking, the participants reported some interesting beliefs. First, they believed that they had influenced the outcome of the baskets. Second, the more unwavering and attentive their thinking was, the more strongly they believed that they had directly caused successes with their mind. Last, even the research participants who were doing the shooting suspected that the observers had a mental impact on the outcome!

Let's be honest; individual people can be tricked, but—as a species—we are not inherently stupid. How can it be that intelligent people can engage in the egotism necessary to think that they directly caused the ball to drop through the net with their minds? It turns out that once people get it into their heads that a particular idea is true—my neighbor is a jerk, American cars are poorly made, people from Italy are passionate—then they go on the lookout for confirming evidence. Rather than building up a belief from a foundation of empirical support, people stick convenient, apparent “evidence” onto their beliefs like wads of chewed gum. This is in part why our opinions are so hard to change. It also explains why children might believe there is a monster living outside their bedroom window: they begin with the premise that there is a monster and then look for the shadows and scratching branches that confirm it. Finally, it explains why adults can cross their fingers and believe it helps professional basketball players score points. Given that for the last fifty years professional players in the United States have averaged a 75 percent success rate on free throws, the finger-crossing will appear to work more than half the time, confirming the finger-crossers' belief in their own mental powers.

Magical Thinking as a Gateway to Courage

It should be clear to you by now that magical thinking is not simply a niche area of psychology of interest mainly to academics with a taste for whimsy. Magical thinking, although illogical and irrational, is directly related to managing anxiety—one of the two aspects of the courage quotient—and to boosting confidence and a sense of self-efficacy—the other aspect of the courage quotient (see the following figure). As unlikely as it sounds, a belief in your own mental prowess can be a potent tool to increase courage.
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Magical Thinking Intervention 1: Courage Could Be Your Lucky Charm

If the box office receipts for horror movies about paranormal goings-on are any indication, people like to believe in a little magic, spirits, and other fanciful ideas. In fact even the people who eschew the idea of ghosts and haunting still might harbor a few superstitious beliefs, such as not wanting to walk under a ladder for fear that it might bring bad luck. Black cats, broken mirrors, cracks in the sidewalk—the world is potentially full of little details that might be believed to call down ill omens and poor fortune, despite the lack of any empirical evidence that this might be true. Whether you believe that such superstitions are the product of an overactive imagination or whether you put faith in them, these kinds of magical beliefs can be harnessed to make you more courageous. It might sound silly at first, but magical thinking is one of the most potent allies we have in the battle against fear.

In one study of common paranormal beliefs Richard Wiseman and Caroline Watt asked more than four thousand people about their superstitions. What I love about this study is that the researchers separated superstitions into two groups: negative beliefs about bad fortune and positive beliefs about good luck. Examples of negative beliefs in action include not wanting to stay on the thirteenth floor of a hotel or worrying that seeing a black cat will bring about harmful consequences. An example of acting on a positive belief is knocking on wood to protect yourself against misfortune. These two categories mirror the two aspects of courage that we can alter—fear and willingness to act—quite nicely. We have certain fearful beliefs that make us avoid some situations even as we harbor other ways of thinking that empower us to face life. Interestingly, the researchers found that people high in neuroticism, those who tend toward worry and fear, were also more likely to endorse superstitious beliefs. This might indicate that worriers are more prone to see the world as a dangerous place (just think of all those black cats, mirrors, and ladders!) but also that they might take mental refuge in the idea that they can perform certain rituals (crossing their fingers, throwing salt over their shoulders, and so on) that ward off potential dangers.

It turns out that surprisingly many people put stock in so-called talismans: magical items that bring luck and confidence. The classic good luck charm in the United States is the rabbit's foot. But a deeper look reveals that everyday people hold many particular items dear and use them to enhance their ability to face tough times. Perhaps the most common of these items are the many religious symbols people wear. Whether it is a crucifix worn on a necklace or the traditional iron kara (bracelet) of Sikhism, religious symbols often give the wearer—among other spiritual and psychological benefits—a sense of comfort and connection. In some cases a talisman is a piece of clothing, such as a favorite pair of socks or lucky underwear. In my research for this book I came across dozens of people who purposefully donned specific articles of clothing, ranging from “special” cufflinks to a pair of shoes, that they believed would boost their performance or give them the self-esteem necessary to handle adversity. For other people the talisman is a special stone, a photograph of a deceased loved one, or a gift that reminds them of a time when they were strong or adventuresome. Chances are, if you look at your desk at work or in your closet, you will come up with an item that you have imbued with special properties that give you a little more confidence and add a spring to your step.

A few years ago I was coaching an actress in Europe. She was describing the most terrifying thing she routinely faced: auditions. Think about it: during an audition an actor must stand on stage, often with lights in his or her face and without being able to see the casting director, and present a short performance for evaluation. There is often little direct or immediate feedback, and chances are that even if the audition goes well the actor still will not get the job because the competition is just so tough. The actress actually teared up as she spoke to me about how intimidating auditions can be. When I asked her what helps her face these trials she answered, “Support from friends.” I found that interesting, so I asked her if she had ever turned to Lars for support. She was taken aback. “I don't think I know Lars,” she said. “Who is he?” I reached into my pocket and pulled out a small plastic action figure decked out in jungle gear and a pith helmet. “This is Lars,” I explained. “He travels with me everywhere. He is the bravest person I know. He has been to the jungle and to the desert. He isn't afraid of snakes or bears; and he certainly isn't afraid of theater auditions.” The actress was wide-eyed and clearly distracted from her earlier focus on her fear. I handed Lars to her and told her that she could keep him and take him with her in her pocket to every audition for which she was called. She broke down crying. Make no mistake: she, and I, and you all know that Lars is just a piece of plastic. But humans have this amazing capacity to imbue even inanimate objects with special properties. If she believed that Lars was a source of comfort and courage, then he would be. One year later I followed up with her, curious to see whether Lars was a temporary flight of fancy or whether he had some magical mental staying power. The actress told me, “Lars is with me a lot. I keep him by my computer and he plays an important part in my life. Work is still a little heavy, but I'm also having good times and finding jobs. I needed Lars just last week, and I felt stronger. He is very dear to me!” This last bit is interesting, not only because it shows how persistent the positive effects of magical thinking can be but also because it shows how magical they can be. In the beginning the actress felt as if she had to be in physical contact with Lars, the magical property of his courageousness seemingly being best transmitted through touch. As time went on, however, the “field of contagion” widened so that direct touch was no longer necessary and simply thinking about or picturing Lars was sufficient to boost her courage.

If this story isn't enough evidence of the power of a talisman, then consider the research published recently by Lysann Damisch and her colleagues Barbara Stoberock and Thomas Mussweiler. In four separate experiments these German researchers tested a variety of good luck–related thinking. This thinking included lucky sayings such as “I press my thumbs for you” (the German equivalent of saying, “I'll cross my fingers for you”). They also examined luck-related behaviors such as knocking on wood. Finally, these researchers investigated the use of talismans, personal good luck charms that research participants brought into the laboratory. The researchers found that by activating good luck beliefs, these objects were consistently able to boost people's self-confidence and that this up-tick in self-assurance in turn affected a wide range of performance. Lucky thinking, it turned out in this study, positively affected people's ability to solve puzzles and to remember the pictures depicted on thirty-six different cards, and it improved their putting performance in golf! In fact, people with a lucky charm performed significantly better than did the people who had none. That's right, having a lucky charm will make you a better golfer, should you care about such things, and improve your cognitive performance on tasks such as memory games.

This leaves us with the question, what is your lucky charm? Do you have a favorite piece of attire—a pair of socks, a tie, a hairclip, or pair of underwear—that you know puts an extra spring in your step and makes you a better performer? Do you have a piece of jewelry, whether it is a religious symbol or a family heirloom, that gives you just a bit of added confidence to face the uncertainties of life? Do you have a toy, photograph, coin, or souvenir you keep on your desk that you believe helps you face tough times with your head held high? If you do then you have a talisman that can help your courage quotient. If you do not, I would highly recommend selecting one, even if it sounds a little hokey to you. After all, there is a high likelihood that you have some magical thinking anyway; why not harness it for courage?

Magical Thinking Intervention 2: Lucky Is How You Think of It

Take a moment and consider your own attitudes about the concept of luck. All of us buy into the idea of random fortune and coincidence in the world to some degree. When a disaster strikes a community, we tend to attribute it to bad luck—simply the ill fortune of being in the wrong place at the wrong time rather than being the victims of divine punishment or having offended fate. When we bump into an old friend and have the opportunity to catch up, we tend to chalk up the encounter to good luck rather than to any planning or intention on our own behalf. You likely also have some beliefs about the limits of luck. Indeed, people can be roughly grouped into two categories where luck is concerned. There are those who think of luck as completely fleeting, a mere random string of chance happenings. And then there are those who think of luck as a slightly more stable phenomenon, and one that is—at least in part—under personal control. People in this latter category tend to endorse such statements as “I am a lucky person,” “luck works in my favor,” and “some people are consistently lucky while others are unlucky.” Researchers Maia Young, Ning Chen, and Michael Morris have discovered that your attitudes about luck are more than personal opinions; they affect your motivation and your leaning toward achievement. Here's how it works: people who think of luck as a stable factor, as a resource they can count on, are more likely to experience a sense of personal agency, a can-do attitude. This in turn makes them more likely to have what psychologists call achievement motivation. Achievement motivation is the strong desire to succeed, even if it requires difficult or challenging work. People who are low in achievement motivation, by contrast, are those who want things to be easy and who are inclined to stick to areas in which they feel confident.

Where your courage is concerned the self-efficacy beliefs that come with a stable view of luck will boost your willingness to act. Put another way, a stable opinion of luck can directly boost your courage quotient because it will make you feel more powerful and lead you to expect that positive outcomes are more likely. So how do you get this stable view? What if you are the type of person who thinks luck is just luck? Nothing more than randomness? There are at least a couple things you can do to shape your understanding of luck. First, you can begin by telling yourself that you are a lucky person. This mantra may sound strange—New-Agey even—but it has a wonderful backward logic to it. When you are successful you should take ownership of that achievement but also remind yourself how fortune smiles on you. In this way you work from a basis of evidence—your actual real-world achievements—and use this proof to reinforce your notions of luck. The more strongly you integrate a stable sense of luck into your worldview the more likely you will be to feel confident and to enjoy more success, thereby perpetuating the cycle. Yes, this is just a bit of psychological trickery and I make no attempt to hide it. Why should I? When athletes visualize a success, when a person forces herself to get angry so that she will be more effective in getting a refund, when someone places himself into a role that will force him to be braver, these are all simply psychological methods to boost courage. A mantra is no different—and no weirder, really, given that you already knock on wood for good luck or believe in similar magical thoughts.

Second, you can keep track of luck. One of the reasons we do not have a very good sense of whether our luck tends to be good or bad, linear or cyclical, self-generated or external, is that very few of us spend any time cataloguing it. You likely keep a much better tally of what you eat and of how your income has changed over the last three years than you do of how lucky or unlucky you have been in the last month. Try starting that now. Here's how: when you notice something that you would usually chalk up to good luck, jot it down in a notebook. Note the degree to which it was lucky (was it an extraordinary occurrence, like bumping into a long lost friend or getting a bonus at work, or was it small event, like finding a dollar on the ground?) as well as when it happened. Don't bother with keeping track of the bad luck; you will have your hands full just recording your good fortune. At the end of each week or the close of each month, go back through your journal and take stock of just how much good luck comes your way and how frequently. See if that doesn't reinforce the notion that luck is more stable than you might have guessed.

In the end, it is easy to accept the notion that humans are built with the capacity for magical thinking. Most people endorse some type of belief that cannot be scientifically explained, and a greater number still engage in rituals like knocking on wood that they believe will confer good fortune or ward off bad events. Even those of us who engage in these behaviors out of mere habit and don't put too much stock in their effectiveness are still open to some small possibility of supernatural linkages between events. Rather than beating your head against a wall trying to prove how rational you are (which itself would not be all that rational an action), it is easier to accept that people are just hardwired to have a few fanciful, nonsensical beliefs and that these are relatively harmless. In fact, not only are such beliefs pretty harmless but our collective propensity toward magical thinking might serve to protect us in times of anxiety and distress. This is precisely why magical thinking is a fruitful area of exploration where courage is concerned. Magical thoughts, rituals, and talismans have the dual effect of helping you both to manage fear and to create the self-confidence needed to act even in the face of uncertainty, thus doubly boosting your courage quotient!

To Sum Up


1. People have a natural capacity for magical thinking. These flights of fancy are not childish; they are healthy cognitive tricks that buffer us against anxiety and uncertainty. As such, magical thinking falls squarely in courage territory.
2. Research reveals that possessing a magical item can actually boost performance. Keeping a talisman can help to give you the confidence to act when you might otherwise be disinclined.
3. People differ in their views of the concept of luck. Some see it as mere happenstance whereas others view it as a more pervasive, consistent phenomenon. This latter group is more likely to feel confident and to be willing to act.



Part 3

Increasing Courage by Boosting the Willingness to Act


Chapter 5

Try Defiance

For dozens of years, research in psychology has shown that people operate under the mistaken belief that they are individuals who are largely in control of their own actions. It is a comforting belief, to be certain. We all like to think that when we speak, feel an emotion, or express an opinion it wells up from within us and represents our core sense of identity. It is far less reassuring to think that our choices and actions are the product of invisible situational forces. And yet this is exactly what scores of studies suggest. Tricky psychologists can get us to donate money or a kidney even when we might be otherwise inclined. Researchers have similarly succeeded in getting people to completely overlook a man in a gorilla suit in the middle of a basketball game, to remember shaking hands with Bugs Bunny during a childhood trip to Disneyland (an impossibility because Bugs Bunny is not a Disney character), and to walk right past a person apparently having a seizure without bothering to help. As unsettling as it sounds, the situations around us—the makeup of the crowd in which we find ourselves, the number of people involved in an interaction, our particular point of view—all influence actions that we would otherwise consider to be completely under our personal control.

The issue of the extent to which we are masters of our own behavioral destinies is no mere academic debate—where courage is concerned the subtle but powerful influence situations exert on our behavior can be used in our favor to help propel us toward bravery and away from reluctance and paralysis. The trick, where your courage quotient is concerned, is to place yourself in roles that call for courage and avoid roles that promote cowardice. Specifically, it is crucial to understand that situational factors sometimes exert an influence that prevents us from acting, even when we do not feel actively afraid. By understanding how situations rob us of courage by stealing our resolve and initiative, we can overcome these influences and raise our willingness to act.

A Dramatic Case of Collective Defiance: United Flight 93

In the United States people are often quick to point out examples of heroism related to the terrorist attacks that took place on September 11, 2001. Although there were undoubtedly countless acts, both large and small, of brave behavior that day, and on the days that followed, one story gets told time and again. The story of United Airlines Flight 93, the doomed “fourth airplane” that was hijacked and which crashed in a field in Pennsylvania. That morning three other flights had been taken over and suicide attackers had crashed them into the two World Trade Center towers and the Pentagon. While that happened, United Flight 93 was being flown toward a location somewhere in the nation's capital. Because Flight 93 was the last of the four planes still in the air, its passengers were in a unique position: they were able to learn the fate of the other hijacked flights and act accordingly.

The dramatic details of that morning are well documented. United Flight 93 was scheduled to travel between Newark and San Francisco at 8:20 A.M. with seven crew members and thirty-seven passengers. In a shocking twist of events four of the ten passengers seated in the first-class section turned out to be hijackers, who took control of the plane about forty minutes after takeoff. The hijackers began their action by tying red bandanas on their heads, and they immediately killed at least one passenger with a knife. They were then able to take over the cockpit and to reprogram the navigational computer with a new destination: Washington, D.C. The passengers aboard Flight 93 were herded at knifepoint to the back of the plane, where they began using their mobile phones to call loved ones on the ground and to alert authorities. By this time the three other hijacked airplanes in the September 11 plot had crashed into crowded buildings that were economic and military symbols for the nation. Certain that their captors intended to crash the plane, some of the huddled passengers on Flight 93 suggested a counterattack and put it to a vote. Almost exactly a half an hour after the hijacking had begun, the flight voice recorder captured the sounds of a scuffle and the noise of passengers forcing an entry into the cockpit. Shortly after, the plane went into a nosedive and crashed in a field. There were no survivors.

There can be little question that standing up to armed attackers—especially those who have already proven a willingness to kill and to die—is an act of courage. Trying to take back control of Flight 93 by force was certainly an act that carried a significant risk of personal injury or death for each passenger, that had an unclear final outcome, and that must have been accompanied by intense fear. It is here that we can clearly see the difference in the two processes that lead to courage: managing fear on the one hand and increasing the willingness to act on the other. In the dramatic, high-stakes circumstances on board United Flight 93 we can assume that the passengers were afraid, perhaps terribly so. In this instance the quick action required to deal with the hijackers could not reasonably happen solely as the result of managing fear. It would take too long and be too difficult to reduce strong fear to a point where action could be taken. Increasing the willingness to act, however, can be done even while experiencing sheer terror.

It was not just their willingness to act, however, that made the passengers of United Flight 93 so remarkable; it was their ability to work with one another. Flight 93 is a terrific case study for what is known as collective action, people working together to accomplish a difficult goal. Within the span of a half an hour, a diverse group of complete strangers were able to unite and self-organize for a common purpose that would throw them into the face of danger. The fact that people, such as the passengers on Flight 93, can join together to face dangers or challenges that might be overwhelming to individuals is further evidence that courage can, at least in part, be learned. Recall our discussion of fear in Chapter Three, where we learned that much of the paralyzing emotion we may feel in certain situations stems from egotistical concerns about the self. Mental questions such as, How will this harm me? or, What will I lose? can make us freeze with fear. By banding together, however, we can overcome our personal worries and increase our willingness to act.

Recently Ryan Quinn and Monica Worline, faculty members in the business schools of the University of Virginia and Emory University, respectively, conducted a careful analysis of the conditions that enabled the collective action on Flight 93 and of a reconstruction of the telephone calls between passenger Tom Burnett and his wife, Deena. These researchers approached the issue from the view that all people have running narratives, stories they tell to make sense of the world around them. When you return home from work and say, “Listen to what happened to me today,” you are relating an edited version of the day's events that places them into a specific and easy-to-understand context. When a driver cuts you off on the freeway and you shake your fist and mutter, “That guy is a jerk!” you are summoning up a story about the other person's disposition, motivation, and interactional style. Quinn and Worline argue that we all approach times of duress in much the same way: we construct narrative accounts of the problems we face that make us more or less inclined to take action.

Taking collective action, according to Quinn and Worline, is a matter of three separate narratives that must happen sequentially:


1. Reestablish your personal story. This means shifting your focus away from an overwhelming situation and back upon yourself.
2. Narrate the duress. This means making sense of the situation by understanding who the players are, what motives are afoot, and how you fit in.
3. Create a collective narrative. This means shifting your understanding away from personal fears and toward a sense of collective responsibility: “We have to do something!”


Reestablishing a personal story, or narrative, is a necessary first step because oftentimes extreme events, such as tragic accidents, hostage situations, or even sudden financial catastrophes can leave people feeling mentally unmoored. This is why people often seek social support in trying times; grounding our identity can remind us of our personal resources for facing problems. The next step, narrating the duress, is essential because folks need to make sense of shocking or difficult events. In the case of the United Flight 93 hijacking, for example, transcripts of cell phone calls between passengers and their loved ones reveal that the hostages were trying to understand what was happening to them. Passenger Todd Beamer asked, “Do you know what they want? Money or ransom or what?” and passenger Tom Burnett declared, “It's a suicide mission!” after being told by his wife about the two planes that had crashed into the World Trade Center towers. Understanding the problem—the duress in Quinn and Worline's parlance—helped the passengers of Flight 93 make guesses about the hijackers' motives and intentions. Even in less dramatic circumstances, understanding problems can help people take action because this reflection provides a basis for questioning, argument, and reasoning—all integral parts of problem solving. Finally, from narrating the duress, people move to creating a collective narrative. This is a crucial step because it shifts attention away from the individual's plight or distress and toward the individual's responsibility for the good of the group. In the case of Flight 93 there was a crucial moment when passenger Tom Burnett learned that authorities appeared to be unaware of the events unfolding on the flight. He began to form a narrative of collective responsibility. “We have to do something!” he told his wife over the phone. It is easy to imagine that he encouraged other passengers to put aside personal fears and agendas in favor of working together. The fact that the passengers voted on their plan to “take back the plane” suggests a successful shift to a group-level mentality that led to committed collective courage.






Telephone Calls Between Passenger Tom Burnett and his wife, Deena Burnett: Based on Deena Burnett's Report

Call 1

DEENA: Tom, are you okey?

TOM: No, I'm on United Flight 93 from Newark to San Francisco. We are in the air. The plane has been hijacked. They've already knifed a guy.

[Deena asks Tom if it was a passenger who was “knifed,” and Tom confirms that it was.]

TOM: One of them has a gun. They're saying there is a bomb on board. Please call the authorities.

Call 2

TOM: They're in the cockpit. The man they knifed is dead. I tried to help, but there was no pulse.

DEENA: A lot of planes have been hijacked. They don't know how many. Two planes have hit the towers of the World Trade Center. Terrorists seem to be hitting designated targets.

TOM: You've got to be kidding.

DEENA: No.

TOM: Oh my God. It's a suicide mission.

[Tom relays the information to someone else on the plane.]


DEENA: Who are you talking to?

TOM: My seatmate.

[Tom asks Deena a series of questions such as whether the other hijacked planes were commercial, which airlines are involved, how many planes have been hijacked, and so forth. Deena tells Tom she does not know.]


TOM: We're turning back to New York. No, we're turning back the other way—we're headed south.

DEENA: What can you see?

TOM: It's just a rural area. I have to go.

Call 3

DEENA: Tom, you're okay?

TOM: No, I'm not.

DEENA: A third plane hit the Pentagon.

TOM: What else can you tell me?

DEENA: The planes seem to be commercial airliners originating on the East Coast.

TOM: Do you know who's involved?

DEENA: No.

TOM: [Passes on the information.] Do you think they have a bomb on board? I don't think they have one. I think they're just telling us that. Have you called the authorities?

DEENA: Yes. They didn't seem to know anything about your plane.

TOM: We have to do something. A group of us are making a plan. Don't worry. I'll call you back.

Call 4

TOM: How are the girls?

DEENA: They want to talk to you.

TOM: I'll talk to them later. We've got a plan to regain control over the airplane in a rural area.

DEENA: No. Sit down. Be still. Be quiet. And don't draw attention to yourself.

TOM: If they're going to crash this plane into the ground, we're going to have to do something. There is no time to wait for authorities. It's up to us. I think we can do it.

DEENA: What do you want me to do?

TOM: Pray, Deena, just pray.

DEENA: I love you.

TOM: Don't worry. We're going to do something.






The passengers on Flight 93 came to together and negotiated how they would act. The heroic actions of these passengers illustrate how collective action can be harnessed to increase an individual's willingness to act. But what about situations we face on our own? What about those circumstances where individual rather than collective action is required? These questions were exactly what psychologist Phil Zimbardo was attempting to understand when he conducted his legendary Stanford prison experiment. In this classic study Zimbardo recruited Stanford students to play the randomly assigned parts of prisoners and guards. He attempted to make the conditions of the research as realistic as possible. Prisoners were arrested at home, shackled, and transported to a basement on campus that had been converted to cells. The prisoners were made to exchange their clothing for smocks and referred to by their “inmate numbers” rather than by name. The guards were issued uniforms and mirrored sunglasses and given authority over the prisoners. In a dramatic display of the way our roles can affect our actions, the members of the two groups quickly began identifying with their assignments. The guards—recall that they were simply college students randomly assigned to the guard role—quickly fell into abuses of authority. With no encouragement from the experimenter, they forced the prisoners to do push-ups and to stand up facing the wall, and they woke the prisoners throughout the night. Unwilling to be the subject of such humiliations the prisoners rioted, only to be sprayed with a fire extinguisher, stripped naked, and locked in solitary cells. What is most interesting about this dramatic study is the extent to which the participants truly bought into what they were doing. The students who were acting as guards honestly believed they had a mission to separate “good prisoners from bad” and saw their questionable methods as necessary to performing the task laid before them. Similarly, the students in the prisoner role quickly allowed themselves to be cowed by the aggressive guards. Perhaps even more shocking was the effect the study had on those not directly involved. On an assigned “visitation day,” for instance, parents and friends of the inmates were made to register, wait, and discuss their sons' case histories, and they were only allowed to visit two at a time. Remarkably, the visitors complied with these guidelines. In a standout moment even Zimbardo himself, in the role of the warden, fell under the hypnotic power of the prison situation. When he learned of a planned prison break, he telephoned the Palo Alto Police Department and requested that his inmates be transferred to their more secure facility. Not surprisingly, the police didn't seem interested in interdepartmental cooperation, perhaps because Zimbardo was not truly running a prison but had merely trapped a handful of young college students in a basement. The profound effect of this situation on his and other people's behavior—transforming socially conscious and well-meaning individuals into abusive authoritarians—transformed the way Zimbardo thought about good and evil. In fact when similar abuses came to light among the U.S. military staff of Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq, Zimbardo was quick to weigh in. Even though the perpetrators of the Abu Ghraib abuses ought to be held accountable for their actions, Zimbardo questions whether they had a fundamentally evil nature. In an interview with the American Psychological Association newspaper, the Monitor, Zimbardo said, “You don't need a motive. All you really need is a situation that facilitates moving across that line of good and evil.”

The degree to which situational factors can influence behavior can also be seen in the case of whistle-blowing. Whistle-blowers are employees who disclose illegal or immoral organizational practices to those who might be able to stop it. A famous example of this is W. Mark Felt, who went by the code name Deep Throat and who divulged information critical to exposing President Nixon's involvement in the Watergate scandal, leading to Nixon's resignation. Whistle-blowers are often portrayed as principled (and sometimes as disgruntled) lone employees who speak out despite intense pressure to do the contrary. That characterization may be accurate for whistle-blowers in companies that have turned a blind eye to unethical business practices. In organizations that have installed whistle-blowing hotlines or have clear procedures for reporting unethical conduct, however, mustering the moral courage to speak out is far easier. In a 2008 BusinessWorld report, 60 percent of respondents in the Philippines said the companies for which they worked had well-established procedures for reporting wrong conduct. In a similar survey of personnel from the top 250 British companies, nearly everyone said such reporting mechanisms were in place. Similarly, whistle-blowing legislation and related laws in many American states can protect whistle-blowers from financial, employment-related, or other types of retaliation. These laws and corporate practices are clear evidence that changing situational factors can boost people's willingness to act even in the extreme case of open defiance.

Choosing Our Roles for Bravery

If we choose courageous roles or think of ourselves as filling courageous roles, we are more likely to act boldly when the need arises. A perfect example of this is the action taken by nine-year-old Lin Hao in Sichuan, China. On May 12, 2008, Sichuan was struck by a magnitude 8.0 earthquake that left buildings flattened and more than 69,000 people dead. Among the most tragic losses on that day were the countless children whose school buildings collapsed. Lin Hao was in such a school and was able to rescue two of his second-grade classmates from the rubble before saving himself. When asked about his courage, this young boy simply explained that he was the hall monitor and that it was “my job” to save the other children. Lin Hao quickly became a symbol of virtue in China and led the opening procession of the 2008 Olympic Summer Games. This is a beautiful illustration that courage is not a trait that lives inside us but rather a matter of having the right job. At first glance it might not appear that Lin Hao is emblematic of the theme of defiance. In fact, at first blush young Hao appears to be the very model of conformity, doing his duty as impressed upon him by his superiors. On deeper inspection, however, it is clear that Hao's role was itself imbued with the very same architecture that leads people to a willingness to act in general and to act defiantly in particular. Hao did not just feel honor bound to do his duty or maintain the status quo, he also felt empowered to take initiative without the need to check in with a supervising authority! Even the role of hall monitor for a child in communist China carries a social responsibility that can lead directly to brave action.

If you take on roles that carry the mantle of responsibility for courage, then this prized trait quickly becomes part of your normal duties. This may be the reason why people who work as executives and police officers report so much courage: the daily demands of their jobs require them to put their fear in check and push forward with a willingness to act, even in the face of danger and uncertainty. But the courage bestowed by occupational roles is not reserved for emergency personnel or the captains of industry. If you engage in the small mental gymnastics of telling yourself that your role in life is to aid others in dire time of need or that your job in life is to take small risks, then you are more likely to act boldly, because of the mental fit between your sense of self and situations that call for courage. Ask yourself which roles you participate in—at work, in your neighborhood or broader community, or in your family—that prepare you to act boldly should you be called to do so. You can raise your courage quotient directly by taking on the roles at home, in the neighborhood, at work, and in your community that are the most likely to push you to act, even when you might not otherwise be inclined to.

Understanding Obedience

It is easy to see obedience as a virtuous quality. Parents want their children to be obedient rather than disobedient, there is the notion of “obedience to God” in many religious traditions, and institutions such as schools and the military typically frown on disobeying direct orders. As it turns out obedience can be one of the obstacles to courage because obedience may call on us to put personal feelings of right and wrong aside and act as we are commanded. History is full of examples of people who failed to act in a courageous way, to listen to their conscience and defy authority, because they were too busy following orders—instances of soldiers who participated in the massacre of civilians on orders from their commanders; cases of workers, such as some at the energy company Enron, who participated in illegal schemes and a cover-up under the direction of their supervisors; examples of everyday people, such as some in Rwanda, who turned violently on their neighbors at the behest of their cultural leaders; instances of people who bought products or ate food on the instruction of an advertisement even when their better nature counseled against it. Although obedience works well in most situations, it can also prevent people from acting boldly.

It may be helpful to understand why people act obediently in order to better comprehend why they do so even when they shouldn't. Sometimes obedience is mindless. The children's game Simon Says is proof of this. The leader of the game tells the others, “Simon says ‘jump up and down,’” and all the players must jump up and down. “Simon says ‘touch your nose,’” and all the players touch their noses. “Raise your arms,” the leader says, dropping the key phrase “Simon says,” and some of the players will raise their arms even though they are not supposed to. This type of living on automatic pilot happens to adults also. In a book titled Curious? Todd Kashdan describes a study on mindless obedience. Harvard psychologist Ellen Langer sent a memo to forty university secretaries that instructed them to use interoffice mail to return the memo immediately to the sender. It is a nonsensical task if you take even a moment to think about it. Why would someone send a memo asking that the memo simply be returned? Despite the seemingly obvious absurdity of the request, 90 percent of the secretaries returned the memo. Another reason people obey is that we are socialized to respect authority. If your friend asked you to “open your mouth and close your eyes,” you might suspect him or her of wanting to play a trick on you. But chances are that if your doctor made the exact same request you would comply without hesitation, even though it sounds a little odd.

Mindless obedience is exactly what happened in an incident in Montgomery County, Maryland, in 2007. A man pulled in front of a school bus and brought both vehicles to a stop. He identified himself to the bus driver as a police detective and informed the driver that a student had thrown a bottle out the window at his car. The man then asked permission to take the child into custody and transport him to his house, where the man would be scheduling a meeting with the child's parents. As many people would do in a similar situation, the bus driver allowed the man to take the boy and drive off. The man of course was not a police detective at all but rather an angry motorist irritated by the shenanigans of the school bus riders. Fortunately, the man did take the child home and in fact called the police himself to talk with the child about throwing the bottle. Although there were no serious repercussions in this particular story—for the child or the imposter—it is telling about how willing we are to play along with authority figures, even going so far as to surrender children in our care.

Perhaps the most famous case of obedience to authority comes from one of the best known psychology experiments of all time, the Milgram study. In the 1960s, Stanley Milgram was eager to test the limits of obedience. He designed a study in which a conspiring actor and a research participant arrived to the laboratory at the same time and were supposedly randomly assigned the role of either “teacher” or “learner.” However, the actor was always assigned the role of the learner and was directed to a small room where he was strapped into an impressive contraption that supposedly administered electric shocks of varying voltages. Out in the main room the teacher sat in front of a bank of switches and was directed to administer progressively more powerful shocks to the other man if he provided incorrect answers to basic questions. At first the task seemed minor: the teacher only had to administer shocks using the switches labeled “75 volts” and “90 volts.” These fake shocks were met with small grunts from the room next door. As the shocks increased into the hundreds of volts the resistance from the actor became more pronounced. At times the actor said, “Experimenter! Get me out of here!” and, “I can't stand the pain. Let me out of here!” Most of the research participants in the role of teacher were ambivalent about continuing while the person they were “shocking” was in such obvious distress. When they voiced their concern to the experimenter, he simply said, “The experiment requires that you continue.” This directive from an authority figure is apparently all the encouragement it takes, as most of the teachers continued the shocking. If they resisted further, the experimenter would simply add a prod: “It is absolutely essential that you continue,” or, “You have no other choice; you must go on.” At the upper end of the switches, which were labeled between 300 and 450 volts, the actor screamed in agony, complained of heart pain, and went silent with increasing shocks. Eighty percent of the teachers continued to administer shocks even after the actor begged to be let out of the experiment, complaining of heart pain. Although many of these teachers were obviously uncomfortable with the task of shocking and hurting another person, a full two-thirds of them went all the way up to the final switch, ominously labeled “XXX.”

Under today's ethical standards for research we cannot re-create the Milgram experiment because it puts people in such psychological distress. One of the original teachers collapsed, for example, saying, “Oh God, let's stop it!” Still, it might be important if we could replicate this study because we might learn more about the one-third of the participants who somehow found the courage to listen to their conscience, resist authority, and discontinue the shocks. It was this heroic minority that Philip Zimbardo was interested in when his colleague Piero Bocchiaro and he re-created this classic study within the guidelines of modern ethics. These two researchers instructed “coaches” to give one of fifteen escalating hostile comments to “learners” who missed a simple logic problem. The comments began as benign feedback such as “try harder” and “not like that.” Quickly enough, however, they escalated to direct personal attacks such as, “It's absurd not to succeed in that!” and, “You really are pitiful!” The harshest of all possible comments was, “You are really the most stupid person I have ever seen!” Just as in the original Milgram study there was an experimenter on hand to be the authority figure and encourage participation. If the coach voiced reluctance to continue, the experimenter would direct them by saying, “If you stop, all we have done so far will be wasted,” or, “You have made a verbal contract to play your role fully.” Because all the coaches were university students, they had also been informed that discontinuing the experiment would result in one academic demerit point as well. In this experiment all the coaches progressed to the eleventh level of hostile feedback, but only 30 percent continued to the fifteenth, and highest, level of ridicule. Unlike Milgram, who was primarily interested in obedience, Bocchiaro and Zimbardo were concerned with disobedience. They were most interested in the 70 percent who refused to continue and—more specifically—what was happening at the exact moment they made the bold choice to quit. In follow-up interviews, the researchers found results similar to those I have discovered in my work with the Courage 50; namely, that those people who acted bravely did not see anything extraordinary about their actions. Many of the participants told the researchers that they just did “what anyone would do” or “what felt right.”

What was it that felt so right? What was it that tipped these participants over the edge from obedience to courage? The follow-up interviews revealed that there were four main categories of explanation: (1) concerns about the learner's health, (2) moral decision making (“it didn't seem fair to the learner”), (3) empathy, and (4) “situational incongruity” (“it didn't make sense to continue since he didn't want to continue”). These insights from the very moment the decision to rebel was made offer us a peek into the courageous mindset. They suggest that focusing on the other person, whether out of empathy, concern, or a desire for fairness, helped to shift the coaches from a self-interested stance to one in which they were willing to take more risks on the behalf of others. And here is one of the most important take-home messages of this entire book: courage is often about others. You may very well feel afraid for yourself, but your focus on how your actions will affect—and specifically help—other people can be just the bump that is needed to raise your courage quotient.

One of my Courage 50 is a forty-two-year-old lawyer named John D. He described to me how he was working on an important multimillion-dollar project when he caught a small item in the contract that did not seem to be morally right and he was vocal about having it removed from the business deal. The problem hinged on a single niggling word that had apparently worked itself into the contract while no one was looking: “exclusive.” The contract called for exclusive rights—from which his client would benefit disproportionately but which addressed an area in which exclusivity was seldom granted in similar business deals. John's decision to speak out was based on the same moral reasoning as that of many of the coaches in the Bocchiaro and Zimbardo experiment: a sense of fairness. The very next day he found himself called to the senior vice president's office where he was informed that his job would be in jeopardy if he continued to foment unrest about the contract. It was as if the VP were playing the part of an experimenter and insisting that “the experiment requires that you continue.” Like every social psychology study participant, John had a decision to make: continue on despite his better judgment or take a stand. He opted for the latter. “I feel I need to speak out for what's right, even if speaking will cause me to feel uncomfortable,” John told me. Explaining his position to the senior vice president did indeed make John uncomfortable. He laid out his case and was pretty sure he would lose his job at the end of his speech. When John stopped, there was a long silence as the VP stared at him across the desk. Finally, he smiled. “You've convinced me, John,” he said. “Take the exclusivity clause out of the contract.” John's courage translated to huge dollar numbers being saved by the men and women on the other side of the business deal. When I asked John what gives him the strength to speak out where others would be inclined to hold their tongues, he pointed me to these words spoken by the narrator of Nikos Kazantzakis's Zorba the Greek: “When everything goes wrong, what a joy to test your soul and see if it has endurance and courage!”

The Willingness Not to Act

Practicing courage is often not so much about taking action and being willing to act as it is about knowing when to act and when not to. When your psychological red flags go up as you cross through a dimly lit parking lot at night there is much wisdom in listening to your fear. But if you let the fear take control of you you'll never make it to your car. The trick, then, is to balance fear and courage against one another; and much about the skill of courage is understanding that fear and courage work together like a see-saw. I had this point illustrated to me recently by a veteran returning from combat operations in Iraq. Here is his story.






A Company was sent south of Baghdad to do ops with the Marines for a month in the Yusifiyah area. It is a sprawling area of canals and farms. It was also an area of high traffic for insurgents moving weapons into Baghdad. Alongside the roads there are large craters from the explosions of IEDs [improvised explosive devices]. We patrolled the area looking for people and things that appeared suspicious. Of the three platoons in A Company, the 1st and 2nd were hit by IEDs several times during that month as well as the occasional mortar volley. This gave our missions a tense atmosphere because we knew there was a very real chance of getting hit. Third platoon, mine, had yet to be hit by an IED or a mortar during the month. It wasn't for a lack of opportunity. We drove our Humvees down plenty of bottlenecks and canal roads that gave us no maneuver room and kept our speeds dangerously low. Frankly, we were easy targets with plenty of obstacles between us and any potential triggermen.

The military practices what are called “rollover drills.” There are even simulators for this on various bases. These are essentially Humvees on a pole designed to turn the vehicle upside down. This is done to train soldiers how to get out of a 13,000-pound armored Humvee while wearing seventy pounds of highly restrictive body armor and ammo pouches. It is really difficult and the rollover is a chaotic environment. You cannot strap down your weapons or ammunition, nor can you realistically wear a seat belt. As a result, if the Humvee is hit or rolls over, everything goes flying.

So, we were out late one night…. It was pitch-black and we were “in the boonies.” We were driving in “blackout,” that is, we had no lights on our rigs. Instead, we used the infrared headlights of our vehicles that lit up the road in front of us if we were wearing our night vision devices. We used monocular night vision devices that fit over one eye with a tight head strap we called the “brain buster.” That night, my helmet mounts were broken so I didn't have a working brain buster. I literally drove the Humvee with one hand while holding the night vision to my eye with the other hand until that arm got tired and then I'd switch.

One of the canals had a bridge of raised earth that we used to cross over. We crossed this “bridge” often on our Humvee during the day. What was significant about this particular crossing was that you had to be perfect in your alignment and even then only three tires of your rig would be touching the ground at a time. A minor slip to the left or right and into the canal you'd go. That night, as we turned a corner in the dark, I knew we were approaching the narrow bridge. I am very comfortable getting a Humvee where I want to get it to and yet, that night, I had a bad feeling. I was driving on little sleep, was on edge, and was using a single eye night vision device that afforded me no sense of depth. I told the radio operator to call the platoon leader and tell him that I did not want to go over the bridge. I thought I might make it, but I might not. I would have done it if I was commanded to, yet I was a Team Leader and expected to give my views honestly. There was a lot of radio chatter—including the troops making fun of me—and we turned around and headed back to base. I was easily able to shrug it off. Nobody hated me and my courage was not under question. I had shown my willingness to go into a fight with this unit. My judgment was always one of accurate assessment in the past and not posturing. So while everyone gave me a good-natured ribbing, there was no malice. Other drivers came up to me and said they had been nervous about the thought of driving over the bridge also.






One of the things I find so interesting about this soldier's story is the various ways we can look at bravery. If the platoon had made it over the bridge, we might have said, “Wow, they were really brave to attempt such a difficult and dangerous feat!” But this story illustrates the other perspective, that there is sometimes bravery in backing down, in taking a stand even though you know it will be unpopular. In these instances inaction is as powerful as action. This soldier did something that arguably, in this instance, was actually more courageous than attempting to cross the bridge.

In the end, obedience to authority robs us of the ability to engage fully in life because it interferes with our freedom of choice and action. Occasionally, as in the case of duty to family members, we gladly give up our personal freedoms. In other instances, however, it can be in everyone's best interest to act defiantly. By understanding yourself in terms of the roles you fill, and acting to ensure that these roles are courage enhancing rather than detracting, you can increase your willingness to act in intimidating circumstances. Defiance, then, need not be understood solely as bucking authority or breaking rules but rather as an approach to life that is fundamentally about taking initiative.

To Sum Up


1. Our social roles—both at work and at home—have a powerful influence on our behavior. Rather than thinking about courage as something that wells up from within an individual, we can think about courage as being naturally attached to certain roles we might choose to take on.
2. We can band together for collective action and thereby increase our individual willingness to act.
3. We are all conditioned to be obedient to authority, and this helps society work efficiently. In cases where the authority is harmful it can signal the need for courageous action.
4. One type of courageous defiance is the bravery not to act. Defiance can be seen as simply taking individual initiative, even in cases where there are accepted cultural norms or ways of behaving that would normally discourage action.



Chapter 6

Be Out of the “In Crowd”

On a cold March night in New York City in 1964, events played out that would change the way we think about our personal responsibility to others. That evening, after arriving home from work, a young woman named Kitty Genovese was attacked as she walked from her car to her apartment. She was stabbed twice and screamed for help. Although the number of people who heard the attack or her pleas for aid is debated, the New York Times article that appeared describing the event lists the tally at thirty-eight. At least two neighbors later reported that they were aware a stabbing had occurred, and at least one yelled, “Leave that woman alone.” None, however, took more direct action to intervene, and Kitty Genovese's attacker fled, changed clothing, returned, and murdered her on the back stairs of the apartment building. The entire tragedy unfolded over the course of a half an hour. It seems galling that people would not intervene in life-or-death circumstances. Genovese's story is not, unfortunately, an isolated account of bystanders failing to come to the aid of someone in need. Indeed in April of 2010, a security camera caught New Yorkers stepping over a man who, like Genovese, had been stabbed. He lay for hours on the sidewalk and later died. Typically, people are quick to explain the hesitancy to get involved with such incidents as due to the thick emotional veneer that a city like New York demands of its residents. And it is unfair to label New Yorkers as apathetic or cowardly. Certainly there are many instances of New Yorkers—as well as folks in other large cities around the world—acting in heroic ways. Why, then, didn't people move to take quick, courageous action in these highly publicized incidents? It is not because they are apathetic and not always because they are afraid. It turns out that the human psyche is constructed in such a way that all of us have the tendency to avoid action—even in dire circumstances—and even in instances when we are not afraid.

There are all sorts of insidious social dynamics that can interfere with your ability to act bravely. In the last chapter we saw how social roles affect the way we act. We also saw how placing yourself in a social role that calls for direct obedience can rob you of the will to act. In this chapter I will present three other common obstacles to courage (apart from simply being afraid to act); all of which are directly related to situational factors and two of which are conceptual cousins to the social roles and obedience we discussed in the previous chapter: (1) the propensity to mispredict how we will act in a given situation, (2) our tendency toward conformity, and (3) the bystander effect. It is these phenomena that explain the Kitty Genovese case. I am not so cruel, however, as to point out these common obstacles to courage without also leaving you with some sound and scientific advice for overcoming them.

“I Would Never Do That!” and Other Situational Fictions

For years television producers and more recently Internet video makers have been entertaining us with hidden camera programs. The basic premise behind shows such as Candid Camera is to place people in situations where their behavior seems funny or outrageous, making them the butt of a joke. For example, one of my favorite clips from the Canadian program Just for Laughs shows an attractive young woman at a sidewalk café beckoning to young males passing by on the opposite side of the street. The interactions are all the same: the young men look around in disbelief, as if asking themselves, “Is this gorgeous woman actually talking to me?” Then after the woman waves them over, each of the young men smiles broadly at his good fortune and heads across the street. It is exactly then that their view of the woman is cut off by a panel truck “conveniently” driving by at that precise moment. While she is obscured, the young woman changes places with a very old woman wearing the exact same outfit and hat. The climax of the clip comes for us, the viewers, as we get to see the young men arrive at the table to get a closer look at the object of their desire. Some frown; some laugh; some turn suddenly and walk away in embarrassment. The success of the gags portrayed in these shows hinges on two psychological factors: first, they manipulate basic social interactions by violating social norms and playing with the expectations of the “marks.” Second, they allow us, the viewers, a moment of temporary superiority as we say to ourselves, “Look at how they fooled that guy. I am glad that wasn't me.” Or in many cases, “I would not have been fooled like that.”

In fact a huge range of experiments from social psychology reveals that people commonly believe that they will not be fooled in the same way as other folks appear to be. Each of us is prone to a long list of common fallacies when it comes to thinking about how we would act relative to how others will perform. Most of us think that we are—like the kids in Lake Wobegon, Garrison Keillor's mythical hometown—all above average, despite the statistical impossibility of it. We also tend to believe that we will act more virtuously than others. And we believe—or would like to—that we are less prone to being taken in by the obvious trickery of shows like Candid Camera. A perfect example of this is found in the classic change blindness experiments conducted by Dan Simons and Dan Levin. In these studies the researchers were able to have people trade places without the person interacting with them noticing! For instance, in one study a construction worker in a yellow hard hat and a blue sweatshirt asks a passerby for directions. As the unsuspecting person explains the directions, people carrying a door cut between the passerby and the worker, and the worker quickly swaps places with another man in a yellow hard hat and a black sweatshirt. Despite the fact that the color of the shirt is different and that the worker himself is different, the passerby seems not to notice and goes right on explaining directions. This interaction was repeated a number of times with different passersby. Although we would all like to believe that we would not be so easily taken in, the research points to a different conclusion. Interestingly, we all approach our daily lives as if we were able to catch virtually every detail on our attentional horizon and remember it later. This naïveté leads us to overconfidence in some cases and to being downright wrong in others.

One of the most common errors of this type that we all tend to make is the propensity to underestimate the role that situations play in our behavior. Most of us have an intuitive sense that we have traits, relatively stable skills, preferences, and emotional patterns. If I ask you, for instance, if you think you would like a peanut butter sandwich tomorrow, you can give me an answer based on your enduring tastes in food. Similarly, if I ask you if you think that you will yell at your spouse tomorrow, you can make a pretty good prediction based on an intuitive gauge of the extent to which you are “a yeller.” When considering our own behavior, we think that we act because of who we are, and tend to undervalue external influences on our behavior. We easily overlook, for example, that we laugh at sitcoms in part because the canned laughter of a laugh track is contagious. We forget that we naturally tailor our language to the people who are in the room with us. In the case of courage we often miss the possibility that we could have acted in many other ways.

This tendency is what fuels the courage blindness that I discovered in my research with the Courage 50. As you may remember from the first chapter, the highly courageous people with whom I spoke felt that their behavior was immediate, automatic, and determined by a sense of what is right. At the close of that first chapter I presented the story of Laurie Klein, who saved her friend's life after a biking accident. Laurie jumped off a cliff to pull her unconscious friend from a river, breaking several of her own bones in the process. She told me, “I did what anyone would have done.” The interesting thing about this statement, apart from the fact that not everyone would have done what Laurie did, is that Laurie herself might not have made the heroic leap had the situation been even slightly different. If, for example, there had been a car passing at that exact moment, Laurie might have chosen to coordinate rescue efforts with the driver, perhaps instructing him or her to call for help. It could be that this hypothetical delay would have been all that was required for Laurie to rethink jumping off the cliff, and she might have tried to find a more cautious path to the river. In the end Laurie acted based on the circumstances of the moment, but she might have acted differently under other circumstances, such as changes in the height of the cliff, in the depth and swiftness of the river, in the presence of bystanders, or in the fact that she already had an elevated heartbeat from her bike ride. To put it another way, our leanings toward or away from courage are in part the product of personality but are also to a large measure the products of situational influences. This means that being aware of situational factors, and even having the ability to imagine alternative factors, can directly influence your willingness to act.

Conformity and Obedience as Enemies to Action

Conformity is a specific type of obedience in which a person lays aside his or her personal opinions, thoughts, and sometimes even morals to fit in better with a group. Conformity happens because humans are primates—social creatures—with an intense need to be accepted by others. This is the reason why people change their dress, their hair, or the way they speak when they fall in with a new group of friends. It is the reason why teenagers experiment with different ways of behaving as they flit from one social group to another. The psychologists Isabelle Bauer and Roy Baumeister conducted a series of studies on the need to belong. In them they asked participants to take a personality test and then presented fake feedback reports. Some of these pieces of fake feedback said, “You're the type of person who will end up alone in life.” People who received this feedback subsequently did worse on all sorts of tasks, including intelligence tests! That is, people who were told they would be lonely in life suddenly couldn't think straight and attempted fewer questions than their peers on tests, got more answers wrong, and got fewer right. Bauer and Baumeister found this same pattern of findings in sample after sample, using all sorts of different tests of knowledge and intelligence. We are all sensitive to the opinions of the people with whom we interact, and there is an intuitive directive not to rock the boat where groups are concerned. If you don't believe me, try suggesting that people sing the alphabet instead of “Happy Birthday” at the next birthday celebration you attend. You will quickly be censured and the others in the group will move on with their own way of doing things, mentally noting that you are strange and perhaps to be avoided. Conformity is central to how we live our lives and has certainly come under the purview of psychological researchers.

Another instance of a famous set of experiments in the history of psychology was the conformity experiments by Solomon Asch. In the mid-1950s, Asch wanted to investigate the effects of social pressure. He was interested in the reasons why people feel compelled to go against their own nature in order to fit in with a group. To test conformity Asch invited his subjects to participate in what he told them was a study of “perceptual judgment.” He brought together eight participants at a time—seven of whom were confederates working in league with Asch—and had them choose which of three separate lines of varying lengths matched a line represented on a card. The task wasn't difficult—in each case one of the lines was clearly a better match than the other two. The tricky thing Asch did was this: he instructed the eight participants to say their answer out loud, one at a time. The first young man might say, for example, “line number three,” and then the second young man would say “line number three,” and so it would go down the row until it came to the unsuspecting youth who was the real subject of the experiment. He could clearly see that the answer was line number three—and so voiced agreement with the others. On the third round of the experiment things changed a bit. The first participant said “line number two,” even though line number two was obviously the wrong answer. Then the second participant also said “line number two;” again despite evidence to the contrary. The unsuspecting research participant would furrow his brow, shake his head, and take a closer look at the lines. No, number two was definitely not the correct answer. But then there were participants saying “line number two” one after the other. When it came around to our poor subject, he would shrug and agree: “line number two.” Our need to fit in is so powerful that we are willing to act like others even if our heart tells us it is wrong to do so. In fact this social influence is so powerful that 76 percent of the research participants conformed on at least one round of the line task. When all the rounds were averaged together, people conformed to the group and gave the wrong answer about a third of the time, despite the fact that the correct answer was as plain as day.

Conformity, as it plays out in the Asch experiments, is a major obstacle to courage because it interferes with our willingness to act. We put initiative on the back burner and go with the flow. People feel the tug of bravery on their hearts… They know the right thing to say or do and they desperately want to do it. And yet, the crushing power of social influence extinguishes their best impulses and leaves them weak, simply going along with the crowd. I am not criticizing others; this happens to all of us. We allow our personal sense of identity to get washed away and replaced by the collective personality of the group. In psychology there is even a term for this lack of identifying with yourself and losing your sense of self in a group: deindividuation. Deindividuation happens when people get swept up in a group activity and they lose their personal inhibitions. Deindividuated people are more likely to commit crimes than they would be if they were alone and acting as individuals. This is the reason in part that groups of protestors or mobs are more prone than individuals to vandalism and other forms of property violence. People who would normally be inclined to respect a shop owner's window can get caught up in the frenzy of the crowd and find themselves throwing a brick through the glass.

A simple illustration of this phenomenon can be seen in a classic study that was conducted in, of all places, my very own house when I was a small child. My father, a research psychologist, was interested in deindividuation in the mid-1970s. He thought that Halloween would be an ideal time to test the effects of losing one's identity, because so many people are wearing masks or are otherwise disguised. Although the children who trick-or-treat are not necessarily part of a mob, they are similar in that they have to some degree shed their sense of identity in favor of whatever costume they are wearing. My father and his colleagues were curious to see what effects this would have on the children. Nearly four hundred young trick-or-treaters showed up to one or another of the eighteen houses in which the study was being conducted. At some houses the researchers wanted the children to be anonymous, but at others they wanted the children to be more self-conscious so they explicitly asked each child's name and address and repeated it back to him or her. Then in all the houses the grown-up answering the door led the children to a huge bowl of candy. “You may take one piece” the adult explained, “but I have to go into the other room and get back to my work.” Then the children were left alone to take candy as they pleased. The hypothesis that kids who were reminded of their own name and address would be more likely to conform to the rule and take only a single piece of candy was confirmed by hidden research assistants who tallied the pilfered sweets. Those children in the “anonymous condition” were more likely to grab extra pieces. In an extra test of deindividuation the researchers placed a mirror behind some candy bowls, with the assumption—based on prior research—that a mirror makes a person more self-conscious and will to some degree counter the effects of deindividuation. As you might guess, kids who were confronted by their own image in the mirror were less likely to take extra candy, although even in this instance the anonymous children were more likely to break the rule than were those who had given their names.

This has direct relevance for our willingness to act because it hints at the power of being reminded of ourselves as a way of overcoming the conformity that might inhibit us from acting courageously. Some people describe this through the old image of an angel sitting on one's shoulder, encouraging right action. Some of my clients have resisted the urge to conform and engage in negative behavior by thinking about “what my mother would say if she saw me,” or, “what I would think of myself the next day if I went along and did this.” Each of these is a case of the headily named process known as meta-cognition. Meta-cognition, in everyday terms, means “thinking about thinking.” It occurs in those moments when you take a step back and reflect, saying to yourself, “Wait a minute! What I am doing?” A common meta-cognitive technique for people discussing a problem is to shift their awareness by shifting their point of view. A team at work discussing how to overcome a problem with a supplier, for instance, might stop and say, “If someone was observing us from another room, what might they notice?” This helps shift the team from the current flow of their conversation and into more awareness about their process. They might notice, for example, that they are all talking at once or that they are all coming up with only one type of solution. Interestingly, a simple mirror does much the same work. It jolts people into a state where they are more aware of their own actions. It would be interesting to test whether or not people would be as likely to conform in Asch's experiment if they were sitting in front of a mirror. From what we know of deindividuation and conformity, the evidence points to the conclusion that a mirror would help people resist the tug of social pressure and act more authentically and ultimately more boldly.

So what is the metaphorical mirror in your life that will help you remember yourself and act in the brave ways you would prefer? What is it that acts as a symbolic reminder to you of who you truly are or what you hold dear? Thinking of this symbol or having it with you during times in which you are likely to capitulate to the will of others can be just the thing to help you resist. As I discussed in Chapter Four, having a talisman can help people feel more confident in facing the unknown, and having a mirror of some sort can act in much in the same way. It could be that you keep a reflective piece of foil in your wallet or a photo of yourself to remind yourself that you are you and not just a member of a crowd. If this advice sounds overly simplistic, then take a look at some research employing similar mental games quite effectively. You might have heard of the “marshmallow studies,” conducted by Walter Mischel and Nancy Baker at Stanford University. Mischel set a plate of delicious marshmallows in front of each young child who was part of the research. Working with each child individually, he instructed the child to either eat one marshmallow, or if the child could wait only fifteen minutes while Mischel went to work in the next room, the child could have two treats when he returned. After he left the kids really struggled to delay their gratification. Some covered their eyes; some stared at the plate of desserts; others sang songs. Whether or not the kids could control their impulses for fifteen minutes turned out to have surprising predictive power for their success later in life. On follow-up during their high school years, for example, the children who could hold out for fifteen minutes ended up scoring 210 points higher on average on college entrance exams. Even at the time of the experiment, it seemed important to Mischel to teach the children techniques for increasing their own willpower. One suggestion he made was to get kids to imagine that the marshmallows were clouds instead of candies. This suggestion by itself was successful in helping more children delay gratification longer. It might seem silly to pretend one thing is another—or to carry a piece of reflective foil in your wallet to remind yourself of who you are and what you believe in—but that does not mean that it is not also terribly effective. Be bold; give it a shot!

The Bystander Effect

The last of the common obstacles that interferes with courage is the bystander effect. It is the bystander effect that accounts for the counterintuitive finding that the more people put in charge of a task the less likely it is to get done. This explains the mountains of dishes you can commonly see in shared apartments of college students. Everyone knows that he or she has personal responsibility to clean the kitchen, but everyone also assumes someone else will get to it. Perhaps this has even happened to you. You turn to your spouse and say, “Did you take the garbage out to the street last night?” and your spouse says, “I thought you were going to do it!” To which, inevitably, you reply, “I thought you were going to do it!” The problem with making everyone responsible is that no one is certain who will take a leadership role. It is almost the same as it would be if no one were in charge. This is one of the factors that played into the terrible case of Kitty Genovese. Ironically, the more people who heard her cries for help, the less likely it was that someone would intervene. It is just too easy to slip into the assumption that “someone else will take care of it.” In fact, this bystander phenomenon, as it is also called, is so well known now that when people are taught how to respond to an emergency, they are instructed to point to a specific person and say, “You! Call emergency services!” rather than, “Someone call emergency services.”

Psychologists have researched the bystander effect and discovered many things. In study after study researchers re-created scenarios, such as a student having a seizure and begging for help, only to watch as onlookers were sluggish to offer aid, if they did so at all. These types of experiments have been recently re-created in television shows such as What Would You Do? that use hidden cameras to record people's real-life reactions to all sorts of situations. In one, for example, an attractive young woman (actually an actor) is harassed by a group of construction workers (also actors) while standing in line to buy food. Many of the other patrons ignore the harassment despite the woman's yelling, “Leave me alone!” to the intrusive men. We would all like to believe that we would rush to a young person's aid and not ignore her troubles, but these shows present evidence to the contrary. Take heart: every once in a while a person does intervene. Fortunately, social psychologists have identified factors that separate those who act from those who don't. There are five simple steps—quick mental decisions—that people take en route to helping strangers.

First, a person has to notice the event itself. People often do not stop to help because they are distracted or in a hurry. Observing that there is a problem, then, is a precursor to fixing it. Second, the bystander has to see that the situation is urgent. A person lying on the ground having a seizure will appear more like an emergency than a woman who is being harassed by a small group of young men. Although the latter situation is distasteful and uncomfortable, bystanders might believe that the woman is in no real danger and is likely to vacate the area with no further complications. The third factor important to lending aid is assuming personal responsibility, making a mental decision that “I am the one to step in here.” Fourth, a person has to know what type of aid should be offered. If you come across someone sitting on the sidewalk and he tells you, “I'm not sure, but I think I was just stung by a scorpion,” it would be difficult to know what to do. You probably don't have much experience with scorpion stings and wouldn't know how to treat them. You probably don't even know the phone number for poison control or for a person who could likely advise you. In the end your uncertainty leaves you with the dramatic option of calling emergency services or doing nothing. Bystanders who know exactly what to do are far more likely to intervene. My sister Mary Beth is trained as a first responder, and one day when she passed a capsized semi-truck on the freeway, she immediately pulled over to lend a hand. Rather than offering some feeble half gesture, she knew exactly what to do to provide aid to the driver. The final element in helping is the most important: reaching the decision to act. Returning to the example of the harassing construction workers, you might really, really want to intervene on the woman's behalf but judge the risk of being beaten by a group of strong manual laborers too much to endure. You might judge the woman's discomfort to be less of a burden than your own impending hospitalization. But bystanders who intervene tend to judge the accompanying risks as worth bearing and so are more likely to jump into the fray.

five mental steps to lending aid
1. Notice an event
2. Understand that the event is urgent
3. Assume responsibility
4. Know what type of aid to deliver
5. Decide to act


It could be that simply thinking about courage as a series of small decisions will, itself, boost your willingness to act. We do not have data on this yet, but we do know that chunking, breaking down large, overwhelming projects into smaller bits, can make these projects seem more manageable and boost motivation. No one wants to write an entire book, for example, but few people would take issue with writing a chapter or a page. Complete enough of these small units and the whole project is suddenly complete. Here I am reminded of a story that my friend Jean Timsit told me. Timsit was admitted to a hospital in France for surgery, and afterward refused the painkilling medication. I was shocked when he told me this and inquired how he could endure the long, painful period of healing. “I did not have to endure a long period,” he said with his trademark nonchalance, “I only had to endure each moment at a time.”

Out with the In-Crowd

It is tempting to want to belong to a group. People are primates after all, and a sense of connection is important to a personal sense of security and well-being. We often take our cues about how to act and behave from other people and are equally reluctant to violate social norms or engage in other activities that would disconnect us from our fellow humans. The downside to this tendency of course is that very fine individuals sometimes sacrifice their personal goals, values, and moral sense of outrage in order to be part of the collective in-crowd. We shouldn't blame anyone for this—we are all victims of the same psychological architecture that leads to conformity—but where courage is concerned, we should throw up our arms in protest. The costs of undeviating conformity far outweigh the benefits of fitting in. It is in fact those who chose to be nonconformists at key times who have been largely responsible for technological innovations, scientific breakthroughs, positive social change, and artistic productions that benefit all societies. Nowhere is the call to action more pronounced than in the case of the individual who needs help, such as Kitty Genovese. Courage always matters to the single individual who benefits from it.

To Sum Up


1. Situations have a powerful impact on our thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. We tend to dramatically overestimate our own will and underestimate the power of situations on our actions.
2. Because courageous action is sometimes automatic and so appropriate to the situation, we can be blind to the fact that it is a choice and is extraordinary.
3. Because we are social animals we want to fit in with groups and be accepted by others. This leads us to conform, which can be an obstacle to courageous action. Having a metaphorical mirror through which you can see your own reflection can make you aware of your conformity and can set the stage for using your willpower to overcome it when necessary.
4. The bystander effect in which whole groups fail to take responsibility for a problem is another obstacle to brave action. In these types of situations a five-part mental process can lead to lending aid to others: notice an event, understand that the event is urgent, assume responsibility, know what type of aid to deliver, and decide to act.



Chapter 7

Be Willing to Fail

Everyone, without exception, wants to feel a bit of success in life. We all are compelled to action by hearing the siren call of success. Conversely, most of us find our resolve fails when we are haunted by the specter of failure. Failures large and small, looming disproportionately large on our mental horizon, are among the most common thieves of courage. By accepting, and even actively embracing, the possibility of failure, you can boost your willingness to act and increase your overall courage quotient.

Success

When I teach positive psychology at Portland State University, I kick off the class with a lecture on “success.” Interestingly, this topic really riles up the students, who can sometimes be complacent or downright bored by narrower academic topics like “using item response theory in cross-cultural research comparisons.” Yes, success perks them right up and actually angers some of them. I open the class by showing slides of various people and ask the students to silently make a judgment—just a general thumbs up or down—about whether they consider the person successful. I show Bill Gates and Mother Teresa, Saddam Hussein, and the comic book hero Superman, among others. Although some of my students strongly resist “judging” others, I should say that I am not asking anyone to comment on the celebrities' fundamental human worth. I simply am curious whether success is completely a subjective phenomenon that boils down to individual opinion or whether there is a collective understanding of success. It should come as no surprise that there is a shared understanding: each term in our class of one hundred we find far more agreement than disagreement about whether a public figure is successful. People largely agree, for instance, that Bill Gates can be considered a success, especially if we focus on business or financial or humanitarian success. Virtually everyone agrees on the success of Mother Teresa. Although she might have economic achievements on a smaller scale than the founder of Microsoft, she is often held up as a paragon of moral success. When we arrive at the example of Saddam Hussein the students—about 80 percent of whom are American citizens—are a bit more divided. On the one hand are those who, albeit reluctantly, admit that he was a longtime leader of a nation and was fairly effective in that role, which are really huge achievements. On the other hand are those who argue that his methods were tyrannical and thus his ethical poverty serves to undermine his achievements. In the end we learn that there is widespread but not total agreement about whether we can recognize success in others and that there are multiple types of success: it can be measured in terms of monetary wealth, moral stature, achievement in a field, fame, and so forth. Success is a ubiquitous enough prize that virtually everyone sets personal goals and evaluates his or her own progress by means of a mental yardstick that can only be described as pursuing success.

The unspoken flip side of success, of course, is failure. Failure is a much more elusive beast than is success. Failing, at its core, simply means not achieving a desired goal. Failure can come in small doses, as in the case when we miss a flight, or it can arrive supersized, as in the case when a person wrecks a car because he was driving drunk. Failure can be fleeting, such as when we lose a hand of poker in a friendly Friday night game, or it can be pervasive, such as when a person must close down her business because it is no longer financially viable. Regardless of the form it comes in, failure carries with it a psychological sting. There are few if any people who revel in the feeling of failure. It can be embarrassing, shameful, disappointing, crushing, and humiliating. As social creatures we are especially sensitive to public failures and feel the extra emotional reddening that comes with the knowledge that others have borne witness to our shortcomings. Failure also erodes self-confidence, which in turn is associated with psychological problems such as a lack of self-esteem and the inability to concentrate. These emotional problems become compounded as failures mount. Although you don't actually need to be told this, I feel compelled to mention that researchers have discovered that chronic failure is associated with a lack of eagerness, engagement, commitment, and interest. Because of these many negative emotions associated with failure, people are often paralyzed by the prospect of letting themselves or others down. It is precisely here that failure is so relevant to courage: fear of failure interferes with our willingness to act.

Where the courage quotient is concerned it is instructive to realize that not everyone reacts to failure, or even the prospect of failure, in the same way. Some people—as I have mentioned and as we have all seen—allow failure to overshadow their lives, restricting their decisions and leaving them embarrassed, timid, or withdrawn. Other people appear to take failure in stride and are able to move beyond it after experiencing its temporary psychological sting. Thomas Edison famously said, recalling countless problematic attempts to create a working light bulb, “I failed my way to success.” Winston Churchill too might be among the resilient. He once said, “Success consists of going from failure to failure without the loss of enthusiasm.” Apparently the ability to reframe failure as part of a larger process—learning, say—is instrumental in being able to cope with it. The Academy Award–nominated documentarian Adrian Belic (Genghis Blues) has articulated this exact point to me perfectly. “There are no successes and failures” according to Belic, “there are only successes and opportunities. When I make a movie I shoot hundreds of hours, each of which has the potential to make the final cut. Most will not. The film that winds up on the cutting room floor shouldn't be seen as failures though. Each frame was an important part of the overall process, even those that did not ultimately get used.”

Goals: Making Progress or Being Derailed by Fears

One of the mental carrots that urges all people forward in life—that leads to a willingness to act—is having personally meaningful goals. One of the findings that emerges time and again from psychological studies is that having goals is not just important for healthy functioning but vital to it. Having goals of all sizes helps people to organize their time, to make decisions, to prioritize resources, to measure life progress, to learn new skills, and to develop a sense of meaning. In fact researchers have found that having and making progress toward personally relevant goals is heavily associated with happiness. In short, people would rather live a goal-directed life than be listless. This is not to say of course that every moment needs to be scheduled or that there is no room for play and fun. Indeed, even recreational goals are goals! Another finding from research is the idea that committing to goals makes it more likely that we will succeed in accomplishing those very same goals. Heavy commitment translates to increased perseverance, more effort, and other factors that enhance our overall chances of success. Interestingly, this same heavy investment of emotional, psychological, and other resources can also make us anxious, principally because we then stand to lose more in the event of failure.

It is fear of failure that often holds us back from taking action. Psychologists Eva Pomerantz, Jill Saxon, and Shigehiro Oishi studied the emotional reactions of heavy investment in a personal goal. They noticed that some folks committed to a goal and then felt anxious, whereas others committed to their goals and ended up feeling jazzed. What separates these two groups of people? Is it simply that one group is neurotic and prone to worry? Pomerantz and her colleagues found the answer by looking at where people focus their attention. The members of the happy group tended to focus on goal progress, those incremental steps toward success. The members of the worried group tended to focus on “the impact of failure.” That is, they got hung up on all the terrible things that would happen if they failed in their goal. Consider the analogy of being lost in the woods. If you are able to focus on your incremental achievements—locating a stream, building a shelter, moving closer to where you believe there might be a road—you are likely to feel relatively hopeful. However, if you dwell on the fact that you could starve, be attacked by an animal, or die of exposure to the elements, you are likely to be overwhelmed with fear. In the end your emotional reaction is the product of where you focus your attention, on potential progress, or on potential peril. Where courage is concerned this can mean the difference between experiencing a spike in fear or a renewed sense of commitment to move forward.
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Boost Your Courage Quotient by Accepting Failure

Herein lies the first courage intervention related to failure: accept it. We modern people have fallen in love with the idea that we are in control of our lives, and this worldview gives rise to an impulse to resist failure, to fight against the very notion of it. But just like the modern trend to defy age, the battle against failure is a lost cause. Failure is inevitable. We all experience it, in forms large and small. It is in your past and it is in your future. People with a high courage quotient understand that failure is a risk much of the time and unavoidable some of the time. Rather than trying to tiptoe around failure, they simply accept it as part of the process of success. Failure is a fantastic learning opportunity. Think of every time you have made a mistake and said to yourself, “Well, I will never do that again!” A single instance of failure can serve as a powerful lifelong course correction. Failure also helps us regroup mentally and improve our skills and strategy so that later attempts at goals might be more successful. Where your courage quotient is concerned, here is the tricky part: you do not have to accept that failure feels good, just that it is inevitable and often beneficial. Accepting failure is not synonymous with actively pursuing failure or enjoying failure when it crashes down upon you. The trick is to acknowledge both the positive and the negative aspects of failure. You can tell yourself, “This does not feel good and I am very disappointed with myself,” on the one hand, even as on the other you reassure yourself by saying, “This is also a growth opportunity for me. I will learn from this temporary experience and move on.”

How You Approach Failure Matters

Accepting failure is easier said than done, and we need look no further for proof of this than the degree of creativity people employ to cope with the prospect of failing. You might think that what people do to avoid failing can be boiled down to attempts at success, but you'd be wrong. The human mind is a tricky companion, and people find ways to deal with the prospect of failure that have nothing to do with success whatsoever. Perhaps the most common of these strategies is known as self-handicapping. Self-handicapping is creating a condition that will explain or excuse a potential failure. A student who stays up all night studying for a final exam might be able to pawn off poor performance as due to a lack of sleep. This mental chicanery is certainly an easier pill to swallow than blaming yourself. When given the choice, people will opt to blame circumstances over themselves. Poor performers at work, for example, can easily point to incompetent bosses, unrealistic deadlines, and the economy rather than expose their own weaknesses and failures. Self-handicapping serves as a psychological preemptive strike that helps to protect our high sense of self-esteem. Interestingly, people at times actually place themselves in disadvantaged conditions with the foresight that these will make a handy excuse down the road. Jet lag, late nights, prior obligations, and other factors well within individual control make for convenient explanations for poor performance. Where courage is concerned, self-handicapping is a particularly interesting device because it does indeed boost people's willingness to move forward. It can therefore be argued that in some ways self-handicapping is a strategy that can enhance your courage quotient. Unfortunately, as I've just described, handicapping yourself tends to lead to poor performance and failure. As such, self-handicapping is not the healthiest psychological approach to failure, and it undermines the moral element of courage.

Another favorite coping mechanism is called defensive pessimism. Defensive pessimism is the mental act of setting extremely low expectations for the future, a tactic that basically prepares people for failure. Consider the case of a client of mine who is a professional musician. As some people do, my client tends toward negative thinking and has a habit of beating up on himself. Despite his success at work he continually struggles with self-doubt. We worked together to loosen up his creativity and generate ideas for a new album. Even as the ideas tumbled forth onto the page and into the strings of his guitar, I frequently heard him saying such things as, “this song probably won't work out anyway,” and, “people probably won't like this particular song much.” This is defensive pessimism at work: by predicting failure you won't be surprised when it comes, and you will be delighted on the off chance that you are successful. Where courage is concerned, defensive pessimism is a dead end. It typically deenergizes people and holds them back from the enthusiastic and automatic responding we often associate with bravery. Just image a mountain rescue worker who took this attitude: “I suppose I'll climb up to the peak, although I don't see much point in it. The chance we will find the lost climbers is very small, and I predict that they have likely been hit by an avalanche or died from hypothermia.” This is exactly the opposite of the outlook that is required for rescue work. Emergency personnel need to have robust mindsets that cling feverishly to even a slim chance of success. It is this optimism that helps them persevere and gives them the energy they need to face danger.

The final common coping strategy that helps people deal with the looming specter of failure is procrastination. We are all familiar with the notion of putting off overwhelming or unenjoyable work. Procrastination allows us to avoid failure by not even trying to succeed or by delaying the attempt for as long as possible. Again, procrastination runs directly counter to courage. It is far more related to succumbing to the fear of success than it is to managing that fear or boosting the personal capacity to act. Time and again I have seen my university students—many of them bright and hardworking—fall to the crush of procrastination. Interestingly, procrastination can be related to self-handicapping. Put off a task long enough and you create a handicapped condition in which you cannot possibly expect high performance or success because the time for the work is simply inadequate.

Although these are all common ways that people from all walks of life deal with the shadow of failure, there is a more courageous possibility. You will notice that self-handicapping, defensive pessimism, and procrastination have something in common: a fear of failure. In psychological terms this is called a prevention orientation. Prevention is primarily about psychological security. Parents who dissuade their children from climbing a tree because of the possibility of scrapes or broken bones are coming at life from a prevention focus. The alternative to prevention—mentally speaking—is promotion. A promotion orientation to life is principally concerned with advancement, growth, and accomplishment. To return to our tree-climbing example, parents who encourage their kids to scale the limbs are likely thinking of the self-confidence, change of perspective, and fun that can be had. Mind you, neither set of parents loves their child more than the other or is more concerned for their child's well-being. It is just that one type of parent has an attentional focus on what could go right and the other on what could go wrong.

Boost Your Courage Quotient by Switching to a Promotion Focus

Changing your frame of mind will affect your ability to confront self-doubt and uncertainty. Many people believe that having either a prevention or a promotion orientation is basically a matter of personality. Some folks are just naturally on the lookout for trouble, the theory goes, whereas others are biologically set to be happy-go-lucky. It would seem that those lucky winners of the genetic crapshoot who are promotion focused would have an easier time with courage and be more willing to act in the face of uncertainty. Research in personality has confirmed this view, but only up to a point. Prevention and promotion orientations are not simply the products of personality traits. They also arise from what psychologists call temporary accessibility. This means that situational factors, rather than inborn personality, influence whether you are pointed toward prevention or promotion in any given circumstance.

Psychologist E. Tory Higgins and his colleagues have conducted a range of studies that offer evidence that people can adopt a promotion focus and that this focus is associated with increased motivation and success at tasks. In one simple demonstration of this, described in a 1997 article by James Shah, E. Tory Higgins, and Ronald Friedman, the Higgins team had research participants play a word-scramble game. In one of the study conditions the participants were told that they would receive extra money if they solved a high percentage of the puzzles but only the normal amount offered otherwise. Participants in a second study condition were given a different mandate: they were told that they would receive a flat sum but that money would be deducted for errors. In essence one group was playing a game that was framed as either “gaining or not gaining” money whereas the other group's game focused on “not losing or losing” money. Just this framing of the game had a dramatic effect on performance: the individuals who were given the focus on gaining performed better.

Taking these findings out of the laboratory and placing them in real life is no more difficult than intervening in the goal-setting stage. When you go about setting a personal goal for yourself, make certain you understand the angle from which you view it. Take the time to establish a promotion focus—the approach more likely to boost both your courage quotient and your performance—by listing, actually listing, the growth and advancement potential of the goal. Distract yourself from the downside risks, from anchoring in a mental safe harbor, and remind yourself what is to be gained by taking a brave step forward. Of all the advice in this book this piece might sound the most straightforward and intuitive. Surprisingly, many people fall into the trap of avoiding negatives instead of striving for gains. The difference between success and failure at this particular task, I have often found with my clients, is the willingness to actually pull out a piece of paper, jot down notes concerning the growth potential of the goal, and refer back to it in times when your courage falters.

Running Toward, Not Away from, Failure

Up until this point I have discussed failure much as I might talk about a live hand grenade. It is ominous, potentially awful, and must be handled with extreme care. But what if, unlike an explosive device, failure were something we should run toward, not away from? This might sound counterintuitive, but the research evidence points to the surprising technique of intentionally failing as having some hidden upsides. In fact researchers Charles Carver and Michael Scheier argue that giving up is a human strength! We all know that perseverance, tenacity, hard work, and commitment are virtues. This is exactly why people will take pains to avoid giving up or being seen as quitters. A friend of mine recently built a wooden kayak by hand in his garage. It was a difficult and complex undertaking that required precision, detail orientation, planning, and an enormous time commitment. About halfway through the project he realized that—from a personality standpoint—he was not necessarily detail oriented, precise, or planful. His early enthusiasm collapsed into occasional stabs at construction. Over time he began to feel badly about the project. If he stopped midway, he confided to me, he would feel like a failure for not completing the project. The prospect of abandoning the kayak loomed as a failure of character, a lack of ability to follow through. Carver and Scheier come to the rescue by suggesting that there are essentially two ways to give up. The first is to give up effort and the second is to give up the goal. The predicament that people, like my friend with the kayak, often find themselves in is that they are reluctant to give up the goal (be a quitter) and so they slack on effort instead. This is a no-win proposition as it leaves people stuck: unable to move forward adequately toward completion but also never able to disengage from the hopeless task.

Giving Up the Goal

Perhaps the most threatening aspect of having a goal for most people—apart from the obvious prospect of trying and failing—is having to give up the goal itself. Abandoning a goal may often be wise. We may do so because our progress isn't sufficient, our circumstances have changed, or the goal is no longer relevant, or for a whole host of other reasons. Rarely does giving up a goal feel good. We are quick to mourn the loss of sunk costs. When looked at another way, however, giving up a goal is a form of initiative. Although most of us view giving up as a form of failure, it is actually directly related to being willing to act—and therefore is an important part of the courage quotient.

What about the idea of giving up the goal as a whole rather than giving up effort? This choice is generally more threatening to people, as my friend articulated. Unimportant goals are comparatively easy to disengage from. Large undertakings, like building a kayak or opening a business, are more difficult to jump ship from because it would mean a major disruption in the sense of self. The trick, then, is to consider ways to give up even important goals without causing the kind of emotional pain and psychological hardship that would activate fear and inhibit courage. Carver and Scheier recommend evaluating personal goals in terms of their underlying values. For example, in the mind of my friend who built the kayak—half a kayak if the truth be told—the project was about creating something, working with his hands, and fulfilling a fundamental need to learn some of the skills of a craftsman. Then, once a person has identified the core values that each goal represents, he is free to consider alternative paths to achieving those values. Returning to the example of the kayak, which to this day sits half-completed and derelict in my friend's garage, my friend can easily find alternative ways to enact the values he sought. It turns out that building kayak was too big an undertaking but that taking up pottery or building a small fence might meet his needs just as well, with less time and effort involved. To be clear: the idea of giving up a goal is threatening, but understanding that there are multiple pathways to living your most cherished values can soften the blow and instill you with the courage to move forward. Rather than continuing to spin your wheels with half-hearted effort, you can actively pursue failure in the form of giving up your goal entirely, so long as you replace it with a goal of equal value! It is much like the action of the film hero Indiana Jones—himself a paragon of courage—in swapping a bag of sand for an equally heavy golden statue. So long as the psychological weight of both your goals is the same, you can replace the sandbags of your life with much shinier and more valuable pursuits.

Building Failure into Your Performance

There is one final way to boost your courage quotient by eagerly embracing failure: build failure into your performance. Earlier I recommended accepting failure as an inevitable part of life. Here I take that advice one radical step further by suggesting that you fail on purpose! This moves from accepting the inevitability of failure to actively including failure in your performance. It is much like the advice that is often given to aspiring jugglers: begin by throwing all the balls on the ground. This gets the failure out of the way early on and prepares the juggling students for what is to come: a lot of time spent bending over and picking up balls they have dropped. In other words, the missed throws and catches are reframed as part of the basic process through which juggling is learned. Although we can easily understand the example of juggling, which is a fairly low-stakes endeavor (not much bad happens if one doesn't juggle well), it may be harder to picture this advice being applicable—let alone wise—in the real world of work and relationships.

A compelling study by Harvard psychologist Ellen Langer (discussed in Todd Kashdan's book Curious?) addresses exactly this point. Langer argues that people avoid taking courageous action because they are afraid of making mistakes, which can be socially embarrassing and personally threatening. Worrying about these mistakes, according to Langer, prevents us from taking risks and from being creative. In short, the potential sting of mistakes can prevent us from living the lives we want. Langer investigated the fear of mistakes using a classic fear-inducing paradigm: public speaking. Many if not most people feel some anxiety at the idea of standing in front of a group and giving a presentation. Langer placed her research participants into one of three separate study conditions. The first was a “mistakes are bad” condition, in which participants were warned not to make a mistake during their presentations. The second was a “forgiveness” condition, in which they were instructed to purposefully make a mistake and reassured that such mistakes were OK. The final condition was a “novelty” condition, in which the participants were instructed to purposefully make a mistake and then incorporate such mistakes into the presentation itself. After completing their public presentations the participants in the novelty condition reported being more comfortable while on stage and gave their own performances a better rating than members of the other two conditions did. Not only that, but the audience judged the presenters in the novelty condition as being more intelligent and effective.

What I love about this study is Langer's deft handling of the distinction between the forgiveness and novelty conditions. Consider: in both cases presenters were asked to intentionally make a mistake. Those in the forgiveness group were primed to think that mistakes were problems but that they were forgivable problems. Their counterparts in the novelty group were primed to think that mistakes were part of the script, a fun opportunity for improvisation, and a freely acceptable part of the public speaking process. Where your own courage quotient is concerned this is a tall order. Even though it is interesting—perhaps even inspiring—to read about the research results at Harvard, it is much harder to commit to making small flubs and incorporating them into your work.

I tried this recently as an experiment in my own professional life. I regularly give presentations to groups as large as three thousand people. Even here, where the professional stakes are high, I mustered the courage to force myself into a mistake. It was during a three-hour workshop I gave to a group of about one hundred human resource managers in Singapore. They were a smart, skilled, professional group and I wanted desperately to perform well in front of them. Like so many people who suffer from a fear of public speaking, I found myself tossing and turning in my hotel bed that night, watching the digital clock ticking off the small hours of the night. Finally, I made the decision to get up and work on my presentation. I thought that if I could just make a few adjustments to the jokes, the pacing, and the language it would be perfect. And then I remembered Langer's study. What if, I thought, I inserted some mistakes instead? What if I treated these small, intentional blunders like a private game? I decided to pull two PowerPoint slides out of order in the lineup of the slide show and then I dropped them back in randomly, but relatively near to their original position. Without bothering to learn their new locations, I shut my computer and went back to bed.

The next morning I arrived at the presentation with some small amount of anxiety. Just because I felt a small spike in fear does not mean that I did not also feel a corresponding spike in my willingness to act. In fact even as I was concerned about my performance, I was eager to get started. When I took the podium at last I just started speaking, off the cuff, allowing myself to introduce new and untested ideas, to connect with the audience in the moment, and to revel in the uncertainty of it all. When the misplaced slides arrived, I smiled to myself and integrated them into the presentation. Not only did the workshop go well, but my experiment actually allowed me the creative license to test new material, which resulted in the publication of a new academic article and being hired for an additional workshop! The take-home message here for you, and for your courage quotient, is to not treat mistakes as though they are barely acceptable but to embrace them as if they were your friends and also gateways to creativity, confidence, and spontaneity. To make this happen be sure to remember that we are talking only about small-stakes mistakes. I am not recommending that you try to foul up a job interview or purposefully lose a sale for your company. Instead, I am—and Ellen Langer is as well—recommending the idea of having fun with including little mistakes in your weekly activities as a learning and growth opportunity.

In the end, I find it instructive to return to the dictionary definition of failure. As with so many words, there are multiple meanings. A quick reading of common dictionaries reveals that failure can be thought of as “not achieving a desired goal” or as “being insufficient or falling short.” Given a choice between those two definitions, I opt for the former, and recommend that you do the same. Not achieving a desire is common, but having a sense of being insufficient carries tremendous psychological bite. You can increase your courage quotient—especially the willingness to act side—if you reframe your failure as just a natural part of a trajectory toward a valued goal. In your heart you understand that such trajectories are rarely perfectly linear and that small mistakes and setbacks don't represent a stoppage of progress but rather indicate important course corrections that are necessary and instructive. Removing the threat of failure is different from removing failure. You can't remove failure from your life, but you can eliminate the threat—the psychological aspect of failure—that prevents you from acting courageously.

To Sum Up


1. We fear failure because it carries with it a painful view of the self and social embarrassment, and it also means we do not get to enjoy the outcomes we want.
2. Fear of failure can be so intense that it paralyzes us, preventing us from taking even small risks, tolerating small mistakes, and pursuing goals that truly matter to us.
3. People who focus on progress are more likely to enjoy working toward goals, and those who focus on the potential impact of failure are more likely to experience worry. Your focus is a choice.
4. One way of boosting your courage quotient is to accept failure as a natural part of life. By viewing mistakes and failure as part of a learning process, you can raise your willingness to act.
5. People often try to cope with the specter of failure by employing self-destructive psychological strategies such as self-handicapping. Swapping these strategies for a promotion focus, in which you emphasis the values foundation of goals, can increase your willingness to act.
6. When failure is a concern, the most radical way to boost your willingness to act is to intentionally make mistakes! Incorporating small-stakes mistakes in daily life leads to more improvisation, creativity, interest, and better performance.



Part 4

Conclusion


Chapter 8

From the Research Laboratory to Real Life

As a researcher I am often fascinated by the types of discoveries social scientists make. Take, for example, the actions of various people during the Holocaust. This historical period is difficult to make accurate sense of because it is so fraught with emotional and political tension. When thinking about as important a concept as courage and how it might apply to the events of World War II, it is lucky that we can use the scientific method to give us a measure of objective distance from these painful events. That is exactly what Stephanie Fagin-Jones and her research associates did when examining the factors that led some non-Jews to help Jews during the Holocaust. Fagin-Jones and Elizabeth Midlarsky were interested in identifying personality and situational factors that distinguished between those people who took a risk to save the lives of Jews and those who were in the exact same situations but who did not lend a hand, who remained bystanders. The researchers carefully identified groups of rescuers and bystanders and looked for qualities that would set members of the two groups apart. They examined age, religious background, propensity for risk taking, empathy, gender, educational status, and a number of other variables. What they discovered through statistical analysis was that rescuers were far, far more likely than the bystanders to have well-developed moral reasoning, empathy, and an overall leaning toward social responsibility. It is helpful to be able to parse apart the many complex factors that lead to the type of courageous action Fagin-Jones and her colleagues were studying. Even so, it is important to acknowledge that there is a gap between research findings and the real world. Our knowing the factors that led a certain group of people to act heroically during World War II does not necessarily mean that we can replicate that bravery today. It may be that you are empathic and have well-developed moral reasoning and still you have moments when your fear takes over or your willingness to act wavers. It is because of these fundamental uncertainties that I am such a huge fan of testing the various recommendations included in this book, rather than taking them as gospel simply because they have a scientific seal of approval.

What could be more empirical than testing these assertions out for myself? In the spirit of showing you that I am “along for the ride” even as I create the ride, I have taken it upon myself to test the various techniques for controlling fear and boosting my willingness to act under difficult and uncertain circumstances. I chose a number of areas of life in which to test my claims, areas involving physical bravery, social risk, and financial risk. I chose these particular areas because I felt that to gauge the effectiveness of the various techniques I had to pick tasks that would carry a real threat or psychological sting if I encountered failure. For example, I recently drove to a nearby casino and placed what was for me a very large bet on a single spin of the roulette wheel. I did so not to thrill in the uncertainty of risk but to test my ability to use breathing and other techniques to lessen my anxiety. I had good occasion to use many of the fear-reducing techniques because I did not win and my anxiety shot through the roof! For social courage I opted to receive honest feedback about myself and my performance from friends, colleagues, and family members. Like just about every other human on the planet, I am no great fan of having myself or my work closely scrutinized and picked apart by others. I used the techniques relating to embracing failure and found that these were especially helpful for facing negative evaluations of my performance. Finally, for a test of physical bravery I chose the classic feat of courage: skydiving. I am afraid of both heights and flying and the thought of skydiving makes me frown rather than smile. I knew it was the perfect testing ground for the techniques in this book.

Physical Bravery: Skydiving

As I interviewed the Courage 50 I was struck by how many of them casually mentioned that they had been skydiving at some point in the past. Occasionally, the skydiving was a story from a younger day, but just as often it was a recent event that had occurred during people's forties, fifties, or sixties. Somewhere along the way skydiving has become nearly synonymous with physical bravery for all of us who are not professional soldiers or first responders. Skydiving seems to be the single activity that separates the risk takers from those who—well, those who think that skydiving is a foolish and dangerous endeavor. I decided at once that I would try it.

Let's get two facts straight right now at the outset: as I said, I am afraid of flying and I am afraid of heights. Although the two sound like they might be part of the same problem, they feel very different to me. The fear of heights comes with a sense of vertigo and the certainty that I will either jump or fall or be pushed off a tall place. It is an intense fear that leaves me scooting tentatively toward ledges and views, with one foot touching the ground in front of me as if I were afraid the ground would give way. The fear of flying is more cognitive. This fear has more to do with my disbelief in the basic mechanics of flight and the certainty I have that any plane on which I am a passenger is sure to plummet to the ground in a screaming mess of flames unless I concentrate very, very hard on keeping it aloft with my mental powers. As a result, traveling by air is exhausting to me. I dare not sleep or watch the in-flight movie or we are sure to tumble out of the sky. Ever wondered about turbulence? I am pretty sure that happens when my mind momentarily wanders. These irrational thoughts are indicative of magical thinking but also testament to the ability of the magical mind to help manage anxiety.

To begin my physical courage experiment, I made a list of all the things that potentially frightened me about parachuting. This was lesson number one: by demystifying and naming my fear I would better be able to deal with it. I assumed that by listing each fear individually I would be able to create arguments against it, poking holes in my own reasoning. My list looked like this:


1. The parachute will malfunction or not open.
2. The skydiving instructor will fall unconscious, be drunk, or otherwise be unable to open the tandem chute.
3. The airplane will have a mechanical failure.
4. I will break bones during a hard landing.
5. As we land I will strike a pole, tree, or other obstacle.
6. I will be struck by lightning (I know, ridiculous).
7. I will asphyxiate because I will be travelling so fast that I will not be able to breathe.
8. The harness will come loose and I will plummet to the ground while my instructor watches from the safety of the chute.
9. The ambient air temperature will be so cold that I will get frostbite.
10. A hunter will mistake me for fowl and I will be shot.
11. I will chicken out while on the plane and be humiliated because I cannot muster the courage to jump.
12. People will view me as selfish for taking such a risk when I have a wife, children, and others to whom I am legitimately obligated.


I had about thirty-four more points on the list but you get the idea. I noticed right away that my fears could be clustered into groups. Some were social (how people would form opinions of me), others were physical (I could break a leg), and still others might be nonsensical (getting hit by lightning or suffering from frostbite). With a quick Internet search and a couple of interviews with people who had gone skydiving I was able to easily rule out the most far-fetched fears: the company would not offer jumps during a thunderstorm and I would be wearing clothing that would protect me from the extreme cold. Still, I felt a mild wave of panic when I thought about jumping out of the plane (falling, to be more accurate), and I decided a public commitment was in order. I began telling everyone I met that I intended to go skydiving the following week. Because I am influenced by what others think of me, I was leveraging this influence by publicly committing to my goal. This was lesson number two: courage can come from without, rather than from within. This is the emotional see-saw strategy of boosting egotism to force yourself to perform courageously lest you let down others.

On the appointed day I went to the airfield. On the hour drive from my home I felt a strange sense of calm. I had anticipated having butterflies in my stomach but never experienced any. And here was lesson number three: sometimes we should wait for the actual experience rather than predict it ahead of time. I know that I am afraid of flying and afraid of heights, and so I naturally thought that I would be terrified of skydiving. It wasn't until I was driving to the jump that it occurred to me it might be smart to take a wait-and-see attitude. By the time I pulled into the long driveway to the small runway, I still felt exceptionally calm.

As I stepped out of my car I took a minute to check out the airplanes the company used for the jump. They were very different from what I had expected. In movies I had always seen soldiers and James Bond and Nicholas Cage jump out of medium-sized planes, diving through a doorway near the tail of the plane. The planes sitting on the runway before me were fairly small, only marginally bigger than the Cessna type planes flown by many private pilots. Also, the door was very different from what I had expected. The door on these planes was a roll-up door, more like a garage door than the kind I was accustomed to on commercial flights. Lesson number four: oddly, having this knowledge and being able to more realistically picture what the jump might actually look like served to pacify me further.

When I registered at the front desk, I had an interesting conversation with the owner of the skydiving company. I told her that I was writing a book on courage and that my first skydive was an experiment. She was quick to tell me how safe skydiving is and yet how pervasively it strikes fear into the hearts of people. She said that she commonly experienced the following interaction when taking reservations for jumps—she would collect the contact information and assign the day of the jump, and then, when it came time for the credit card information, the person would suddenly hang up. If she then called the person's home number he or she would not pick up. “It's really scary to most people,” she said. When I asked her if she had ever been skydiving she smiled at me as though I had asked her if she had ever eaten food.

And then, out of nowhere, I got nervous. It was such a surprise to me! I had been so calm that I simply expected to be at peace during the whole skydiving process. Even so, my nervousness was mild, and I knew I would be able to tolerate it with a simple admonition to myself that I was already on-site and committed to jump. With that mental note the anxiety subsided and I underwent orientation, which consisted of putting on a jumpsuit and practicing the standard spread-eagle jump position a total of one time. Lesson number five was the reminder that fear comes in different volumes and that courage is an ongoing process of adjusting that volume.

Before I knew it we were on the airplane, sitting in a single file line on short cushions as the plane climbed off the end of the runway. During our ten-minute flight I chatted with my tandem instructor (the person who would jump with me), who told me two of the most reassuring things I have ever heard in my life. First, he yelled over the roar of the engine, “Now I want you to know that we are going to climb to fifteen thousand feet. If there should be any kind of mechanical failure, we are just going to bail out of the plane!” It was as if he had read my mind! This was, perhaps, the safest flight I had ever taken because it was the only one in which I was wearing a parachute. The second piece of comfort came when I asked him how many jumps he had completed. His answer? More than eight thousand! Statistically speaking, I had confidence that this particular skydive would not be the one where he finally messed up. Here of course is lesson number six. It is possible to draw courage from others; basking in their complete confidence even when you have none. If we dissect the reasons why I found my instructor so mentally reassuring, we reveal two of the courage quotient strategies. First, I was using magical thinking: I believed that the instructor was charmed—it was not his fate to die on this particular jump. Because I would be strapped to him I would share his good fortune. Second, I was harnessing collective action. Insofar as ego was the source of my fear, I had been able to remove my sense of self and replace it with a sense of “us.”

At last my time came and my instructor encouraged me to scoot toward the door. He told me that when I arrived at the opening, I should dangle my legs outside the plane and scoop them underneath, and that this would make it easy to simply fall forward. I did exactly as he had instructed and—to be honest—this was absolutely the best part of the jump. As I sat there at the edge of the plane, sitting in the opening with the wind tugging at me and the patchwork of farms and forest laid out in distant blocks before me, I thought that I would like to ride along like that for miles. Savoring the experience was not in the cards for me, however, as my instructor gave a push and we fell forward, together, reaching terminal velocity almost instantly.

If you don't know, the standard skydiving free fall takes about sixty seconds, which is a long time when you are falling to earth. The wind resistance is intense, and my mouth and nose immediately went dry. My instructor turned me to the right and I could see the snowy, pointed mass of Mount Hood in the distance. He spun us to the left and I looked out over the farms and roads in the distance. We fell for long enough that I actually became a little bored with the view, or perhaps I was just anxious for the part when the parachute actually opened, signaling a end to the only remaining fear I harbored. The parachute did open and I felt a brief surge of relief followed by an enjoyable floating sensation. The landing was incredibly soft, like pulling into a parking space at the grocery store. My instructor gave me a manly thumbs-up and in his most radical, surfer voice told me to “enjoy that buzz for the rest of the day, man!” Which was funny, because I felt as calm as I had been on my drive to the jump site. There was no flood of adrenaline or intense feeling of seeing the world through fresh eyes. The experience hadn't been mind blowing, and in fact I found that I wanted to check my e-mail and get back to work. I wondered that I had worried over this venture at all and chided myself for mentally making skydiving into such a big deal.

On the drive home I found that my heart was thumping and that I felt terrific!





skydiving in five lessons


1. Removing uncertainty is an easy way to remove fear.

2. Making a public commitment of your intention to act bravely puts the social spotlight on you. It boosts your egotism and pressures you to follow through in a courageous way.

3. One of the ways in which we can think magically is by “predicting the future.” When we predict unfavorable future outcomes, we feel stressed out in the present. Abandoning these predictions and taking a wait-and-see attitude can make the emotional lead up to a potentially stressful event much more pleasant.

4. Equipping yourself with knowledge acts as an antidote to uncertainty.

5. Fear is unpredictable and can arise at any time. That is why it is so important to work on both aspects of the courage quotient. The most effective people have the ability to deal with fear when it rears its head and to engage in strategies that make action more possible.








The Courage Quotient

Back at the beginning of this book, I discussed researcher Cynthia Pury's finding that 82 percent of respondents in her research on courage strategies used some type of bravery-enhancing technique similar to the steps described earlier in this chapter. As she described in 2008 in a chapter titled “Can Courage Be Learned?” only 5 percent of her research participants said they “operated on instinct.” This means that for most folks there is a brief internal struggle, a decision point during which people can cave in to fear—sometimes wisely—or charge forward. This mental turning point perfectly encapsulates both aspects of the courage quotient: the management of fear and the willingness to act.

Interestingly, the very experience of fear itself is the tip-off moment, the signal that a possibility for action is opening up and so a choice needs to be made. This is not an insignificant point. We often think of fear as a thief of courage, but it could be that chronologically, fear is the first step toward courage. It can be the catapult that launches us forward into heroic actions, both large and small. We can face the fear—either by managing it or proceeding forward despite it—or we can let the fear overcome us until we retreat or are paralyzed. From the moment we graduate to considering action, we begin to mull over what actions might be taken and what the costs and results of those actions might be. And all this mental arithmetic can happen in a fraction of a second—we can deliberate the costs of the action, the moral urgency of the action, and other factors that will help us achieve the final step: deciding to act. This is the moment in which your internal, psychological experience becomes manifest as behavior. Thinking about courage as a timeline that begins with a moment of fear, extends to a moment of decision, and catapults forward into action may aid you in clearly understanding that courage is an easy process and not an inborn trait. In Chapter Six I presented the five mental steps necessary for overcoming the bystander effect and taking initiative. We can create a similar action timeline of four mental steps that lead to courage. It may be helpful to consider the accompanying side-by-side comparison.

steps to lending aid compared with steps to courageous action




	Five Mental Steps to Lending Aid
	Four Mental Steps to Courageous Action



	

1. Notice an event.
2. Understand that the event is urgent.
3. Assume responsibility.
4. Know what type of aid to deliver.
5. Decide to act.


	

1. Experience fear or discomfort (accept the fear).
2. Understand that action is a choice despite the negative feelings (do not let the fear dictate your fate).
3. Feel confident enough in the outcome (even if uncertain) or in the necessity of the action (focus on positive possible outcomes).
4. Decide to act (engage your courage).






You can learn courage. You may not be able to transform from a wallflower into a social butterfly, or change from a Nervous Nelly into a Dashing Denice, but you can improve. The notion of personal courage—overcoming a private fear—reframes bravery. Instead of antiquated notions of physical daring, courage is much more about making small choices to take initiative even when we are experiencing anxiety and facing risk. The best way to learn to be more courageous—to raise your courage quotient—is by understanding the two distinct processes that lead to courageous action: managing fear and boosting the willingness to act. Once you understand these two separable ways to handle fear-inducing situations, you can work on the specific emboldening strategies associated with each. And if you fail along the way, you can take it in stride and even treat these temporary setbacks as predictable, inevitable occurrences and as markers of the growth of your new bravery.

Decide to Act

Being able to take courageous action is one of the most important, useful, and exciting aspects of being human. Of all our basic virtues, courage is the one that helps us to live exactly the way we want and provides the psychological fuel we need to create, take risks, help others, and face hard times. I am not overstating the case when I say that courageous action is humanity at its finest. This notion is as old as Socrates, who argued that a person is courageous “whose spirit retains in pleasure and in pain the commands of reason about what he ought or ought not to fear.” Embedded in this ancient wisdom is the idea that individuals can live up to their full potential and experience a full life only if they are masters of themselves and not victims of their emotional whims, particularly fear. Such arguments are at the foundation of the modern individualism that defines much of industrialized society. Bravery is not limited to individualism, however. It is a psychological skill, like curiosity, forgiveness, and generosity, that improves relationships, increases effectiveness, and opens the door to a sense of mastery and effectiveness. Bravery is a skill that can be learned, practiced, and used daily. That's right, each and every day. Including today.


Appendix 1

Test Your Courage Quotient

Before reading the rest of this book, why not complete an initial self-assessment and determine your own courage quotient. This assessment is not the last word in courage and is not meant to brand you as either a hero or a coward. It is merely intended to get a broad measure of how prone you are to fear (Part 1) and how prone you are to bravery (Part 2). Answer the questions below as honestly as possible. When you finish the book or at a later time when you feel ready, you can do this assessment again to gauge how successful you have been in increasing your own courage. Please respond to each statement by circling the number from 1 to 7 that indicates how much you agree or disagree. Then calculate your score by following the instructions at the end of each part. The final section suggests how to interpret the scores.



Part 1: Your Fear Score



1. I worry about how others will view me.


[image: images]



2. I frequently focus on possible failure.


[image: images]



3. My fear of making mistakes sometimes holds me back from trying.


[image: images]



4. I find physical adventure intimidating.


[image: images]



5. My worry holds me back from doing what I would like to do.


[image: images]



6. The world is full of people who will take advantage of you given a chance.


[image: images]



7. I experience fear or worry every day.


[image: images]



8. I feel that if I let go of the control of projects bad things will happen.


[image: images]



9. It is usually better to play it safe.


[image: images]



10. I like to stick to what is familiar.


[image: images]




For Part 1 add up your total score and write it here: ___________________________. Scores below 40 suggest that you experience passing fears and that you likely do not hold yourself back in life. Scores of 40 to 50 suggest that you experience fears that might in some cases keep you from engaging in life in the way you would otherwise hope to. Scores above 50 suggest that you experience a fair amount of worry, anxiety, and fear. It may or may not be severe, but it suggests there is room for growth in getting control of your own fear as you learn to be more courageous.



Part 2: Your Propensity Toward Bravery



1. I take risks because they usually pay off.


[image: images]



2. I know I will be able to handle problems if they arise.


[image: images]



3. I don't mind a little conflict if it means doing something important to me.


[image: images]



4. I usually expect the best.


[image: images]



5. I would be willing to go skydiving or engage in another challenging behavior just to prove to myself that I could.


[image: images]



6. I have a history of taking on challenging projects.


[image: images]



7. Intense social pressure would not make me hesitant to do the right thing.


[image: images]



8. I would express an opinion if I thought it were correct, even if I knew it would be unpopular.


[image: images]



9. I would be likely to confront a parent who was yelling in a mean way at a children's sporting event.


[image: images]



10. If there were a medical emergency, I could be counted on to remain calm and do my part.


[image: images]




For Part 2 add up your total score and write it here: ___________________________. Scores of 40 to 50 suggest that you tend to take appropriate risks and face challenging circumstances. Very low scores, such as 20 to 30, suggest that you have room to grow in the courage department. Extraordinarily high scores, such as 60 to 70, should also be examined closely. Such scores might indicate that you are naturally courageous but might also suggest a tendency not to look before you leap. The bravest individuals often have to temper their courage to make sure that they are using their talents wisely and not taking risks that could bring avoidable negative consequences or failure.

Computing Your Courage Quotient

When you look at your fear score and at your propensity toward bravery score, bear in mind that these are not infallible measures. They may miss out on small but important aspects of your personality and behavior. They are not meant to be read as the final authoritative word on anyone's level of courage. They are simply a psychological “snapshot” of the relative amount of internal fear you contend with on a day-to-day basis, and how accomplished you currently are at dealing with that fear. Regardless of the specifics of your scores, the real magic will be in seeing how your fear score diminishes and your propensity toward bravery score increases as you read this book and apply its various techniques.


Appendix 2

Locate Your Own Brand of Courage

At the end of this Appendix, you will find a chart showing a wide range of approaches to courage. All people—including you—differ in their particular approaches to bravery. Some folks are gutsy and daring, whereas others are principled and loyal, even when holding true to values carries with it a cost or is intimidating. One type of courage is no better than the others, but it can be helpful to understand your own natural leanings. The column titles name five common classes of courage. Below each of these titles are three types of that class. People will likely exhibit more than one type of courage, but these types may all fall into the same class. For instance, a person whose courage primarily manifests as dedicated is likely to be a driven individual. He or she is also likely to be extremely focused on a task and may well possess a stick-with-it quality, being a person who is persistent and not easily shakable, despite risk or threat. He or she is probably less likely to be gutsy or adventuresome or to show other attributes of another class. This is not to say of course that a person is confined solely to a single class of courage but rather that we all have natural leanings. Understanding your own natural courage tendencies, as well as being able to appreciate those of others, can clarify your own motives and behaviors for you as well as help you to work better with others.

aspects of courage


[image: images]
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Behavioral activation system

Behavioral inhibition system

Belgium

Belic, Adrian

Berlin Wall

Black, Eddie

Blood-injection-injury phobia

Bocchiaro, Piero

Boosting courage

Bravery: American cultural heritage of; choosing our roles for; considering children as having; courage perceived as acts of; cultural differences in perceptions of; cultures that place premium on teaching children; dictionary definition of; examining possibility of learning; Iraq “rollover drills” story on knowing when to not act; narratives for collective; research on how anger leverages; skydiving. See also Behavior

British Army

Bungee jumping

Burnett, Deena

Burnett, Tom

Business World report (2008)

Bystander effect: description and examples of; five mental decisions for overcoming the; Kitty Genovese case on; summing up; understanding the social dynamics of the; What Would You Do? (TV show) on the. See also Cowardice

C

“Can Courage Be Learned?” (Pury)

Canada

Candid Camera (TV show)

Cardinal virtue of courage

Carnegie Hero Fund Commission

Carnegie Medal

Carver, Charles

Causal assessments

Change blindness experiments

Cheating story

Chen, Ning

Chen, Tracy

Children: considering bravery of; cultures that place premium on teaching bravery to; Halloween experiment with trick-or-treating; Harry Potter novels' characterization of courage in; magical beliefs by; “marshmallow studies” conducted with

Chunking

Churchill, Winston

Clinical threshold of fear

Cohen, Dov

Collective action: description of; Stanford prison experiment on; three separate narratives required for; United Airlines Flight 93 as example of

Collective defiance: summing up; United Flight 93 as case of; the willingness not to act

Collectivist societies

Collins, Randall

Combat experiences

Committed (Gilbert)

Compartmentalizing fear

Conformity: Asch's social pressure experiments on; deindividuation phenomenon of; description of; emotional impact and importance of; learning to be out with the in-crowd; need to belong studies on; our tendency toward; summing up

Contagion: applied to foods and eating; as magical thinking; widened from touching to thinking

Control: choosing our roles for bravery as; comfort of feeling in; magical thinking/beliefs used to gain sense of; summing up; understanding dynamics of obedience and; understanding how to influence our sense of; United Flight 93 as case of collective defiance and; the willingness not to act as taking

Conway, Eustace

Cortisol levels

Courage: answering the question on what it is; commonalities of defined characteristics of; defining circumstances and externalities of the moral act of; dictionary definition of; empirical insights into; fear as a basic part of process of; fear as the first step toward; general and personal; as genetic or learned phenomenon; historic investigation of; moral value of; uncertain outcome has hallmark feature of; universal struggle over understanding nature of. See also Measuring courage

Courage 50: attitudes of the heroes among; on choosing one day a week to face a fear; on compartmentalizing fear; courage blindness of; examples of bravery by; how uncertainty is handled by the; John D.'s story on sense of fairness and courage; using mental practices related to self-smoothing; Tracy Chen as example of

Courage blindness phenomenon

Courage data: on American Midwest college students; on Inuit of Greenland; Lopez studies on; on Maasai tribe

Courage quotient: boosting by accepting failure; boosting by switching to promotion focus; boosting courage to increase; Courage 50 examples to better understand; cultural differences motivating; examining possibility of learning courage; of people from all walks of life; willingness to act and fear as equaling the

Courage quotient strategies: be willing to fail; being out with the in-crowd; defiance and control; magical thinking; riding the emotional see-saw

Courageous action: bravery defined as; choosing our roles for; comparing steps to lending aid with steps to; deciding to take; fear as the first step toward; five mental steps to lending aid; research on how anger leverages; story on admitting to academic cheating; United Airlines Flight 93 as example of collective; the willingness not to act as. See also Behavior; Willingness to act

Cowardice: Lopez courage studies on; relationship between fear and. See also Bystander effect

Cultural differences: bravery as American cultural heritage; bravery perceptions and; courage perceptions and; motivating courage; in placing premium on teaching bravery to children; sensitivity to judgment and

Cultures of dignity: characteristics of people in; comparing beliefs in cultures of face, honor, and; courage motivations found in; cultural reasons to be courageous in; description of

Cultures of face: characteristics of people in; comparing beliefs in cultures of dignity, honor, and; courage motivations found in; cultural reasons to be courageous in; description of; sensitivity to judgment in

Cultures of honor: characteristics of people in; comparing beliefs in cultures of face, dignity, and; courage motivations found in; cultural reasons to be courageous in; description of; sensitivity to judgment in

Curious? (Kashdan)

D

Dalai Lama

Damisch, Lysann

Dare psychology

Decision making: chunking role in; five mental steps to lending aid; how fear interferes with rational; to take action

Deep Throat

Defensive pessimism

Defiance: choosing our roles for bravery and; Lin Hao as emblematic of theme of; summing up; understood as initiative; United Flight 93 as case of collective; willingness not to act as form of. See also Authority

Deindividuation phenomenon

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DMS)

Die Hard (film)

Diener, Marissa

Doctors of the World program

Duffy, Martin

Duress: constructing narrative accounts to explain; Flight 93 narrative created by Tom and Deena Burnett

E

Eagleman, David

Eagly, Alice

Eat, Pray, Love (Gilbert)

Egocentric biases: controlling fear by avoiding; heroic behavior as product of; magical beliefs and; psychology of the dare and

Ekman, Paul

Elevation: created by witnessing a moral act; examples of experiences creating

Emory University

Emotional egocentrism of fear

Emotional see-saw. See also Riding the emotional see-saw

Emotions: anger; fear of shame; functions and purpose of specific; guilt; research on global recognition of. See also Fear

Empathy

Enron scandal

Erin Brockovich (film)

F

Facial expression: emotional responses to others; global recognition to others'

Fagin-Jones, Stephanie

Failure: actively included in your performance; boosting your courage quotient by accepting; defensive pessimism strategy for dealing with; description and forms of; dictionary definition of; giving up the goal; interfering with our willingness to act; as learning opportunity; prevention orientation toward; procrastination strategy for dealing with; promotion orientation toward; research on benefits of intentional; self-handicapping strategy for dealing with; success derailed by fear of; summing up. See also Success

Fairness

Fear: as basic part of the courage process; courage quotient as sum of willingness to act and; courage quotient measuring peoples'; as emotional egocentrism; empirical insights into; as first step toward courage; function of; general courage in face of; how making progress toward goals is derailed by; Lord Moran's study of courage and classifications of; personal courage in face of; process of deflating; relationship between cowardice and; story on measuring fear of heights; when fear of shame is greater than initial. See also Emotions; Phobias; Riding the emotional see-saw

Fear-controlling strategies: avoiding egocentric biases as; five lessons for skydiving; getting angry; reducing uncertainty; relaxation strategies; summing up; types of fears and associated

Fear of flying

Fear research: on clinical threshold of fear; on contagious nature of fear; on how fear impacts rational thinking; on how fear effects perception; on military paratrooper skydiving; on phobias; on physiological reactions to fear; research on perception of risk and; on violence and automatic fear response. See also Heroism research

Felt, W. Mark

Fiesta, Matthew

Food magical beliefs

“The force” (Star Wars movies)

Frankie N.

Fred S.

Friedman, Ronald

G

Gaines, Michael

Gallup Organization

Gates, Bill

General courage: comparing personal and; description of

Genghis Blues (film)

Genovese, Kitty

Gilbert, Elizabeth

Gilovich, Thomas

Goals: giving up the; how fears can derail progress toward; promotion orientation toward achieving; research on emotional reactions to investment in; self-defeating strategies preventing achievement of; strategy of intentionality failing to achieve; summing up. See also Success

Good luck charms

Great Wall of China (skateboard trick)

Greek perceptions of courage

Gross, James

Gryffindor House (Hogwarts school)

Guilt: function of; story on admitting to academic cheating and

H

Haidt, Jon

Hallenga, Kristin

Halloween candy experiment

Happiness

Harry Potter novels

“Here be dragons” (map notation)

Heroism research: on heroic behavior as product of social norms; on Hispanics and African Americans showing courage; measuring courage quotients of people from all walks of life; statistical findings on courage from. See also Fear research

Heuristics: description, functions, and examples of; magical thinking perpetuated by

Hidden camera programs

Higgins, E. Tory

Hogwarts (Harry Potter school for magicians)

Holocaust

Hua people (New Guinea)

Hussein, Saddam

I

Implicit egotism phenomenon

Indian perceptions of courage

Indiana Jones (film hero)

Intentional failure

Inuit of Greenland

Iraq “rollover drills” story

“Is Courage an Accolade or a Process?” (Pury and Starkey)

J

Japan

Jayson, Sharon

John D.

Jordan, Michael

Juggling

Junger, Sebastian

Just for Laughs (TV show)

K

Kashdan, Todd

Kayak building story: giving up the goal of; intentionally failing to complete

Kazantzakis, Nikos

Kearny (American solider)

Keillor, Garrison

Keltner, Dacher

Kim, Young-Hoon

Kitty Genovese case

Klein, Laurie

Kugler, Matthew

L

Laches (Plato dialogue)

Lake Wobegon (mythical town)

Lang, Peter

Langer, Ellen

Lars (talisman)

The Last American Man (Gilbert)

Leary, Mark

Lending aid: comparing steps to courageous action with steps to; five mental steps to

Lerner, Jennifer

Letter preferences research

Leung, Angela

Levin, Dan

Lin Hao

London Fire Service

Lopez courage studies

Lopez, Shane

Lucas, Richard

Luck: achievement motivation tied to attitude toward; examining your attitudes about; mantras for; rituals used for; summing up; using talisman and lucky charms; tracking your. See also Magical thinking/beliefs

M

Maasai tribe

Machiavelli, Niccolo

Macmillan, Tom

Magical thinking intervention: courage as your lucky charm; lucky is how you think of it

Magical thinking/beliefs: childhood origins of; contagion as; as courage-enhancing tool; egotism necessary for; evidenced in everyday life; examining your; about food; functioning as reverse logic; as gateway to courage; heuristics used to process and perpetuate; personal control feature of; research on benefits of; summing up; talisman; tempting fate as; understanding commonality of. See also Luck

Makina, Moyra

Mantra

Markle, Thomas

“Marshmallow studies”

Measuring courage: historic attempts at; story on fear of heights and; summing up; understanding cultural differences for. See also Courage

Memory for Everyday and Emotional Events (Ekman)

Mental steps to lending aid: assume personal responsibility; decide to act; know what aid to deliver; notice an event; perceive the situation as urgent

Meta-cognition

Metaphorical mirror

Midlarsky, Elizabeth

Milgram, Stanley

Military action

Military paratrooper skydiving research

Mindless obedience: Milgram study example of; Montgomery County Bus story example of

Mischel, Walter

Mistake conditions: “forgiveness of mistakes”; “mistakes are bad”; “novelty”

Mistakes: benefits of making small-stakes; fear of making; Langer's public speaking experiment on; success derailed by fear of making; summing up failure and making

Mitchell, Christopher

Mixed martial arts events

Monitor (APA newspaper)

Moon landing

Moral act: courage defined as being a; defining circumstances, externalities, and nature of courage as; elevation created by witnessing

Moral value of courage

Moran, Lord

Morris, Michael

Motivational systems: behavioral activation; behavioral inhibition; promotion orientation as

Muris, Peter

Mussweiler, Thomas

N

Narratives: collective action requiring three separate; constructed during times of duress; Tom and Deena Burnett's created Flight93

Nazi Germany

Need to belong studies

New York Times

Nieves, Kevin

Nixon, Richard

O

Obama, Barack

Obedience: Milgram study on; mindless; as obstacle to courage; respect for authority driving; social role calling for; Zimbardo and Bocchiaro's recreation of Milgram experiment on

Oishi, Shigehiro

Olympic Summer Games (2008)

Outen, Sarah

P

Panic disorders

Parachuting. See Skydiving

Park, Nansook

Peace Corps volunteers

Peak-end rule

Peer pressure: fear of being perceived poorly by others as; heroic behavior as product of; psychology of the dare and

Personal courage: comparing general and; description of

Personal responsibility

Peterson, Chris

PF (police and firefighters) courage quotient

Phobias: blood-injection-injury; percentage of population with; snake; therapeutic strategies for overcoming. See also Fear

Physical bravery: overcoming fear of skydiving; skydiving in five lessons

Plato

Pomerantz, Eva

Portland State University

Prevention orientation

Procrastination

Progressive muscle relaxation (PMR)

Promotion orientation: boosting your courage quotient by switching to; description of

Pronin, Emily

Psychology of the dare

Ptolemy

Public speaking: common fear of; Langer's experiment on; making intentional mistakes during

Pury, Cynthia

Q

Quinn, Ryan

R

Rachman, Stanley

Ransom, Sean

Rate, Christopher

Relaxation techniques: compartmentalizing fear; progressive muscle relaxation (PMR); social buffering; stopping runaway irrational thinking

Religious symbols

Representativeness

Resilience

Riding the emotional see-saw: description of the; getting angry; Great Wall of China skateboard trick example of; managing your fear by reducing uncertainty; relaxing for; summing up; techniques to deal effectively with riding the. See also Emotional see-saw; Fear

Righteous Among the Nations

Risen, Jane

Risk perception: how anger versus fear impacts; runaway irrational thinking and

Rituals

Roberts, Julia

Rowling, J. K.

Rwanda genocide

S

Saxon, Jill

Scheier, Michael

Self-efficacy: achievement motivation and; how magical thinking boosts sense of; mantras and visualization to increase

Self-handicapping strategy

Seligman, Marty

Shah, James

Shame

Sichuan earthquake (2008)

Simon Says (children's game)

Simons, Dan

Situational factors: as influences on behavior; leading non-Jews to help Jews during the Holocaust; temporary accessibility of prevention versus promotion orientation

Skydiving: examining the process of physical bravery of; five lessons on; making a list of fears related to; research on military paratrooper; time perception effects of

Slytherin House (Hogwarts school)

Snake phobia treatment

Social buffering

Social pressure: Asch's experiments on; deindividuation phenomenon of; emotional impact and importance of; “marshmallow studies” on; metaphorical mirror helping to resist; need to belong studies on

Social roles: choosing bravery for our; Milgram study on behavior and; narratives we write for our; obedience and; Stanford prison experiment on behavior and; Zimbardo and Bocchairo's re-creation of Milgram study on behavior and

South American countries

South Korea

Sports-related superstitions

Stanford University: “marshmallow studies” conducted at; prison experiment conducted at

Star Wars movies

Starkey, Charles

Stetson, Chess

Stoberock, Barbara

Success: assessment of; failure as part of; how fear can derail making progress toward. See also Failure; Goals

Superman (comic book hero)

Superstitious thinking

Switzerland

T

Talismans

Tamir, Maya

Temporary accessibility

Tempting fate

Teresa, Mother

Thomas Aquinas

Timsit, Jean

Two-second rule

U

Ultimate Fighting Championship (UFC)

Uncertainty: as hallmark feature of courage; how fear is created by; how the Courage 50 handle

United Airlines Flight 93: as case of collective defiance; the collective action for courage of the; events of the; how the passengers created a narrative of the; telephone calls between Tom Burnett and Deena Burnett

United States: “child to be fearless” score of parents in the; cortisol level differences in northerners and southerners; culture of dignity in the

University of Pittsburg

University of Virginia

USA Today

V

Vandello, Joseph

Vasovagal responses

Violence: anger driving aggression and; fear response to

W

War (Junger)

Watergate scandal

Watt, Caroline

Way, Danny

Westward expansion heritage

What Would You Do? (TV show)

Whistle-blowers

Whistle-blowing legislation

White, Philippa

Willingness to act: as courage process; courage quotient as sum of fear and; courage quotient measuring peoples'; deindividuation phenomenon relevance for; general courage and; how failure interferes with our; making the decision; personal courage and; process of increasing capability of. See also Action; Courageous action

Willis, Bruce

Wilson, Charles McMoran (Lord Moran)

Wiseman, Richard

“Within- and Between-Culture Variation” (Leung and Cohen)

Women: Carnegie Medal awarded to; heroism research findings on; percentage in Doctors of the World program; percentage of Peace Corps volunteers; Righteous Among the Nations recognition of

Woodard, Cooper

World Cup (2006) final match

World Trade Center attacks

World War II: aces of; non-Jews helping Jews during

Worline, Monica

Y

Young, Maia

Z

Zidane, Zinedine

Zimbardo, Philip

Zorba the Greek (Kazantzakis)
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