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For Sar, Sam, and Is, who inspire my greatest breakthroughs


INTRODUCTION 

THE FIRST RULE IS THAT YOU WILL GET STUCK

Brianne Desaulniers was born in Sacramento, California, in 1989. She was homeschooled by her French-Canadian father and American mother and was drawn to Egyptology and magic—but most of all to acting. At age six, she enrolled as the youngest student at San Francisco’s American Conservatory Theater, and three years later appeared in a skit on The Tonight Show with Jay Leno. That brief appearance inspired other TV roles, beginning with guest appearances, then minor recurring roles, and eventually starring roles on popular TV shows. Reviewers praised her TV acting, which paved the way for film acting, directing, and writing.

A couple of years later, Desaulniers—now known as Brie Larson—became the seventy-fourth woman to win the Academy Award for Best Actress, the highest award in acting, for her role in Room. In addition to her Oscar, Larson has won more than seventy other acting awards, and the blockbuster title role in Marvel’s Captain Marvel. Larson’s trajectory is the stuff of fairy tales: a precocious start followed by dozens of small steps that culminated in towering success.

The problem with this account of Larson’s career path is that it ignores decades of frustration. Like many actors, Larson was stuck for years before she broke through. She struggled with rejection and body-image concerns and admitted to “feeling ugly” for most of her life. On the home front, her parents divorced, and her mother moved with Larson and her sister, Milaine, to Los Angeles, to be closer to Hollywood. “We had a crappy one-room apartment,” Larson recalled. “The bed came out of the wall and we each had three articles of clothing.” She auditioned hundreds of times for dozens of roles that eluded her, from commercial work to TV gigs.

What makes Larson different from most A-list actors is that she’s transparent about her struggles. On August 13, 2020, she uploaded a fourteen-minute YouTube video titled “Audition Storytime! (pt. 1).” “I thought I’d talk a little bit about my process,” Larson says to the camera, “because I think a lot of the time there’s been a lot of focus on my successes, and not on how hard it was, how much I was rejected; and you never know all of the jobs I didn’t get. So I thought it might be interesting to talk about that.”

The video and its sequel cataloged twenty years of disappointment, beginning with Larson’s first audition for a commercial role at age seven. Jammed into a room with other young hopefuls, Larson was dismissed after spending just a few seconds with the casting director. She sobbed because he didn’t ask her to perform her rehearsed monologue. “Later,” Larson said, “one casting director told my agent I was so bad she’d never bring me in for anything ever again. And she didn’t.” From there, Larson lists the roles she didn’t get: Gossip Girl, The Hunger Games, Tomorrowland, the Star Wars movies, Smart House, Spy Kids, and The Big Bang Theory. Larson punctuates each title with a laugh, but if you pause at the right moments, you see micro-expressions of pain. These aren’t happy memories, and they remain despite her subsequent success.

In the second part of “Audition Storytime,” Larson hits her stride, rattling off dozens of failed auditions. “I got down to the final round,” she says, “on Juno, 13, Brink, Smart House, Tomorrowland, Pitch Perfect, Into the Woods, Youth in Revolt, Peter Pan, Halt and Catch Fire, The Big Bang Theory. Oh my gosh. That’s a lot of heartbreak, folks. Here I am still standing.” The numbers aren’t pretty, Larson admits, but she ends with a note of hope: “I got told no ninety-eight to ninety-nine percent of the time. I know that’s hard to fully wrap your brain around—to think I’ve been on thousands and thousands and thousands of auditions.”

Larson is the embodiment of acting success. She has the awards, the fame, the money, the critical acclaim, and the list of credits. But even she hit walls, by her account, 99 percent of the time. Larson’s YouTube videos attracted hundreds of thousands of views and inspired dozens of media pieces. It was notable because it was so unusual in revealing the wrinkles beneath a journey that from afar appeared unbroken. Getting stuck isn’t a topic that celebrated actors and successes in other fields routinely discuss in such agonizing detail, so we’re often left feeling lonely and isolated when our own paths seem so much bumpier.



People get stuck in every imaginable area of life. They get stuck in jobs they’d prefer to leave, and in relationships that leave them unfulfilled. They get stuck as writers, artists, composers, athletes, scientists, and entrepreneurs. Sometimes they’re stuck for days, and other times for decades. Sometimes they stumble on breakthroughs, and other times they remain mired for life. We hear relatively little about these stubborn cases of stuckness because we’re bombarded by popular success stories. These successes lead us to believe that other people face fewer barriers than we do. Every now and then a star like Brie Larson will dispel that myth, but most of the time the experience of being stuck seems like a glitch that plagues us more than it does other people. In truth, we all face roadblocks—and being stuck is a feature rather than a bug on the path to success. So why is it so much easier to recognize our own barriers than those that face other people?

There are at least two reasons. The first lies in the headwinds/tailwinds asymmetry, a psychological phenomenon named by researchers Shai Davidai and Tom Gilovich. The asymmetry suggests that we pay far more attention to our barriers (or headwinds) than our blessings (or tailwinds), which leads us to believe that we face more opposition than we actually do. Davidai and Gilovich illustrate the idea with the case of a Scrabble player who draws unfavorable letters. Imagine getting the tiles U, U, I, I, I, Q, and W. Unless you sacrifice a turn to draw fresh letters, you’ll be stuck with those tiles for many rounds. Each time you try to make a word, you’ll ruminate on your bad luck. In contrast, a good draw doesn’t last long. You play the tiles as soon as they hit your rack. The same is true in other contexts. If you’re driving in heavy traffic and pick the slower of two lanes, you’ll watch with frustration as dozens of cars zip by in the other lane, whereas if you were in one of the cars zipping by, you’d be focusing on the road. We also devote more time and energy to barriers because that’s the only way to overcome them. You can’t improve your Scrabble performance or make up for lost time in heavy traffic unless you consider and act on your options.

Davidai and Gilovich also found that while we’re focusing on our own barriers, we tend to overlook the hardships that plague other people. In one experiment, the researchers asked pairs of Cornell University students to play a trivia game. Some of the questions for each contestant were drawn from easy categories—like TV sitcoms and famous cartoons—whereas others were drawn from difficult categories, like Baroque music and Russian literature. After the game, the contestants did a much better job of remembering their opponents’ easy categories than they did their opponents’ difficult categories—a bias they tended not to show when recalling their own questions. This pattern holds in other domains, too. For example, in another study Gilovich showed that people tend to believe taxes and regulations hurt them more than they do other people—even when that isn’t objectively true.

The second reason we believe our barriers are unusual is that it’s difficult to see others’ struggles. People tend to wrestle their demons privately, either behind closed doors or within their own heads, and what we ultimately see is the polished outcome of that process. We see Brie Larson’s Oscar, but not the decades of struggle that preceded the award. Meanwhile, the media devotes far more time to titanic success stories—Roger Federer and Serena Williams; Jeff Bezos and Mark Zuckerberg; Meryl Streep and Daniel Day-Lewis—than to the billions of strugglers who are more typical and therefore less interesting. Our social media accounts are similarly cluttered with the most glossy and popular accounts, and even the micro-influencers we follow share refined versions of their lives that skim the best moments and leave the wrinkles behind. Struggle is harder to see in other people’s lives, so we mistakenly believe it troubles us more than it does them.



In early 2021, Airbnb’s market capitalization topped $100 billion, making it one of the hundred largest publicly traded companies in the world. Its three cofounders, Brian Chesky, Joe Gebbia, and Nathan Blecharczyk, were worth more than $13 billion each. Of those three, Chesky is the face of the company, and its CEO. Like Brie Larson, Chesky has been transparent about Airbnb’s challenges, and his own sticking points as the company grew.

Airbnb was born of necessity. Chesky and Gebbia met in college, and after graduation Chesky moved to Los Angeles, and Gebbia moved to San Francisco. Their postcollege jobs were uninspiring, so Chesky moved into Gebbia’s apartment in San Francisco so they could try their luck as tech entrepreneurs. “At the time, I had one thousand dollars in my bank account and I drove to SF,” Chesky recalled during an interview at Stanford University in 2015.

This was in 2007. Upon arriving in San Francisco I had learned my portion of rent for the place we had was twelve hundred dollars, so I literally didn’t have enough to pay rent. At the same time, there was this international design conference coming to SF, and on the event page it showed all of the nearby hotels were completely sold-out.

We had this idea that the designers coming to attend the conference needed a place to stay. We had no money, so what if we created a bed-and-breakfast for the design conference? The problem with this idea was we didn’t have any beds—however, we did have three inflatable air beds. This is where we came up with the name Air Bed and Breakfast, and our first site was airbedandbreakfast.com. We ended up hosting three people in our home during the conference, and at the time we thought this was a cool and funny way to make some money.

After this experience, Joe brought in Nathan Blecharczyk—one of his old roommates—and we decided to do this as a company. The core idea was, What if you could book someone’s home just like you could book a hotel room, anywhere in the world?

Put this way, the idea seems like the sort of dinky “business” a few postcollege guys might throw together on a whim. Even Chesky laughed when he began the interview by admitting that a number of people had told him, “Airbnb is the worst idea that has ever worked.”

At first, the company faltered. “We launched three separate times in 2008,” Chesky remembered. After the third launch, the team was introduced to fifteen angel investors. “Seven didn’t respond, four said it ‘didn’t fit with their thesis,’ one said they didn’t like the market, and three just passed.” Chesky and Gebbia funded the company with a string of credit cards that they stored in a baseball-card sleeve and were soon bogged down with more than $30,000 in debt.

Like Brie Larson, Chesky was open about his barriers. In the summer of 2015 he shared screenshots of those original rejection emails in a Medium blog post. They’re peppered with such phrases as “not something we would do here,” “not our area of focus,” “the potential market opportunity did not seem large enough,” and “we’ve always struggled with travel as a category.” Obviously Airbnb weathered these early storms and emerged intact. The team met with dozens of its early hosts to learn what did and didn’t work about the product. That year, the founders lived in Airbnb-hosted apartments to experience the service firsthand. What made the difference between a three-star experience, a five-star experience, and—as Chesky likes to call a sublime review—“a seven-star experience”? Airbnb eventually grew, first in New York, and then in other US cities, and investors began to take the company seriously. The company raised $620,000 in 2009, $7 million in 2010, and $112 million in 2011. Despite its many hiccups, most people most of the time focus on the company’s successful destination rather than the barriers that hampered its journey.

Airbnb isn’t unusual in its bumpy path to prosperity. Take another behemoth, Amazon, and you’ll find the same hurdles. Dan Rose managed retail divisions at Amazon from 1999 to 2006 and helped launch the Kindle. In September 2020, Rose posted a thread of tweets recalling how the company teetered shortly after he joined, in November 1999:

Amazon launched in July 1995, and every Xmas was a near death experience for the first 7 years. I joined in ’99 and got to experience this first hand. Starting in late Nov, all corporate employees were shipped to fulfillment centers to pack boxes for 6 weeks. Here’s what I saw:

Despite efforts to plan ahead, the company literally couldn’t keep up with holiday demand. 40% of all annual orders would come through in 6 weeks from Thanksgiving through New Year’s…. Xmas ’95, every employee including [CEO Jeff] Bezos packs boxes for 6 straight weeks, then vows to never let that happen again…. By the time I joined in ’99 it was an annual tradition….

Picking items, packing boxes, wrapping gifts for 10 hours/day x 6 days/week is fucking hard work. I have immense appreciation for the people who do these jobs. Your legs ache, your eyes go blurry…. [It’s] exhausting.

Jeff Bezos ultimately brought in Jeff Wilke, who saved the growing company from itself. Wilke’s background in manufacturing gave him the tools to turn Amazon’s warehouses into finely tuned machines, ultimately allowing the company to promise the same-day and next-day delivery options that fueled its Prime membership service. Wilke’s role was so instrumental in Amazon’s success that he ultimately became the company’s CEO of worldwide consumer business—a position that placed him second in charge behind only Bezos himself. In an interview Wilke gave shortly before he retired in January 2021, he remembered those early days when Amazon’s fulfillment process was stuck:

So I took the playbook that I had, which came from manufacturing, and implemented it in retail. It was really the first time that some of these techniques had been applied in a retail environment. And fortunately, they worked, [producing] very short cycle times, lower waste, lower defects. And that’s what enabled us to launch Prime. Prime is basically a subscription to this.

What we focus on is Amazon’s immense success, rather than its struggles. But what might have happened in an alternate reality where the company failed to overcome these early hurdles? In this universe, like so many other fledgling companies, Amazon might have collapsed beneath the weight of its own success. By its third or fourth holiday period, in the late 1990s, this alt-Amazon was receiving hundreds of thousands of online book orders. Its ersatz fulfillment team was forced to work twenty-plus hours a day to keep up with demand. Many orders arrived late, and customers were furious. Kids were denied the latest Harry Potter book on Christmas morning, and their parents were left without Stephen King’s holiday bestseller. The company had gone public in May 1997, but by 1998 or 1999 its stock price tanked in the wake of terrible reviews. (Even in reality, many early reviews of the company were quite negative. Slate called the company “Amazon.con,” and the Wall Street Journal called it “Amazon.bomb.”) By the early 2000s, alt-Amazon imploded. And since it no longer captured the attention of major newspapers, websites, and reviewers, its struggles faded from view. The company was stuck, but, as with the thousands of other companies that close every day, nobody was there to document its decline.

The bottom line is that entrepreneurial struggles are hard to see regardless of whether a business succeeds or fails. Success eclipses the struggles that preceded it, while failure is so commonplace that it tends to escape our attention. Instead, we’re exposed to story after story about Apple, Google, Facebook, Netflix, and an elite group of similarly exceptional successes.



Brie Larson, Airbnb, and Amazon are just three examples, but you don’t need to cherry-pick. Just dig one or two layers deep into our culture’s most prominent success stories and you’ll find frustrated protagonists. A young Fred Astaire complained of being stuck after a Hollywood producer rejected him with the statement “Can’t act. Slightly bald. Dances a little.” When Walt Disney’s first studio, Laugh-O-Gram, went into bankruptcy, he endured five years of inertia before designing a cartoon mouse who would go on to become his new studio’s mascot. Photorealist painter Chuck Close suffered what he called “the event” in 1988—a seizure that partially paralyzed him from the waist down. For decades his hyperrealistic paintings had relied on fine motor movements that were now impossible. Close was initially despondent, but in time he learned to paint in a new, expressive style with a brush strapped to his wrist. As he emerged from the fog of grief, Close famously claimed, “Inspiration is for amateurs; the rest of us just show up and get to work. If you wait around for the clouds to part and a bolt of lightning to strike you in the brain, you are not going to make an awful lot of work.”

Closer to home for me, stories of chronic writer’s block are legion. Ralph Ellison wrote the classic bestseller Invisible Man in 1952 and failed to write a follow-up before his death in 1994, more than half a lifetime later. During those four decades, he amassed two thousand pages of notes for his planned second novel and complained to his friend and fellow writer Saul Bellow that he “had a writer’s block as big as the Ritz.” Harper Lee flirted with a similar fate. She published To Kill a Mockingbird in 1960, at age thirty-four, and only published its sequel, Go Set a Watchman, in 2015, a year before her death at age eighty-nine. Though much of Watchman was written in the mid-1950s, before Mockingbird was published, Lee “polished” the manuscript for fifty-five years. “I’ve found I can’t write,” she told a friend. “I have about three hundred personal friends who keep dropping in for a cup of coffee. I’ve tried getting up at six, but then all the six o’clock risers congregate.”

George R. R. Martin, the author of the A Song of Ice and Fire book series, which inspired the Game of Thrones TV show, released the series’ first three books in 1996, 1999, and 2000. The fourth and fifth arrived in 2005 and 2011, and to date—more than a decade later—the sixth and seventh books are nowhere to be seen. Martin has been candid about his struggles. “I know there are a lot of people out there who are very angry with me that [the sixth book] isn’t finished. And I’m mad about that myself. I wished I finished it four years ago. I wished it was finished now. But it’s not…. What the hell is happening here? I’ve got to do this.”

Martin isn’t shy about his battle with writer’s block, but even in a case as public as this one, success is brighter than struggle. At its peak, the average Game of Thrones episode attracted around 44 million viewers. To those fans, the richness of the world Martin created, and his skill as a fantasy writer, eclipse his writing demons. What they see primarily is a man whose writing inspired a $3 billion entertainment empire.

Writer’s block has plagued humans for as long as they’ve been writing, but its formal origins lie with poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge. Coleridge commemorated his thirty-second birthday, in 1804, by complaining that writing inspired in him “an indefinite indescribable Terror.” A year had passed “with scarcely the fruits of a month,” and Coleridge had succumbed to an opium addiction. “O Sorrow and Shame,” he wrote, “I have done nothing!” In 1949, an Austrian psychiatrist named Edmund Bergler coined the term writer’s block, which he understood through a Freudian lens. Bergler believed writers who were denied milk by their mothers, or who were bottle-fed, would encounter blocks whenever stress forced them to divert valuable mental resources to cope with panic. Today some experts argue that writer’s block isn’t real—that it’s the natural product of procrastination, poor planning or strategy, or the extended absence of good ideas. Whatever you call it, though, the sense of being stuck as you pursue creative output is familiar to almost every writer.

The same “block” affects other creatives, too. For most of his sixty-seven-year painting career, Claude Monet was a model of productive success. Between the 1860s and 1920s, Monet painted around twenty-five hundred works and inspired the term Impressionism, and hundreds of English art lovers voted his Water Lilies series Great Britain’s favorite paintings. But even Monet suffered an extended bout of creative block. Late in the spring of 1911, his second wife, Alice Hoschedé, died, leaving Monet distraught. Following her death, Monet destroyed dozens or perhaps even hundreds of his canvases and was unable to paint for two years. Other artists, from Jackson Pollock to Pablo Picasso, described similar periods of creative frustration, struggling to produce a single work for months or even years. Still, we remember them, as we remember Coleridge and Monet, for their triumphs rather than their struggles.

What we see today in Brie Larson, Airbnb, Amazon, and famous but sometimes-frustrated writers, artists, and composers are the glossy “after” shots. The “before” shots, which are usually hidden, are rougher around the edges. They’re laden with uncertainty and anxiety. Each of these colossal successes had an excellent chance of failing before ultimately getting unstuck. For every public success story there are hundreds or thousands of private stories of frustration.



In early 2020, just before the COVID pandemic descended, I distributed an online survey to hundreds of people. I’d read of the frustrations of prominent actors, writers, and entrepreneurs, but wanted to learn more about how the rest of us experience getting stuck. Some of the people who responded were living in poverty, but others were obscenely wealthy. Some were unemployed, but others were business titans. Some saw themselves as chronic underdogs, but others were Olympic champions. Some were trapped in bad relationships and mind-numbing careers, but others were happily married and prospering at work.

I learned at least three things from the people who were kind enough to respond to my survey.

First, I learned that being stuck is ubiquitous. Every one of the people I asked told me she was stuck in at least one respect at that moment. Some were stuck in bad relationships; some in stagnant careers; some were incapable of losing or gaining or maintaining weight; some were struggling to start a new business or to apply to school or to pay off loans or to save for their futures. Some sought creative solutions to enduring problems; others felt the solution was obvious but they were “frozen on the spot.”

I measured how long people took to respond to each question in the survey and found that, on average, they needed less than ten seconds to identify a sticking point. Seventy percent of them said the sticking point came to mind “very easily” because it sucked up a big chunk of the mental energy they expended every day. Half had been stuck for years or decades, and 80 percent had been stuck for longer than a month. Seventy-nine percent felt “very or extremely negative emotions” when thinking about this situation, and—striking because most of them weren’t wealthy—many were willing to pay thousands of dollars, and to sacrifice a large portion of their assets, to free themselves.

The second thing I learned is that people don’t realize how common it is to be stuck. Many people said they felt lonely and isolated, imagining that the rest of the world was making progress while they were fixed in place. They described a mixture of anxiety, uncertainty, fear, anger, and numbness. Psychologists call this a classic case of pluralistic ignorance—the tendency to believe you see the world differently from other people when in fact you feel the same way. For example, if you ask college students how comfortable they are with the drinking norms on campus, most will tell you they privately believe that students drink too much, but that the average college student is quite comfortable with campus drinking norms. The problem arises because behavior is visible, but attitudes and beliefs are hidden from view. Most college students don’t visibly protest campus drinking norms—and some visibly drink too much alcohol—so students are left believing their views are unusual. In the case of being stuck, I found the same pattern: people imagine others are gliding through life and only they and a minority of other people feel stuck.

The third thing I learned is that the diverse instances of “being stuck” my respondents described fall into two categories: those that are imposed from outside, and those that originate within the individual. Externally imposed constraints can be intractable. If you want to travel from New York to Paris during a pandemic and the borders are closed, you’re physically stuck; if you want a Ferrari but can’t afford a used Honda, you’re financially stuck. These instances of inertia reflect constraints that aren’t always surmountable, and they’re largely beyond the scope of this book. They’re also relatively uncommon—in the survey I learned that truly intractable inertia is surprisingly rare, accounting for around 10 percent of all cases of chronic immobility. People want plenty of things they can’t have, but they’re plagued by the things they feel they should or could have. I’m far more interested in these internal roadblocks—the 90-plus percent that are surmountable. They may be difficult to overcome, but they’re ripe for intervention. To give you a sense of how they sound, here’s a small sample from my survey:

Respondent 6: “I’m in my 30s. I can’t seem to save up money. I always find ways to spend in the moment and can’t get myself to stop. Saving is impossible for me. I’m anxious and fearful about how I’ll afford to live in the future.”

Respondent 107: “I’ve been trying to learn how to play the piano. I was making steady progress, but in the last couple of years, I feel I haven’t improved at all. I continue to practice the basics but I feel stuck, and it is making me worry that I’ll never improve. It feels as if I’m wasting my time.”

Respondent 384: “I’m stuck in a thankless job and want to be able to start my own business. I want to take the leap, but I’m worried about my finances and the uncertainty of going out on my own. Thinking about this leaves me numb and devoid of emotion.”

Respondent 443: “I’m an artist. I’ve hit a plateau and can’t seem to improve further. I need to practice—to put my nose to the grindstone—to improve my skill in drawing portraits and landscapes. I need to learn how to be more creative, and to find creative solutions to my problems.”

You can hear the frustration as you read each account. Respondent 6 lacks the willpower to save money more responsibly. Respondent 107 has plateaued on the road to learning a new skill. Respondent 384 is scared to leap from a stable but uninspiring job to a risky business venture. And Respondent 443 is grinding through a period of creative block. Theirs are four brief stories among hundreds of responses, and surely among billions of humans across the globe. Each of these people was willing to pay hundreds or thousands of dollars to get unstuck—including, paradoxically, Respondent 6, who says both that he doesn’t know how to save money and that he’d pay $500 to get unstuck.



As the respondents to my survey showed, to be alive is to battle stuckness. People get stuck at home and at work; financially and intellectually; individually and interpersonally. They get stuck as creatives and entrepreneurs; as athletes and thinkers; alone and in groups. The term stuck covers a broad range of contexts and experiences, but to be stuck, as I think of it, means three things: (1) that you’re temporarily unable to make progress in a domain that matters to you; (2) that you’ve been fixed in place for long enough to feel psychological discomfort; and (3) that your existing habits and strategies aren’t solving the problem. Being stuck, then, is more than brief discomfort that can be remedied with the diligent application of old ideas. Getting unstuck requires the right blend of emotional, mental, and behavioral tools, and Anatomy of a Breakthrough is a strategic guide in the war against stuckness—a war with four distinct battles that make up the four sections of this book.

The first section, “Help,” demystifies the experience of being stuck. Once you accept that being stuck is universal, you’re primed to ask how it could be a feature of progress, rather than an uncommon glitch. Why is being stuck a natural default state, while consistent progress is vanishingly rare? Why do so many public success stories begin with extended, private bouts of hardship? Why do barriers block the paths of people across so many disciplines, from entrepreneurs and athletes to actors, artists, and writers?

The book’s second section, “Heart,” focuses on the emotional consequences of stuckness. It’s painful, it’s anxiety provoking, and it can be lonely. That’s because friction is naturally isolating. It forces you to focus sharply on whatever’s blocking your path, so it’s easy to overlook the millions of other frustrated people and organizations stuck in their own separate bubbles. Mastering your emotional response to being stuck is a critical step in getting unstuck, and many of our intuitive responses entrench us further rather than propelling us forward. Sometimes slowing down, and questioning our intuitions, paves the best path forward.

The book’s third section, “Head,” moves from hot emotional states to calculated mental strategies. Getting unstuck is, to a large extent, a matter of following the right mental scripts. Being stuck complicates your life, and often the best way to move forward is to simplify the problem, to identify opportunities to deviate from an existing path, and to recognize that input from many brains is often—but not always—better than your own ideas alone.

The book’s fourth and final section, “Habit,” focuses on the actions that take you from sticking point to breakthrough. The most important principle is to take action even if you’re moving sideways. Action is the great unsticker because it necessarily replaces inertia with movement. Some actions are more helpful than others, and this fourth section examines the most fruitful of those, and the best order in which to pursue them.

But before you can start working on your heart, head, and habits, you need to understand what it means to be stuck, why being stuck is so common, and when, during any extended experience, you’re most likely to get stuck. Enter the work of an American psychologist named Clark Hull, who studied the mechanics of stuckness.


PART I 

HELP


1 

WHY GETTING STUCK IS INEVITABLE

Clark Hull spent his academic career studying rats in mazes, which was poetic because his youth was littered with dead ends. By the age of eighteen, Hull had been forced to join—and managed to escape—a religious sect. He battled typhoid and polio, one after the other, and almost lost the ability to walk and to see. “My eyes were so weak,” he remembered, “that my mother began reading William James’ Principles of Psychology to me.” Hull dabbled in mathematics, physics, chemistry, and engineering, but nothing clicked until James’ classic book launched Hull’s stellar career as a research psychologist.

Hull spent three decades as a professor at Yale, where he studied maze running in rats. He and his colleagues would bet milkshakes on which rat would run each maze fastest. Hull was incredibly productive. According to his friend and colleague Carl Hovland, Hull was by far the most cited psychologist in the late 1940s and early 1950s. “Hull’s scientific work comprised [several] phases,” Hovland said, “each of which constituted what other men would be proud to consider the work of an entire lifetime.”

Hull spent decades watching rats run mazes because, like many psychologists at the time, he was interested in learning and behavior. The mazes allowed him to measure how fast the animals were moving in a controlled environment. Over and over he saw the same pattern: the rats moved quickly when they neared the end of the maze, but moved slowly or stopped altogether at its beginning and middle. The end of the maze was like a magnet that pulled them more strongly as they got closer. This was true regardless of whether the mazes were long, straight tunnels or complex webs of trunks and branches. Hull called this pattern the goal gradient effect. Though the maze was completely flat, the rats seemed to experience it differently as they went along. They appeared to struggle as if running uphill during its early sections, but sprinted as if running downhill when the goal was in sight.

In the ninety years since Hull described the effect, psychologists have shown that it applies to people, too. In one experiment from a paper published in 2006, researchers tracked how quickly customers bought ten cups of coffee on the way to a free eleventh cup. The interval between the first and second cup was 20 percent longer than the interval between the ninth and tenth cups, suggesting that coffee drinkers were significantly more motivated as they approached that free eleventh cup. In another experiment, people who visited a music-rating website were offered a $25 Amazon voucher for rating fifty-one songs on fifty different scales—a total of 2,550 ratings. Raters were forty times more likely to quit early in the task than closer to the goal, and they rated more songs each time they visited the site. Those who required four visits to complete the task, for example, rated an average of six songs on their first visit, and an average of eighteen songs on the fourth and final visit. As with Hull’s rats, they were slower and more likely to stop the farther they were from the goal.

I first learned about Hull’s goal gradient effect as an undergrad, more than twenty years ago. The professor told us he’d seen evidence of the effect in his own lab rats, but that the effect was more complicated than Hull believed. Most rats move more quickly as they approach the end of the maze, but many also move quickly when they first begin running. Instead of just running faster and faster as the maze continues, they seem to follow a quick-slow-quick pattern. They buzz with excitement when they enter the maze, but soon seem to get stuck when the maze is more complicated or longer than they expect it to be.

This quick-slow-quick wrinkle in Hull’s original effect applies to people, too. In one experiment designed by my NYU colleague Andrea Bonezzi, students who proofread nine essays for typos were 20 percent slower to find typos in the fifth essay than in the second and eighth essays. In a second experiment, students tried to find as many shorter words as they could within nine longer words (for example, the word manager includes the words man, game, and name, among others). On average they found 19 percent fewer words on their fifth attempt than on their second or eighth attempts. As the researchers noted, people seem to get “stuck in the middle.”

As researchers continued to monitor goal progress in other domains, the goal gradient effect kept appearing. No matter the domain, people seemed to slow down or stop midway through the task, and to speed up when they thought they were approaching the goal. That was true when people decided how much to give to charitable appeals, how many pieces of unappealing but healthy broccoli and cauliflower to eat, how much credit card debt to pay off, how loyal to remain to businesses as they approached reward milestones, and even how quickly to walk toward a product they had decided to buy. People are also more likely to behave unethically or to compromise their morals to make progress when they’re stuck midway to a goal—at moments when they feel especially hopeless and therefore willing to sacrifice the high ground for a desperate step forward. Across almost every imaginable context, people advance slowly or stop altogether when goals feel far away, and they move more quickly when those goals appear to be within reach.

It’s easy to understand why we get stuck in the middle if you imagine an ocean liner traveling between New York and Southampton. As the ship leaves New York, its captain looks back to see the Empire State Building recede farther with each mile of progress. The incremental value of each mile is clear because New York’s landmarks look different all the time. Two weeks later, Britain’s southwestern tip appears, and the captain watches as his ship enters the English Channel, steers between the coasts of northwestern France and southwestern Britain, then hooks a northerly left turn past the Isle of Wight on to Southampton. That final segment of the journey is dotted with landmarks that show the passage of each mile traveled. In contrast, New York and the British and French coasts are separated by thousands of miles of open water. The same miles that register at the beginning and the end of the journey barely register when the captain sees the same blue-gray panorama hour after hour, day after day. If New York is the goal’s origin, and Southampton is the goal’s end, it’s easy to see why sailors might lose motivation as they traverse the oceanic expanse between them. If you’re trying to lose 100 pounds or save $10,000, the 45th pound and 5,010th dollar barely register as meaningful progress.

One remedy for the midpoint lull is to shrink or eliminate the middle altogether. The easiest way to do that is to divide larger experiences into smaller subexperiences. This is known as narrow bracketing. You can bracket any experience broadly by thinking of it as a single, long event, or narrowly by thinking of it as many smaller subexperiences. Take the case of a marathon. At the broadest end of the bracketing spectrum, the marathon is a single stretch of 26.2 miles. At the narrowest end, the same marathon is a chain of thousands of individual steps—about sixty thousand for the average runner. Many runners play the “one step at a time” mantra on repeat during the darkest moments of marathons and ultramarathons in part because there’s no room for a midpoint lull when you bracket the distance so narrowly.

You can apply the same logic to any extended goal using one of two approaches: either you can audit the goal by breaking it into small chunks that reflect real subdivisions of the goal, or, if the goal can’t be broken down naturally, you can craft those subdivisions artificially. Say the goal is moving from a job you hate to a job you love—a sticking point for many people. You might break the process down into making a list of alternative jobs; writing a list of pros and cons for each of those jobs relative to your current job; creating an ordered wish list of those jobs from “most desirable” to “least desirable”; deciding which jobs in your list fall above a “threshold of desirability”—in other words, they’re better than your current job to such an extent that it’s worth applying for them; and, finally, applying for those jobs and keeping your fingers crossed. These are real, material chunks in the job-upgrading process, and you can mark the completion of each one with a cupcake or a glass of Scotch, or however else you like to celebrate small victories. Other goals aren’t easy to break down naturally, so you need to create your own narrow brackets. If you’re trying to save $3,000 for the first payment on a new car, you can create a chart that splits that sum into ten smaller chunks of $300—and, again, reward yourself with a cupcake or a glass of Scotch as you complete each subgoal. The rule here is that you can’t get stuck in the middle if you eradicate the middle completely.



Middles are problematic in other contexts, too. One of Clark Hull’s intellectual heroes was a Prussian psychologist named Hermann Ebbinghaus. Like Hull, Ebbinghaus believed you should investigate what makes animals tick by observing their behavior. Whereas Hull measured motivation through maze-running rats, Ebbinghaus studied learning and forgetfulness. “A poem is learned by heart and then not again repeated,” wrote Ebbinghaus. “We will suppose that after a half year it has been forgotten: no effort of recollection is able to call it back again into consciousness.” He was fascinated by the tendency for information to vanish forever, never to return, so decided to use himself as a test guinea pig. For days on end, Ebbinghaus forced himself to memorize and recall thousands of three-letter nonsense syllables, or trigrams. He’d sit and stare at small cards with trigrams like GOS, FID, and CUV for hours at a time, before trying to remember as many as he could the following day. Mirroring Hull’s goal gradient effect, Ebbinghaus tended to remember the first and last words in his long lists more often than the words in the middle. Somehow, the words in the middle blurred together or escaped his memory completely. Like Hull, Ebbinghaus was stuck in the middle.

Ebbinghaus tried to improve his memory, particularly for words in the middle of the list, by studying them tens or even hundreds of times. The task was mind-numbingly boring and mentally taxing, but he persevered. He discovered that beyond a certain point there wasn’t much value in learning the list one or two or even ten more times. His brute-force approach to learning had its limits, and so was born the plateau effect—the tendency for techniques that work well at first to lose their value over time. Ebbinghaus didn’t spend much time considering why his ability to learn trigrams plateaued, but he was meticulous about showing that the same approach used over and over eventually stopped working. The same technique that drove you forward yesterday will leave you stuck in place today.

Plateau effects—like goal gradients—are everywhere. Ebbinghaus studied memorization, but his intellectual offspring have shown plateaus in hundreds of studies across dozens of mental and physical pursuits. If you’re trying to understand why people get stuck, and how to unstick them, you have to understand that even the best strategies and approaches need to be revised from time to time. If you’re trying to lose weight, build stronger muscles, or learn a new language, you can’t keep eating the same foods, following the same exercise routine, or using the same techniques to memorize new words. That’s a problem for our species because we’re creatures of habit. Once a technique works, we tend to use it over and over rather than revising our approach. That makes sense—starting from scratch requires time and energy—but those same techniques eventually stop working. The same diet, exercise regime, or language-learning schedule that worked in the past will progressively lose its power over time.

The best recent evidence for the plateau effect comes from a study of fifteen thousand people who followed an “ultra-minimalist” training plan for up to seven years. Fit20, the Dutch company that devised the plan, described it as “personal health training in 20 minutes per week… no hassle with changing/showering.” It involved a circuit of six simple exercises repeated once a week that initially seemed to be effective. Exercisers gained strength quickly for the first year or so, but then gains came much more slowly or stopped altogether. The same was true for men and women, older and younger participants. The researchers pointed out, too, that competitive powerlifters gain strength rapidly for about a year, before reaching a similar sticking point, so the plateau effect isn’t just restricted to this one training program.

As the training program suggested, we hit plateaus for at least two reasons. The first is habituation: if you’re, say, training certain muscles, your muscles adapt to the same exercises and stop developing unless you introduce a new approach. In the case of dieting, your body learns to cope with less food, so your metabolism slows and you stop burning calories as quickly. The smaller portions that pushed you to lose weight are now metabolized more slowly, so you stop losing weight and need to try a different diet. The same is true of any other process that teaches you to become more efficient. It’s the struggle up front that drives you to lose weight, gain physical fitness, or engage deeply enough to learn new skills (or lists of trigrams). The best way to short-circuit habituation is to try new strategies.

A second cause of plateaus is that we’re myopic, or shortsighted. We prefer an adequate solution now to a great solution in the long run. Bob Sullivan and Hugh Thompson—a writer and a mathematician who wrote the book The Plateau Effect—explain this with an example: Imagine you’re rushing to a meeting twenty blocks north of your current location in Manhattan, money is no object, and you have two options. You can either jump in a cab right now, or you can walk south two blocks to a subway station, where you’ll wait for a few minutes for the next train, which will then carry you uptown. Seasoned New Yorkers who are in a rush know the subway’s far quicker than a taxi, so they’re willing to walk backward because they’ll travel more quickly in the long run. Tourists, on the other hand, will choose the option that allows them to make immediate progress, though they’ll ultimately cover those twenty blocks much more slowly than the seasoned local. Tourists hit a plateau when their taxis are stuck in traffic, while veterans sacrifice brief, early progress for sustained, consistent progress later. In most domains, unfortunately, humans are more like tourists than veterans. We avoid going backward now even if that ultimately makes us quicker in the long run. The solution here has two parts: habitually question whether you’re privileging short-term progress over long-term gains, and make a point of learning the difference between paths forward. Most tourists may opt for the taxi over the subway, but those who do their homework will know the subway’s usually a better option.

When you add goal gradients to plateau effects, the sum isn’t pretty. The goal gradient slows us down in the short and medium term, whereas the plateau effect slows us in the long term. The silver lining is that you can plan for both effects because they happen at predictable points during an extended process. If you know to expect them, they’re less likely to stymie your progress. This same desire to weaken setbacks by predicting them before they arrive is at the root of many models of human progress. Fifteen years after Hull’s death, a Canadian psychoanalyst named Elliott Jaques noticed a predictable dip in progress that mirrored Hull’s midpoint lull in goal progress. The difference was that Jaques wasn’t focused on a single maze or a single task; he was interested in progress and friction across the entire human life span.



In 1965, Jaques noticed that dozens of creative geniuses lost their mojo just before they turned forty. He pointed out that Bach’s creativity ebbed after he turned thirty-eight; Goethe’s genius abandoned him when he was thirty-nine; and Michelangelo produced little art beyond his late thirties. This, Jaques explained, was how some middle-aged adults responded to the specter of their own deaths: they experienced a “midlife crisis.” Midlife crises express themselves in different ways for different people, but most commonly, Jaques argued, they lead people to question whether their lives are meaningful. For many people, approaching the age of forty is the first time they confront the idea that life won’t last forever.

Though Jaques was broadly right to suggest we find the specter of death overwhelming, the midlife crisis concept was too narrow. We experience the same sort of crisis whenever time seems to run away from us. When I was twenty-nine years old—a decade before Jaques’ definition of midlife—I had the same sense of being stuck. With almost three decades under my belt, I felt paralyzed by how quickly the rest of my life would streak by. The solution, as I saw it, was to inject my life with fresh meaning by adopting a long-term goal: training for and running my first marathon while raising money for a medical charity.

Several years later, my colleague Hal Hershfield and I discussed how my experience as a twenty-nine-year-old mapped onto the concept of the midlife crisis. It made us wonder whether approaching any major landmark in aging—not just midlife—might create existential friction. Because most of the world follows the base-ten number system, we wondered if each new decade of life starting with age thirty might inspire a fresh crisis of meaning. We decided to search for signs that people question the meaningfulness of their lives shortly before the arrival of a new decade, when their age ends in a nine—twenty-nine, thirty-nine, forty-nine, fifty-nine, and so on. (We called these nine-ending ages.)

The evidence mounted across a range of contexts and measures. When thousands of people around the world completed the World Values Survey, a global research project that studies people’s values and beliefs, one of the questions asked the extent to which they wondered whether their lives were meaningful. As we expected, people who were nine-enders were more likely to report questioning the meaningfulness of their lives.

This life audit has different consequences for different people. Some feel pleased by how they’ve spent their time, and optimistic about the years that remain. Others are less pleased when they examine the past, but—as I did by running a marathon—find productive ways to unstick themselves. We found, for example, that people with nine-ending ages were overrepresented among first-time marathon runners, and people who ran multiple marathons ran faster at nine-ending ages than they ran a year or two earlier or later. A third group, though, found this audit intimidating. Among this group, we found evidence of destructive behavior: the suicide rate rises ever so slightly among nine-enders, and nine-ending men are disproportionately likely to use Ashley Madison, a dating website for people seeking extramarital affairs. (The same may be true of nine-ending women, but we only had reliable data on males.)

Some people experience this crisis a little earlier or later. Although these behaviors peak at nine-ending ages, the data pattern looks more like a wave: people’s concerns about meaning start to rise at eight-ending ages, crest at nine-ending ages, and begin to fall at zero-ending ages. For many, these concerns inspire a crisis that fixes them in place. Instead of moving forward, or finding ways to get unstuck, they turn to nihilism and self-destruction.

Though the effect is subtle, other researchers have replicated and refined the basic pattern. In one study, people increasingly emphasized broad, long-term facets of health and well-being over momentary happiness as they approached the transition between two decades in age. In another, researchers noticed that, although people question the meaning in their lives more intently when they imagine the end of a decade, they don’t necessarily perceive their lives to be more meaningful at those points in life. For many of them, this introspective experience was threatening and overwhelming.

These results are important because the behaviors we examined were highly consequential. If people are slightly more likely to seek extramarital affairs or even to end their lives as new decades approach, mental health practitioners and policy makers should be aware of this pattern. If we understand that many people struggle when evaluating their lives, we’re better prepared to encourage them to deal with this struggle constructively rather than destructively—by, for example, taking up a new form of exercise, eating healthier foods, saving for retirement, or donating to charitable causes.

Though nine-ending crises are easy to anticipate, many other barriers are harder to foresee. These are the sticking points that often do the most damage because they arise without warning, often when we least expect them. These unexpected jolts are what Bruce Feiler has called lifequakes.



Bruce Feiler describes himself as a “lifestorian”—a collector of personal-life stories the way a historian collects historical artifacts. For decades Feiler’s life was “ascending.” He became an immensely successful writer and TV personality, he worked in a circus and traveled with Garth Brooks, and got married and fathered identical twin girls. Then he seemed to hit a string of roadblocks. He was diagnosed with a rare form of bone cancer that required sixteen rounds of chemo, invasive surgeries, and several years of recovery. Pummeled by the Great Recession, he almost went bankrupt, and his father attempted suicide several times. People seek comfort in different ways, but Feiler’s comfort came from conversations with friends and strangers. His mantra became “When in turmoil, turn to narrative.”

“I felt stuck, and so I went out looking for stories,” Feiler told me. As soon as he was healthy enough to travel, he spent three years traipsing across all fifty states while collecting 225 life stories. These stories formed the basis for Feiler’s bestselling book Life Is in the Transitions. Each life story was unique, but with a large enough sample Feiler began to see consistencies amid the noise. “Doing these conversations all day every day, it became clear that there was this pattern,” he said.

Far from being unusual, Feiler’s setbacks were mirrored in the stories he heard around the country. He discovered that every life story was dotted with small and large life disruptions. There were no exceptions. Young, old, rich, poor, professional, laborer, urban, rural—disruptions were universal. Most of these setbacks were unchosen, like losing a job or battling an illness, and most were unwanted. Some were minor—these happened every twelve to eighteen months for most people—but roughly every tenth disruption was a major life event. He struggled to find a neutral term that captured these disruptions in all their diversity, but ultimately settled on the term lifequakes.

“These are the wolves that upend our fairy tales,” Feiler wrote about lifequakes. Lifequakes are sticking points, Feiler noted, because they place roadblocks in whatever path we are following. They prevent us from pursuing the lives we previously imagined living and so leave us stuck as we attempt to construct revised lives in their wake. He combed through the stories he’d heard to organize the various lifequakes by type and frequency. In roughly descending order of regularity, people reported medical issues; deaths and personal losses; the end of relationships; financial setbacks; job losses or changes; natural disasters; and personal shifts in response to movements like Black Lives Matter or the Tea Party. Seven in eight lifequakes were personal events, but one in eight affected a group of people. Feiler finished writing his book shortly before the first cases of COVID-19 emerged, and he told me that the pandemic was the biggest collective lifequake “in a hundred years.” As roadblocks go, he believed it affected more people across the planet more profoundly than any other event in living memory. He also discovered that six in ten lifequakes are involuntary events that arrive suddenly, and six in seven involve a shift from stability to volatility. This volatility shakes people and leaves many of them stuck. Lifequakes are so disruptive that they last for an average of five years. “We spend a huge percentage of our lives in transition,” Feiler wrote. “If you consider that we go through three to five lifequakes in our adult lives, and each one lasts four, five, six years, or longer, that could be thirty-plus years we spend in a state of change. That’s half a lifetime!”

The most important feature of lifequakes is that they’re hard to predict. You don’t plan for a lifequake the way you might anticipate an impending plateau, so instead you need to develop a general tool kit for managing unwanted change. “Life transitions are a skill,” Feiler wrote. “They’re a skill we can, and must, master.” A particular lifequake may take you by surprise, but recognizing that lifequakes and other profound sticking points are inevitable puts you several steps ahead of the many people who respond first by asking, “Why me?!” Feiler told me that “Why me?!” exclamations are a modern, privileged response to sticking points. “The fact that we believe [being stuck] is noise rather than signal is a historical anomaly of the last one hundred and fifty years,” he said. Much of this reflects “the myth of progress”—the largely Western idea that things improve over time. With the rise of science, modern medicine, and stock markets that grow an average of 7 percent yearly, we’ve come to believe that every problem can be solved, cured, or resolved. In Feiler’s words, we’re saddled by “the myth of human dominion over the natural world.” When you look back in time or sideways to developing regions of the world, you’ll see populations that expect disruption. When and where religion and philosophy dominate science, people are open to the idea that the world can be unpredictable and unkind. Where science and narratives of progress rule, societies are lulled into an illusion of invulnerability.

When Feiler released his book, he wasn’t sure which aspects would resonate most with readers. Most of the emails, comments, and questions have focused on lifequakes. “I would say that the number one reaction I’m hearing from people is ‘Whew!’ ” People felt liberated by the concept of the lifequake for two reasons. First, it gave a nonjudgmental label to a concept that affects all of us. Naming our experiences gives us a sense of control and makes us feel less lonely. Once a concept has a name, the logic goes, it can’t be something that lives only in our heads. The second and I think more important reason is that the lifequakes concept recognizes that life is messy. Unlike with, say, the five-stage Kübler-Ross model of grief (denial, anger, bargaining, depression, acceptance), lifequakes can happen anytime with any order of emotions. Feiler was wise to recognize that there’s no one-size-fits-all blueprint for disruption across the life span. Sometimes you’ll avoid a lifequake for ten years, and then three or four will appear simultaneously. Feiler wrote about a young minister from Virginia named Erik Smith: “[Smith] preached at his mother’s funeral, his father’s funeral, left the church to become a special-needs teacher, had suicidal thoughts, got addicted to painkillers, and lost sixty pounds—all within two years.” These are the stickiest of sticking points because they stretch your coping resources across not just one but many profound disruptions. The biggest challenge is knowing how much energy to devote to each one so you have enough left for the others. Meting out limited resources is a critical component to getting unstuck—and it’s particularly important when you’re most depleted, just before you reach the finish line. That’s true metaphorically, as you cope with lifequakes; and it’s also true when you’re running on empty toward a literal finish line.



Chandler Self is a good marathon runner. She isn’t an Olympian or a national champion, but she sometimes wins marathons and half-marathons, and she’s considered “sub-elite.” In 2017, she won the Dallas Marathon in a time of 2:53:57, though her victory came with an asterisk. Four miles from the end of the race Self passed her dad, who gestured to tell her she was in first place by a comfortable margin. Self was elated. “I was so excited!!” she wrote later. “Then I looked at my time, and thought, geez I might even get a [personal record]!! I declined fluid at the aid station. I was running so well, I didn’t want to interrupt my pace with silly water! It wasn’t hot outside and I didn’t think I was sweating much. Then I was coming into the finish! I saw the finish line! And it was UPHILL. My legs gave out.”

The footage of Self’s legs “giving out” is hard to watch. “This is our winner, ladies and gentlemen,” the race commentator says. “This is not normally what you expect to see at the finish of a marathon.” Having completed 99.57 percent of the race, her body couldn’t carry her another step. A seventeen-year-old high school student, who was running a relay race within the marathon, stopped running and generously helped Self to her feet. Self collapsed several more times, but, carried by the high schooler, ultimately crossed the finish line in first place. The race officials ruled that, since help had come from another competitor rather than a spectator or official, Self’s victory was legal.

If you were grading Self’s performance, you’d say she scored 99.57 percent. She was so close to apportioning her energy perfectly. Watch enough marathons and endurance races and you’ll see dozens of athletes collapsing just as they reach the finish line. Some, like Self, collapse just before they arrive. It isn’t a coincidence that they tend to fold within a few hundred yards of their goal. They’re guided by teleoanticipation—literally, knowledge of an approaching end point (or telos). Teleoanticipation isn’t an exact science, even when you know precisely how much ground you’ll need to cover, so even seasoned athletes sometimes expend a few too many calories before they finish a race. Self’s body, as it crumpled, was the perfect physical embodiment of stuckness.

Teleoanticipation was first described in 1996 by a German researcher named Hans-Volkhart Ulmer. “If the athlete runs too quickly,” Ulmer wrote, “he will not be able to finish because of early fatigue, but if he runs too slowly, he will not reach his… optimal racing time. Therefore, the athlete has to arrange his energy consumption per unit time with respect to a finishing point.” Ulmer described the behavior of athletes in his paper, but also wondered how migratory birds managed to fly for thousands of miles without landing. His paper is full of complex calculations and graphs because the problem of anticipating an ending is complicated. A migrating bird needs to pay attention to wind conditions, how much food it’s consumed, when it’s likely to eat again, the air temperature, and so on. Marathoners are saddled with a similar task. In addition to anticipating hills, wind conditions, and air temperature, you need to know whether you’re feeling unusually strong or weak. If you’re a runner, you’ll know that on some days your legs feel like pogo sticks, and on others like concrete. Teleoanticipation isn’t easy even when you have a precise finish line.

When athletes aren’t aiming for a finish line, they move more slowly. If you don’t know when an event ends, you can’t expend your energy reserves. In one study, cyclists who completed two thirty-kilometer (eighteen-mile) time trials finished an average of almost two minutes, or 4 percent, slower when they weren’t given an explicit end point. In another study, people performed boring mental tasks more slowly when they weren’t told the task would run for ninety minutes. More important, they got stuck more often, taking more breaks from the task to replenish their mental resources.

There isn’t a bright finish line when you’re pursuing a career, parenting young kids, or trying to live a happier, healthier life. Many of these goals—the goals that matter most to the majority of us—are boundless, so the calculations we need to make are vastly more complex than the calculations Ulmer ascribed to migratory birds. When you add lifequakes to the mix—like, say, the COVID-19 pandemic—your physical, financial, and psychological resources are stretched further still. Alex Hutchinson, a writer who focuses on human endurance, described COVID-19 as “a marathon without a finish line.” The solution, Hutchinson argued, was to treat the pandemic’s open-ended format as a benefit rather than a weakness. “It turns out that, if you ask yourself ‘Can I keep going?’ rather than ‘Can I make it to the finish?’ you’re far more likely to answer in the affirmative,” Hutchinson suggested. French ultramarathon runner Guillaume Calmettes agreed: “[When there’s no finish line,] you’re never overwhelmed by what you have left to run because you simply don’t know what you have left to run.”

Calmettes’ solution sounds a lot like the prescription for treating the friction you might encounter midway through an extended goal: break the goal down into its atomic components. Instead of focusing on the big picture, focus on the present. You won’t find midpoint slumps if there’s no midpoint, and the same logic applies to boundless goals. If you treat each step, minute, or unit of work as a discrete mini-goal, the absence of an end point is irrelevant. Put differently, Calmettes was advocating mindfulness in the context of goal pursuit. Being mindful is akin to being profoundly present in the moment; paying attention to the task at hand and your relationship to that task. In being present, you’re less likely to flail about for a finish line that doesn’t actually exist.



Getting stuck is inevitable. During any extended experience, Clark Hull believed it happened early, his intellectual disciples believed it happened near the midpoint, and Hermann Ebbinghaus believed it happened late in the game. Between goal gradients, midpoint dips, and plateau effects, we’re likely to get stuck somewhere along the way—and that’s before we fold in Bruce Feiler’s inevitable disruptions and lifequakes that strike as bolts from the blue. Even after completing 99 percent of the process, there’s still a chance that, like Chandler Self at the Dallas Marathon finish line, we’ve underbudgeted by a fraction of a percent. Self poured too much of herself into that race, but the truth, for most of us most of the time, is that we tend to retreat too soon. At the first sign of friction, we despair that we’ll perhaps never make progress again. The golden rule is that getting unstuck almost always takes longer than we expect—and too often we surrender just a few steps short of the finish line.
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KEEP GOING

Hit pop songs are breezy by design, which hides the difficulty of turning catchy melodies into commercial gold. It takes time and talent to shave away their rough edges, to “popify” them so listeners choose to stream them dozens or even hundreds of times. This journey takes incredible patience, often stretching across months or years. That was the case for Magne Furuholmen, a young songwriter who was blessed with an unusually deep well of persistence.

Furuholmen was fifteen when he composed a keyboard riff that followed him from band to band for seven years. The catchy twenty-seven-note melody was unpolished, but he eventually decided to spin the hook into a complete song. His band was looking for a new singer, and the top candidate thought the riff was dynamite. “Our new singer, Morten Harket, said that he did not want to join the band if we did not use it,” Furuholmen remembered. Bowing to Harket’s demand, the band surrounded the riff with an intro, verses, and a bridge, and the track was born. At first, the band struggled to name the tune. “It started out being called ‘Lesson One,’ ” Furuholmen recalled. “Then we renamed the song ‘All’s Well That Ends Well and Moves with the Sun.’ ”

Furuholmen’s band was the Norwegian synth-pop trio a-ha, and the track became “Take On Me.” In October 1985, “Take On Me” reached the number one spot on the Billboard charts in the United States and stayed on the charts for twenty-seven weeks. It also topped the charts in a dozen other countries, became an emblem for eighties synth pop, and sold almost 10 million copies worldwide, making it one of the bestselling singles of all time.

Though it ultimately became a commercial hit, its journey was arduous. After Warner signed the band in 1984, its three young members recorded the first version of “Take On Me” in a London studio. The song was a commercial flop. This version, which is easy to find online, has the same genetic structure as the song’s final version, but lacks much of its poppy charm. Warner’s London office encouraged the band to record a music video of Harket moving to the song, but the video was forgettable amid a sea of similar mideighties pop videos. All three band members remember feeling stuck. Furuholmen’s killer hook seemed to charm everyone who heard it, but the track was still undercooked. The unpredictable ups and downs of the music business seemed insurmountable. Just before their final tour, in 2009, the band remembered the frustrating process of refining the track. “To say that the boys were crushed is an understatement,” the band wrote on its website. “The three idealists, who believed that talent alone would be enough to get them to the top, had now encountered so much adversity, wasted so much time, and been disappointed so often that they were on the point of giving up. They saw people’s hopes, money and lives going to waste and decided to split up for a while.”
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