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Introduction

DOI: 10.4324/9781003188711-1

Fusion, Hybrid, Amalgam. These are terms that none of the authors of this book would use to describe this book. Those terms are catchy, trendy, popular, perhaps considered hip – that was not our goal in writing this book. Our goal, plain yet not so simple, was to extract the best science that psychology has to offer and translate it into life hacks that are applicable to improving your physical health, your mental health, your psychological wealth, your relationships, and your happiness. This is a relatively short book that is readable (we used endnotes1 like this rather than APA-style in-text citations) and affordable. In our spare time, we like leaping tall buildings in a single bound.

This book can be what you make of it. Is it meant to be a comprehensive introduction to psychology, like you would see in a high school or college course? Not really. Could this be useful in such a course? Absolutely. We’ve worked hard to stay true to evidence-informed advice about these critical areas of all of our lives. Could someone get some real tips on how to improve their life, or how to help someone in trouble by reading this book? Yes. Psychology is the scientific study of the brain and behavior. That’s big, in that it’s a large area of study, from the smallest molecules of neurotransmitters that float the synaptic cleft to the largest macro environments of cultures and societies. Psychology encompasses who we were, who we are, who we can become, and who we will become. That is big.

Because the depth and breadth of psychology is indeed that deep and that wide, it is really not possible for one individual to know and remember all of the science that is known about human behavior. Given that we cannot know all, the logical question that follows is this: What should we know, and why? Are there basic facts about psychological science that everyone could benefit from knowing? I suppose you could Google certain questions about relationships or mental health, but the search results would provide hundreds of thousands of links to available information. As scientists and authors, we’ve read the studies and we’ve interpreted the data, and we can provide advice based on the best data currently available to us. That is a service that Google does not provide, and it is why authors still write books and why folks like you still read them.

If you think about this critically (and we hope that you are often a critical thinker), this may strike you as entirely subjective – five psychology professors, plucked at random, to comment on essential concepts, ideas, and applications when introducing key psychological areas to a wide audience. First, note that there was no randomness at all. All of these contributors are high-achieving individuals at the top of the teaching of psychology field, each full-time professors at their respective universities (and at the time of writing this particular sentence, lacking humility too). Second, and this is a unique distinction indeed, they have all served as President of the Society for the Teaching of Psychology (STP), which is Division Two of the American Psychological Association – this is the largest association of teachers of psychology in the English-speaking world.

Third, this is a collaboration about telling the story of psychology, but the partnership is among the dearest of friends. Among the five of us, we bring you over 800 years of teaching experience in communicating psychological science (OK, now we’re just checking to see if you are still reading, and if you are applying any of those critical thinking skills here). We purposely chose to write a book that would excite you about the story of psychology and provide useful information to help improve your life, but we did not want to offer the encyclopedic tome of 900 pages and 2,000 vocabulary terms. What if we were just to center on major, meaningful themes, and offer some life hacks – that was the goal of this collaboration. Our publishing partner Routledge supported this notion even further, and by encouraging us to stay within a word limit which would also help keep the price of this book down. Honestly, the lower the price, the more people the story will reach, and since we believe that these psych hacks can truly work to promote physical health, mental health, psychological wealth, relationships, and happiness, a greater chance at distribution is certainly worth a lower cost to our readers.

We should be fair and let you know that there are other means by which writers and readers could make decisions about what is “important” to share with an audience. We used our experience in the field to cherry-pick topics that we believe benefit the greatest number of people; we did not attempt here to write a replacement textbook for the introductory psychology course. For many years there have been multiple research efforts that asked faculty members to rate and rank the core terms in introductory psychology,2,3,4,5 and that work continues somewhat today.6 The introductory psychology course often gets attention from national education policymakers due to its size and scope; in recent years task forces and working groups have issued reports about the course, including the pillars model.7 And although no one knows for sure (a crystal ball could be useful here), the typical estimate for the annual enrollment of introductory psychology students each year in the United States is between 1.2 million and 1.6 million students.8 That would be an attractive audience, and if you are looking for a book in that area, we would certainly recommend the book co-authored by our very own beloved co-author, Susan Nolan.9

We hope that this text will satisfy the emergent triple-threat as articulated above: (1) the content of psychology is important and can be life-changing; (2) the assembled author team are expert teachers, researchers, and writers ready to deliver; and (3) the approach of sharing these psychological life hacks is just what the doctors ordered regarding understanding, comprehending, and applying the key principles of psychology to one’s daily life. We have organized our thoughts about psych hacks into five different areas, and each is described briefly here.


My physical health

In this section, we present some of the critical details for maintaining your physical health, as if you had your own health psychologist giving you advice. From reviewing the details about health and stress, the biology that you need to know is presented (not a comprehensive review – for that, think about biology classes). Coping skills are vital for all of us, and to be successful, it’s crucial to understand how these psychological processes work, whether that focus is on increasing health behavior or fighting sickness. All of the advice here is evidence-informed, and highly readable so that you can use it and develop psych hacks that are relevant for you and will work for you.


My mental health

In this section, we present many of the most popular topics when individuals are new to studying psychology. The entire notion of what is “normal” versus what is “abnormal” is a fascinating topic, and the impact of psychological disorders and mental illness in the United States is staggering. Rather than provide an encyclopedic overview of every possible mental disorder (for that, an undergraduate abnormal psychology course is the place to start), we present some key psychological disorders, along with some common treatment approaches. This section concludes with incredibly practical psych hacks about what to do if you think you need to seek therapy, and if someone you know is thinking about considering suicide, advice for what you should do. Literally a life hack!


My wealth

In this section, we present the key factors from psychological science about living a good life – what leads us to fulfillment? Although money is part of that equation, there are costs associated with being too money-centered. The notion of flourishing is to find happiness, satisfaction, and feelings of goodness in life. Working toward enrichment can mean avoiding the traps of materialism as well as cultivating one’s beneficial qualities and practicing self-regulation. Psychological wealth is complex, and there are opportunities for enrichment that surround us in everyday life, whether they be appreciating the outdoors or strategic investments in time well spent. Enrichment also comes through our connections with others, and an important psych hack is the ability and interest to invest in yourself.


My relationships

In this section, we address some of the most important topics of all of our lives – how we interact with and get along with others. Humans are innately social beings, and our relationships are at the core of our existence. The challenges of successful relationships vary widely and often change over time, ranging from loneliness to partnering to breaking up to developing new relationships. We present the data about the benefits of healthy marriages and the detriments of unhealthy marriages. There are important workplace relationships to navigate for most of our adult lives, and we provide information and psych hacks that can be helpful here too. Thankfully, outcomes from psychological science allow us to conclude that relationships and social support are antidotes for success.


My happiness

As the concluding part of this introductory section, the “My Happiness” section is the “closer” for us – we attempt to tie it all together here. Happiness as a life outcome and goal is addressed throughout the book, but our final focus is squarely on happiness. In the psychological literature, it’s called subjective well-being, but our knowledge base is broad – it’s helpful to know what is linked to happiness, that is, individuals can gain insights and develop their own happiness hacks. There are interesting perspectives about the ability to manufacture and create happiness, and while it is known that good health leads to increased happiness, there is now experimental evidence that happiness can cause good health (yes, the cause word is appropriate here). Ultimately, we believe that a greater knowledge of psychology can lead to the potential for a happier and healthier life, or as we say, psych hacks.

It should be obvious by now that your authors have a specific lens or approach to the disciplinary nature of their work: psychological science. Furthermore, it is that the application of the principles of psychology (psych hacks) can be used to improve people’s lives. One does not have to go to college and become a psychology major, take an introductory psychology course, or see a therapist to benefit from the discipline of psychology – although those three ideas mentioned here could be perfectly appropriate for you in a particular life situation.

We believe there is relevance to what we do, and we are sharing that with you in this book. For some individuals, the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks in the United States changed the way we look at the world. During his year as American Psychological Association president in 2002, Philip Zimbardo10 wrote the following about that important time:


Even before the September 11th tragedy, most of the major problems facing the United States were psychological in cause, correlates, or consequence: for example, AIDS and sexually transmitted diseases; drug addiction, as well as addictions to smoking, gambling, alcohol, and food; prejudice and discrimination; delinquency; violent crimes; educational failures for too many minority youth; and the full range of physical illnesses that are influenced by lifestyle and behavioral functioning. Psychologists have much to say about more effective ways of dealing with these problems at both individual and community levels of action. Psychologists need to be heard and to be at the table of influential leaders and policymakers because psychologists have more to say about these issues than do members of any other discipline.

(p. 432)


When thinking about the sections and the psych hacks presented throughout this book, the undergirding principle is that psychology is a science, and that psychological knowledge is gathered using the scientific method and advances in our knowledge are made using the same standards of evidence in any of the other sciences. This book is not meant to provide the entire context of how psychological researchers conduct research and draw conclusions – some of your authors have written those books too.11,12

But just to make this point, please consider the following listing of logical fallacies (with examples) that we fall prey to at times, reminding us how difficult it is to draw meaningful conclusions and how valuable it is when others follow the scientific method and publish peer-reviewed research studies advancing our knowledge base, slowly yet surely. Errors in the logic of an argument are called logical fallacies, and these typically stem from unreasoned argument, irrelevant distractions, or the absence of evidence.13,14 We have presented here a partial listing of logical fallacies garnered from multiple sources.15,16 As you read through them, think about how scientific findings could be corrupted by those who utilize logical fallacies, whether accidentally or purposefully. Also, think about how these approaches are used in the media, in advertising, by politicians, perhaps by your employer, or even by loved ones. Sometimes when we attempt to convince or persuade, we don’t play fair, or we don’t even try to play fair if we want what we want. It’s important for all of us to understand these logical fallacies (even if we don’t know their actual labels) and recognize that the arguments being made have flaws.


Ad hominem: Instead of inspecting the logic of the argument, the arguer launches a person attack instead; sometimes called “poisoning the well;” attacking the person rather than attacking the idea.

Appeal to tradition: An idea or event is “right” because it has always been done that way (sometimes referred to as “if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it”); this is often a way to squelch new or innovative ideas.

Argument from authority: This occurs when using expert opinion instead of using the evidence that the expert used to form his/her opinion; experts often talk about topics that are outside their realm of expertise; finding a “big name” to be on one’s side of an argument who may not know anything about the topic.

Bandwagon fallacy: When the arguer believes that an idea or position has merit because a large number of other people also believe in the idea or position. Large numbers of followers do not necessarily make an argument believable just based on the large numbers; popular does not equal right or just.

Blood is thicker than water: When an argument is automatically accepted as true if stated by someone who is related to the arguer or who knows/likes the arguer; also called favoritism or “for my friends, anything” – this actually is a shortcut to actually thinking, as someone who is related may not be making a logical argument.

Circular argument: When the argument is restated without the provision of proof, such as “the President is a great communicator due to the fact that he speaks effectively,” or “we know that God exists because God exists.” Sometimes this is called “begging the question” – this is often used when the person does not have external evidence to support a claim, but wants others to accept the claim on its face.

Guilt by association: The arguer commits this fallacy when linking the person (or person’s argument) to a group that may be perceived as negative by some or many, such as “don’t follow his advice, because he used to work as an ambulance-chaser type of attorney” – this is a dangerous argument because it relies on stereotypes, meaning that one member of a group possesses all the stereotypical characteristics of that group, rather than considering the person as a unique individual.

Non sequitur: When the arguer makes an inappropriate leap from the evidence provided to the conclusion, such as the number of homicides increasing when there is a high tide in the ocean. The tide and the number of homicides may be statistically related, but that does not necessarily mean they are causally related. Events can be spuriously correlated (shoe size and IQ might be positively correlated), but that does not mean that one causes the other.

Paralysis of analysis: This is the belief that since we will never have all the data, it’s too early to make a decision and that actions should be delayed until later; this has been a popular argument in the climate change debate for decades, or even with individuals who do not have all of the options known to them so they end up remaining with the status quo.

Post hoc ergo propter hoc: This occurs when the arguer assumes that the temporal precedence explains cause and effect, such as “after I ate the steak at the restaurant, I got sick, which means the steak made me sick” – humans often want to assert causality to events that A caused B but just because A happened before B, that is not a causal link necessarily; this is a jump to conclusions.

Red herring: This is a tactic that is used to divert attention away from the main argument, such as “the logging of the Pacific Northwest may be bad for the environment, but what will the workers in the paper mills do to support their families?” – think of this as the magician doing a trick that gets you to look one direction while the “magic” is happening in another direction; distraction can lead to the derailment of a meaningful discussion.

Reductionism: When the arguer answers a complex question with a simple answer, in the context that the audience may not perceive how complicated the situation is; also called oversimplifying; individuals do this all the time, such as politicians who want to end welfare programs and mandate mandatory part-time employment for those on welfare; the one-line sound bite may be catchy to some, but the actual situation and life conditions are so complicated that there is no easy answer and the solution cannot be reduced to one size fits all.

Slippery slope: This is the argument that if Event 1 happens, then Event 2 will happen, then Event 3, … then Event 16, and so on. We don’t want Event 16 to happen, so we don’t want Event 1 to start us sliding down the slippery slope. This is another distraction technique that is used to avoid the discussion of the core issues, such as if we stop enforcing the high school dress code, students will make poor clothing choices, then there will be more envy between teenagers, then there will be clothing theft from lockers, so changing the school dress code will result in more vandalism (ah, the slippery slope).

Testimonial: When someone who is well-known (but not an expert) provides an endorsement for a product or an idea, such as a famous athlete urging voters to vote for a particular candidate; paid testimonials may be additionally suspect – this is the essence of much of modern commercial advertising, celebrity endorsements on social media, fundraising campaigns all over the world, and so on. Personal stories are memorable, persuasive, and can evoke powerful emotions and behaviors.


As you read this book and think about these logical fallacies, a psych hack for you to develop is to not fall prey to these concepts – recognize them when they occur and try to not let them influence your behavior negatively.

Although it’s not one of our explicit goals in this book, along the way you may realize that you start to develop some skills in the area of psychological literacy – or perhaps you are expanding your existing skills. This notion of psychological literacy and the idea of a psychological literate citizen is again in the forefront of our disciplinary consciousness.17 In this work, psychological literacy is defined as:



	having a well-defined vocabulary and basic knowledge of the critical subject matter in psychology;

	valuing the intellectual challenges required to use scientific thinking and the disciplined analysis of information to evaluate alternative courses of action;

	taking a creative and amiable skeptic approach to problem solving;

	applying psychological principles to personal, social, and organizational issues at work, relationships, and the broader community;

	acting ethically;

	being competent in using and evaluating information and technology;

	communicating effectively in different modes and with many different audiences;

	recognizing, understanding, and fostering respect for diversity; and

	being insightful and reflective about one’s own and others’ behavior and mental processes.


(p. 11)


By reading this book, you will not be able to achieve all of the skills listed here; that would likely take pursuing a bachelor’s degree in psychology. However, many of the psych hacks we offer throughout this book are indeed represented in some way in this list. We believe that you will come away with evidence-informed psych hacks that you can use to improve your life and those around you. It should be a fun adventure written by teachers of psychology at the top of their profession who care passionately about sharing the pro tips for your health, wealth, relationships, and happiness. We’re psychological scientists and we’re here to help.
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Section 1My physical health
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Would you like a concise list stating what you need to do to be healthy? You probably know most of it already – eat nutritious meals, get physical activity, don’t smoke, don’t get stressed out. Easier said than done. We may know what we need to do, but it is a completely different thing to actually do it. The great news is that findings from years of psychological research can help us do each of these different healthy behaviors better. If you ask people what they most want, “money” may be a common answer (more on this in sections on that topic), but “healthy” and “happy” are often on the top of the list. Here, we focus on many of the ways you can be physically healthy.


Part 1.1 What is being healthy anyway?

Whereas a large part of our psychological mind space can be taken up by the fear of death, people consciously and unconsciously tend to want to live long, healthy, and happy lives. People buy personal health trackers such as Fitbits to exercise more though researchers show it may not lead to weight loss.1 Every January gym membership jumps and home fitness equipment is lugged to basements to hit those New Year resolutions. We try to eat more of what is good for us. Sometimes we pop pills engineered to boost our immune systems or replenish missing elements in our diet. It is great to be alive, and being healthy helps us maximize the joys of living. Health is a complex blend of biological, psychological, and societal factors. What can you do to optimize your health? What does psychological science tell us about being healthy? The first key step to staying alive longer, healthier, and happier is getting a clear sense of what “health” is.

Health is best defined as a state of complete physical, mental, and social well-being.2 This broad definition is especially useful because it includes the mental component, which is particularly susceptible to psychological pressures from situations around us. One way to see health is as a continuum, with optimal health (broadly defined) at one end and poor health at the other. The number of healthy things we do in life determines our relative position on the continuum (closer to optimal health or closer to death) at a particular moment in time. The healthy things we do (eat and sleep well, exercise, take time to relax) move us toward the optimal health side. The unhealthy things we do (eat junk food, get stressed, smoke, drink excessively) make us slide toward the illness side. Of course, not everything can be compensated for. If you have smoked for 20 or 30 years, it is pretty hard to slide to the healthy other end. Furthermore, it is difficult to compare the extent to which different behaviors translate into longevity. Just because you do not smoke does not mean that you can drink excessively. Just because you exercise a lot does not mean you can afford to not eat a nutritious diet. Keeping your life moving toward optimal health is a daily challenge and a dynamic process, both strongly influenced by social psychological factors.3

The challenge to achieve optimal health is made more difficult by the interaction of nature and culture. Many times, nature pushes us in one direction but our cultural background or the rules of the culture we are embedded in push us in another. Our evolutionary history shows, for example, that we are all biologically wired to crave and enjoy fatty and salty foods. The tendency to eat as much fat and salt as we like, and consequently to grow heavier, runs into the cultural ideals of health and fitness we see in the media. Smokers with a nicotine addiction may want to light up a cigarette whenever they are out in public, but cultural smoking bans prevent them from doing so. Sometimes culture can work in the opposite direction as well. For example, in countries such as India and Japan, smoking is still normative as compared to North America. Although the urge to smoke is not a natural, innate urge, someone growing up in a culture where many people smoke may be more likely to smoke as well. Families are often such cultural settings, and young children are very likely to eat as well and be as physically active as their parents.

It was not until the early 20th century that psychology started to play a part in the examination of health. We now have a good set of #psychhacks because of early psychologists such as Freud, Alexander, and Dubar and organizations such as the Society for Health Psychology and the Society for Behavioral Medicine. For the past 50 plus years, health psychologists used the methods of psychology to examine health. Within mainstream psychology, researchers in social psychology, personality psychology, cognitive psychology, and clinical psychology realized that the basic theories that they derived to describe and predict behavior could be used in the study of health and well-being. The following sections give you some key life hacks based on this research.


Part 1.2 Get stressed much?

Why do different people experience stress differently? What can we do to reduce stress? If you can get a good handle on dealing with stress, that is perhaps the best #psychhack to know of. Stress is a word we use often, but there are some significant variations in how it is defined, how it is studied, and everyone has a different notion of what is stressful. It is useful to have a specific definition of stress which can be applied to many different people (and animals too).

All negative events need not be stressful, and all positive events are not automatically free from stress. For example, losing your job may sound initially like a stressful event, but it may be a happy event if you hated your job. Similarly, although finding a romantic partner after a long period of being single sounds very positive, you may worry about how to make sure it lasts. As you can see, stress is subjective. What, then, is a convenient way to define stress? This is a good time to assess your own stress, using the questionnaire in Table 1.1.

Table 1.1 Some of the major stressors as assessed by the Hassles scales


	
1. Death of a close family member

	
100




	
2. Death of a close friend

	
73




	
3. Divorce between parents

	
65




	
4. Jail term

	
63




	
5. Major personal injury

	
63




	
6. Marriage

	
58




	
7. Fired from job

	
50




	
8. Failed important course

	
47




	
9. Change in health of a family member

	
45




	
10. Pregnancy

	
44




	
11. Sex problems

	
44




	
12. Serious argument with family member

	
40




	
13. Change in financial status

	
39




	
14. Change of major

	
39




	
15. Trouble with parents

	
39




	
16. New girl or boy friend

	
38




	
17. Increased workload at school

	
37




	
18. Outstanding personal achievement

	
36




	
19. First semester in college

	
35




	
20. Change in living conditions

	
31




	
21. Serious argument with instructor

	
30




	
22. Lower grades than expected

	
29




	
23. Change in sleeping habits

	
29




	
24. Change in social habits

	
29




	
25. Change in eating habits

	
28




	
26. Chronic car trouble

	
26




	
27. Change in number of family get-togethers

	
26




	
28. Too many missed classes

	
25




	
29. Change of college

	
24




	
30. Dropped more than one class

	
23




	
31. Minor traffic violations

	
20




	
On the scale, you can determine your “stress score” by adding up the number of points corresponding to the events that you have experienced in the past six months or expect to experience in the coming six months.






Most researchers contend that the best way to know when a person is stressed is to look at how the person’s body responds to a situation. If the sympathetic nervous system activates in response to an event, then the person is under stress. This results in elevated heart rate, respiration, and circulation. Many early definitions of stress relied heavily on biological activity. Cannon4 viewed stress as the biological mobilization of the body for action, involving sympathetic activation and endocrine activity. Selye5 similarly viewed stress as the activation of a host of physiological systems. We will give you what all the physiology you need to understand this in a bit. More psychological theories defined stress as being caused when the perceived demands on the organism exceeded the resources to meet those demands.1

Although these different definitions have all been well supported, the simplest definition of stress is the upsetting of homeostasis.9 Our bodies have an optimal level of functioning in regard to blood sugar level, body temperature, rate of circulation, and breathing. Homeostasis is the ideal level of bodily functions. Similar to the thermostat in homes, our body is designed to maintain its optimal level in all areas of functioning. We set our thermostats and if the temperature drops below the set level, the furnace starts. In this way a constant temperature is maintained. The hypothalamus in our brains similarly maintains set levels. Stress to our systems can thus be seen as something that upsets our ideal balance.

This simple but effective definition of stress harkens back to the origins of the word stress. Physicists long studied the effects of large forces on solid structures, and stress was originally used to describe the force exerted on a body that resulted in deformation or strain. Stress has similar effects on our body. This definition allows for subjectivity, as stressors can vary across individuals. If an event does not activate your stress response or disrupt your system, it is just another event. If an event disrupts you, it is a stressor. One person’s event can be another person’s stressor. For example, talking in public may not be stressful for you, but it could be very stressful for someone else. Four major psychological theories expand on this basic understanding of stress. But first, some critical physiology.


Part 1.3 The biological secrets you need to know

Understanding the physiological bases of stress provides us with a better understanding of how psychology can make a difference.
OEBPS/html/images/logo.jpg
é Routledge

Taylor & Francis Group
NEW YORK AND LONDON





OEBPS/html/images/cover.jpg
EVERYDAY APPLICATIONS
OF PSYCHOLOGICAL
SCIENCE

HACKS TO HAPPINESS AND HEALTH

R. ERIC LANDRUM, REGAN A. R. GURUNG, SUSAN A. NOLAN,
MAUREEN A. MCCARTHY, AND DANA S. DUNN






OEBPS/nav.xhtml



		Cover


		Half-Title Page


		Title Page


		Copyright Page


		Dedication


		Contents


		Introduction

		My physical health


		My mental health


		My wealth


		My relationships


		My happiness


		Notes







		Section 1 My physical health

		Part 1.1 What is being healthy anyway?


		Part 1.2 Get stressed much?


		Part 1.3 The biological secrets you need to know
























Everyday Applications of Psychological Science: Hacks to Happiness and Health



		Cover


		Half-Title Page


		Title Page


		Copyright Page


		Dedication


		Contents







		i


		ii


		iii


		iv


		v


		vi


		vii


		viii


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13



































































































































