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Introduction

It seems like everywhere you turn, you hear older adults—Gen
Xers, millennials, and boomers—describing young people to-
day in dark and despairing terms. In my eighteen years as a
developmental scientist, and thirteen years as a parent, I’ve
heard it in the bleachers at my kids’ games, in the boardrooms
of major corporations I’ve consulted for, and by the watercool-
ers at schools I’ve visited. They just don’t care. They speak a
different language. They’re entitled. They’re too sensitive. But
imagine a world in which older adults interact with young peo-
ple, aged ten to twenty-five, in ways that reliably leave the next
generation feeling inspired, enthusiastic, and ready to con-
tribute—rather than disengaged, outraged, worried, or
overwhelmed.

In this world, managers’ work will be easier because their
younger employees will be motivated and self-sufficient.
Parents will be happier because they won’t have to dread their
children turning into teenagers. Educators will feel more suc-
cessful and less burned-out because they can reach a stressed-
out or disengaged generation of young people. And all the rest
of us will be able to bridge the divide between the generations
with confidence and without starting a war of words.

I’ve seen this world in the lives of great managers, parents,
educators, and coaches. I’ve studied what they do and how they
talk. I’ve used the scientific method—hypothesis, experiment,
data, results—to understand why they’re effective. I wrote this
book because I want to share the secrets I’ve learned. This
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book is for anyone who wants to experience this better world
firsthand in their interactions with young people aged ten to
twenty-five. It shows how to stop clashing with the next gener-
ation and start inspiring them.

The idea for this book grew out of a simple observation I
made about a decade ago: many beloved programs to promote
youth health and well-being were shockingly ineffective. For
example, in the mid-1980s, the U.S. federal government
launched the “Just Say No” campaign encouraging young peo-
ple to “just say no” when they were offered cigarettes, drugs, or
alcohol. Not only did the campaign fail to curb teenagers’ sub-
stance abuse, but studies found it increased the appeal of
smoking and other drugs. Next, the government tried the Drug
Abuse Resistance Education (D.A.R.E.) program. Uniformed
police officers visited classrooms to communicate a zero-toler-
ance policy toward all illicit substances. D.A.R.E. officers lec-
tured students and handed out freebies, such as neon pens,
fanny packs, bumper stickers, and T-shirts. At the program’s
height, 75 percent of school districts in the United States were
using it. The problem? It didn’t work either. Some studies
found that the D.A.R.E. program made students more likely to
use drugs. In 2007, the Association for Psychological Science
warned that D.A.R.E. was on a list of youth programs with the
potential to cause harm. That hasn’t stopped D.A.R.E. from
continuing to be used in the majority of schools in the United
States—including my own kids’ schools.

The more I dug into the research literature, the more I saw a
similar story. I looked at attempts to reduce bullying or teen
obesity, programs to improve youth mental health, or efforts to
promote healthier social media use. Programs touted by ex-
perts rarely yielded benefits. Interestingly, the same or similar
programs were often effective with younger children. I became
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obsessed with a question: Why does our ability to positively in-
fluence the trajectories of the young suddenly disappear the
moment puberty strikes?

It wasn’t just a problem with formal programs. I learned
that hardly anyone—managers, parents, educators, coaches—
felt like they knew the right thing to say to a young person
when it really counted. Young people were a mystery.
Unfortunately, the advice most people got didn’t help. People
told me they felt ineffective, hopeless, or even angry. That obvi-
ous and palpable frustration made young people even less in-
clined to listen. Around the world, this cycle repeated itself
over and over, leaving youth and adults exhausted. Two short
stories illustrate this point.

The Mentor’s Dilemma
One day, I was having coffee in San Francisco with an old
friend, Dr. Alex Sweeney. He’s a tall, handsome surgeon. The
kind of person others listen to, which has been the case since
his days as a high school and college quarterback. After he
graduated from one of the country’s top medical schools, he
landed a prestigious fellowship. Now, he’s a professor at a top
medical school, specializing in ear, nose, and throat (ENT)
medicine. Alex spends a lot of his time doing cochlear im-
plants, which restore people’s hearing—literally performing
biblical-style miracles. He had a problem, though, and he
wanted my advice. Alex supervised medical students and resi-
dents who were in their early twenties. When they messed up,
he told me, he gave them clear and direct feedback, like that
they needed to do an assessment differently or ask for a second
opinion. But the residents didn’t seem to fix their mistakes the
next time. They kept making the same errors, as though he had
never said anything to them. Alex couldn’t figure out why. “It’s
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frustrating,” he told me. He spent all day helping his patients
hear, but he couldn’t make his trainees listen.

Here’s another story. When writing this book, I followed one
new manager and his twenty-three-year-old direct report for a
year. They worked for a well-known large fashion-accessory
company. (I agreed to mask their identities.) In fashion, young
people are essential because they know what’s trending better
than older folks. In a very real sense, the manager’s success de-
pended on the young employee having the courage to provide
honest opinions. But the direct report wasn’t doing that. Her
manager had read every management book, subscribed to
every business-school professor’s Instagram feed, and listened
to every podcast. The manager cared about the direct report’s
career. But all that conventional wisdom wasn’t working. One
day in a meeting with senior management, the manager threw
the young employee a softball question to solicit her opinion as
a member of the target demographic. She flubbed it, and senior
management was unimpressed. When the pair debriefed, the
manager told her that she had missed an opportunity to share
her thinking and get in line for a promotion. The direct report
cried. The manager felt exasperated. As it turns out, the young
employee felt unfairly criticized and put on the spot, as though
the manager didn’t believe in her. She thought he was trying to
make her look bad in front of the higher-ups so that he
wouldn’t be blamed for her failure. There was a disconnect.
The manager was trying to elevate her career, but she felt pub-
licly shamed and privately unsupported. Nobody got what they
wanted. A month later, she was gone from the company.

Both Alex and the manager were trapped by the mentor’s
dilemma. This refers to the fact that it’s very hard to simulta-
neously criticize someone’s work and motivate them because
criticism can crush a young person’s confidence. It’s a dilemma
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because leaders feel like they’re stuck between two bad choices.
They could either put up with poor performance (but be nice)
or demand high performance (but be cruel). Neither option is
ideal. All too often, both sides—younger and older—tend to
leave these interactions frustrated or offended, even though
both sides might have entered the interaction with growth in
mind.

The mentor’s dilemma was first discovered by Geoffrey
Cohen, a social psychologist at Stanford University. Cohen was
studying college professors who gave rigorous, critical feedback
to undergraduates on their writing assignments or presenta-
tions. He observed a puzzling trend: students took home their
first-draft essays covered in comments but handed in their sec-
ond drafts with barely any changes. Cohen saw that professors
were frustrated and demoralized, thinking (like Alex did with
his medical residents), I’ve spent all this time giving them
feedback, but it was a waste. They never fixed anything.
What’s the point?

Coaches face this same dilemma when players don’t correct
their mechanics after direct feedback, partners at law firms
face this when they mark up a junior associate’s legal briefs,
product designers face this when critiquing junior designers’
work, and every parent faces this when children ignore what
they’ve been asked to do. In each case, a leader feels torn be-
tween being too nice and too mean. No matter what they
choose, things don’t go the way they had hoped.

How can the mentor’s dilemma be resolved? Many people
swear by the compliment sandwich. This is where you bury
your criticism of a young person between two pieces of bland
praise, such as: I like your enthusiasm (positive), your work is
subpar and needs to improve (negative), but thanks for hav-
ing a great attitude (positive). It’s not hard to see why speak-



9

ers like the sandwich. The two compliments provide twice as
many positives as the brutally honest negative. Applying sim-
ple arithmetic, the interaction was a net positive. What’s not to
like?

But here’s the problem. Young people don’t like the sand-
wich. The reason why is that they aren’t asking themselves if
their boss, coach, parent, or teacher is a positive person.
Science tells us that when young people are being critiqued by
an authority figure, they’re asking themselves a deeper, more
existential question: Does this person who has power over my
life think I’m incompetent? Before they can hear the criticism
for what it is—helpful advice on how to better meet their goals
—they have to feel safe. The compliment sandwich is an at-
tempt to create safety, but the problem is that the compliment
is about something trivial. Bland praise for something unim-
portant and unrelated to personal or professional success
doesn’t address the young person’s main fear. If anything, it
confirms their fear that the leader thinks they’re incompetent.
The leader doesn’t say anything good about their work, and
even worse, the leader thinks their obvious attempt to placate
the young person with hollow praise will work. Listeners just
latch on to the criticism and view it as a personal attack.

The fact that common ideas such as the compliment sand-
wich persist despite their ineffectiveness suggests that we need
a systematic science of motivating young people. This book will
describe rigorous experiments that have been conducted to tell
the difference between common sense and nonsense.

The Wise-Feedback Study
In 2014 I published a scientific experiment with Geoffrey
Cohen (and others) on a simple but effective solution to the
mentor’s dilemma. We called it wise feedback. We had instruc-
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tors be critical with their feedback but accompany that criti-
cism with a clear and transparent statement about the reason
they were giving that feedback—namely that they believed the
student could meet a high standard if they got the right sup-
port. So-called wise feedback is wise (or attuned) to the
predicament of young people who don’t want to be held to an
impossible standard and who also don’t want to be talked
down to.

We tested wise feedback in an experiment with middle
school students in social studies classrooms. The seventh-
grade students wrote first drafts of five-paragraph essays about
their personal heroes. Next, teachers covered the essays with
critical comments and suggestions: You need to put a comma
here. Explain this idea further. Rearrange that sentence.
Before the students got the essays, though, the research team
attached handwritten notes from the teachers—either a treat-
ment note or a control note. (Teachers wrote the notes, but
they didn’t know which student got which note or what the
study was trying to test.)

Half the students, randomly assigned, got the treatment
note with the wise feedback, which said, I’m giving you these
comments because I have very high standards and I know
that you can reach them. The other half of the students got a
vague control-group note. I’m giving you these comments so
that you’ll have feedback on your essay. That note conveyed
no clear reason for the feedback. Teachers handed back the es-
says in sealed folders so they couldn’t see who got which note.
Then, students were given a week to revise their essays or
choose not to revise them.

We were hoping that the wise feedback would motivate stu-
dents in the treatment group to work harder on their revisions.
But even we were surprised by how strongly they responded.
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When students received the wise-feedback note, they were
twice as likely to revise their essays: 40 percent of students in
the control group revised their essays, but 80 percent did in
the treatment group. The next year, when we ran the study
with new students in the same teachers’ classes, we required all
students to revise their essays. We wanted to see if receiving
the wise-feedback note would encourage the students who re-
ceived it to push themselves to do better. Again, it worked. We
found that students made more than twice as many of the
teachers’ suggested corrections, from 2.2 in the control to 5.5
when they got the wise-feedback treatment note.

What’s more, the wise-feedback study led to more equitable
outcomes. All students benefited from receiving wise feedback,
but those belonging to minority groups (in this case, Black stu-
dents) benefited most. Wise feedback drastically reduced racial
disparities in the students’ willingness to make revisions.

Here’s the takeaway. When you hold young people to high
standards and make it clear that you believe they can meet
those standards, you are respecting them because you are tak-
ing them seriously. Young people rise to meet the challenge be-
cause being respected is motivating. Further, you lift up all stu-
dents and see greater equity.

Figure 1. Effect of wise feedback on whether seventh graders revised
their essays
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In this book, I’ll share many examples like wise feedback.
These are simple, powerful ways of connecting with and moti-
vating young people. They are scientifically proven to have a
positive impact on a wide array of people. As I’ll show, they
work across gender, racial or ethnic, national, and religious
groups. There’s a simple reason for that. These practices get at
the heart of what it means to be a young person, struggling to
carve out a place in the adult world.

Employing the science-based strategies in this book may
take a little bit of thought, but it doesn’t have to take a lot of
time. The wise-feedback note was just nineteen words. This
makes it accessible to anyone.

Years ago, when I shared the wise-feedback study with Dr.
Alex Sweeney, it helped him realize why he couldn’t get his
medical trainees to listen. They were intimidated. They saw his
critical feedback as a sign that he thought they weren’t good
doctors, not as a sign that he was trying to make them better
doctors. Alex changed his approach. He started explaining to
the medical residents that he provides critical feedback be-
cause he thinks they can improve and that he was taking them
and their potential seriously. Like the middle school students
in our experiment, Alex’s young medical trainees have re-
sponded. They’ve been more open to improving their medical
skills in response to his feedback—and happier to get his criti-
cisms. These days, Alex runs one of the top surgical units at his
medical school. He’s known for getting great medical outcomes
and having a positive culture that trains doctors and retains
the best employees.

The Ten-to-Twenty-Five-Year-Old
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Brain
It might seem like the best way to deal with a ten-year-old
would have nothing to do with the best way for dealing with a
twenty-five-year-old. At ten, kids usually don’t show any out-
ward signs of puberty; at twenty-five, they could have been in
the armed forces for seven years. But looks can be deceiving. In
fact, there are hidden neurobiological and motivational simi-
larities across the age range from ten to twenty-five.

Age ten roughly corresponds to the start of pubertal matura-
tion, which is biology’s alarm clock for adulthood. Puberty
starts a cascade of changes in hormones, the brain, the body,
and in social life, all of which are aiming toward creating adults
who can contribute to their group’s survival. Neuroscientists
know that this cascade continues to be influential well into the
midtwenties. The connective architecture of the twenty-four-
or twenty-five-year-old brain is still affected by its surround-
ings. This does not mean that the twentysomething brain is ir-
redeemably immature. It means that it’s still adapting, not yet
stuck in its ways. This makes sense when you realize that the
current global economy, which prizes ever-more-technical
training, has caused the transition to a stable adult career to
happen later and later in life, even later than for every prior
generation of humans. Young adults’ brains continue to adapt
to the environment because it’s good for their (and society’s)
survival. This means that the brains—and motivations—of
young people ages ten to twenty-five have far more in common
than most people realize. That’s good news because we can
draw lessons from a wide variety of situations to learn general
principles that, when implemented, could make our interac-
tions with the next generation go better—and make our lives
easier in the process.
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What is the important change in ten-year-olds that contin-
ues to shape their motivation at least until their midtwenties?
It is the motivation to experience feelings of status and re-
spect. Neuroscientists have shown that during puberty the
brain becomes attuned to social status and respect. It craves
socially rewarding experiences, sometimes even before the rest
of the body has shown the other major signs of puberty. The
onset of puberty—specifically gonadarche, which brings us to
reproductive maturity and regulates hormones such as testos-
terone and estradiol—has a powerful effect on the reward-seek-
ing regions of the brain (such as the region called the nucleus
accumbens, which is rich in dopamine-receptive neurons). This
gives our brains cravings for experiences such as pride, admi-
ration, and respect and makes our brains averse to socially
painful experiences, such as humiliation or shame. From the
onset of puberty until we take on adult roles in society, we de-
velop appetites for deeper and more meaningful experiences of
respect—or, as the cultural anthropologists call it, earned
prestige.

Any time young people interact with socially powerful peo-
ple—managers, parents, educators, or coaches—status and re-
spect come to the foreground. Because young people feel sensi-
tive to differences in status, they are subtly reading between
the lines with each thing we say, trying to interpret the hidden
implications of our words, to find out if we are disrespecting or
honoring them. This creates a pervasive disconnect between
what adults intend to communicate when we speak and what
young people can hear from our words. This is what happened
in the control group in the wise-feedback study and in Alex’s
experiences at the hospital. Young people received critical
feedback that came from a good place but they heard it as,
You’re not good enough, and I’m looking down on you. We say
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one thing, they hear another, and we fight over that misinter-
pretation, fueling one of the most common forms of conflict
between the generations.

This status-and-respect hypothesis, which I first proposed
with my collaborators Ron Dahl and Carol Dweck in the mid-
2010s, contradicted society’s popular view of adolescence as an
inevitably frustrating developmental stage. Our hypothesis
held that adolescents simply have a different set of needs that
aren’t being met. After all, we don’t say that infancy is an in-
herently bad age because babies cry and fuss. Instead, we un-
derstand that they have developmental needs for sleep and
food that must be met so they can grow and thrive. We find out
if babies are hungry or tired, and then we feed them or put
them down for a nap. Status and respect are to a young person
what food and sleep are to a baby—core needs that, when satis-
fied, can unlock better motivation and behavior. Meeting
young people’s developmental needs prevents the worst kids-
these-days behaviors that get under adults’ skin. If we appreci-
ate these needs, then as parents, teachers, managers, or coach-
es who support young people, we’ll all be able to spend more
time being proud of what they accomplish, assured that they
are becoming capable members of society, and less time
pulling our hair out.

The wise-feedback study pointed to a way to solve the men-
tor’s dilemma: by conferring status and respect on young peo-
ple. But it was also unsatisfying because it tested just one sen-
tence. I wanted to know: How can leaders go from a onetime
note to a whole relationship—or even a whole culture—charac-
terized by high standards and high support? Once I walked out
of my laboratory and started talking to real-life practitioners, I
started seeing wise-feedback-like tactics making a real differ-
ence in young people’s lives. One of the most unexpected
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places I saw this was in the world of coaching young National
Basketball Association (NBA) players.

Chip Engelland’s Story
When an NBA team selects a nineteen-year-old rookie in the
first round of the amateur draft, the rookie usually feels confi-
dent and proud—not to mention flush with millions in cash.
This confidence can be threatened when, soon after the player
is picked, the team’s shooting coach tells the player that they
need to change their shot—the very thing that got them drafted
in the first place. It leads to serious questions, such as: Does
the team think I’m not good enough after all? Or even: What if
messing with my shot makes my shot worse—causing me to
get benched or cut from the team? The answers to these ques-
tions have huge implications, ranging from public humiliation
to going broke. NBA coaches, therefore, face a version of the
mentor’s dilemma. If they critique a player’s shot, it could
cause the player to get defensive and refuse to change. If they
don’t critique the shot, the player may not live up to their po-
tential—possibly causing both the player and the coach to get
fired.

I was surprised at first when I discovered that a professional
sports coach, of all people, had a satisfying solution to this
mentor’s dilemma. Many people think that the stereotype of a
high-performing coach is a yelling, foaming-at-the-mouth
chair thrower who enforces impossibly high standards, scares
the daylights out of players, and breaks their wills, only to
build them back up to be more obedient. After all, in the cut-
throat world of the NBA, with enormous sums of money on the
line, professional coaches don’t have time to suffer fools. The
NBA coach with perhaps the strongest reputation for being
“heart-stopping” and “terrifying” is the legendary Gregg
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Popovich of the San Antonio Spurs. But did you know that
Coach Popovich’s Spurs organization is nothing like that
stereotype? Although it’s true that the Spurs maintain excep-
tionally high expectations, Popovich’s coaching staff also sup-
ports players. They’re like a family that quarrels but never
doubts their mutual love. Over the decade and a half when the
Spurs dominated the NBA, winning two championships, one of
Popovich’s assistant coaches was the walking, talking embodi-
ment of the wise-feedback note. His name is Chip Engelland.

Chip Engelland just might be the best coach you’ve never
heard of. Players and beat writers have described him as a “ge-
nius,” a “master at what he does,” a “guru,” a “shot doctor,” and
a “legend” who’s “recognizable by first name alone.” Chip was
the captain of Duke University coach Mike Krzyzewski’s first
conference-championship-winning team. At the end of his in-
ternational professional career, Chip broke into coaching by
hosting popular—but demanding—youth shooting camps. By
the late 1990s and early 2000s, word of mouth got him gigs
working with NBA stars Grant Hill, Steve Kerr, and Shane
Battier. After two years on staff at a few NBA teams, Chip was
hired by Gregg Popovich and the San Antonio Spurs as their
full-time shooting coach. During his seventeen-year tenure
with the Spurs, Chip improved dozens of players’ shots, includ-
ing those of NBA legends Tony Parker and Kawhi Leonard.
Before Parker worked with Chip, Popovich used to think That’s
a turnover every time Parker shot. Now, with years of Chip’s
coaching, Parker is a Hall of Famer. “He’s the best,” Grant Hill
said of Chip. “And that’s why the best team has him on their
bench.” These days, Chip works for a rival team, the Oklahoma
City Thunder, who, after two years under Chip, have boosted
three-point shooting by twenty percent and doubled their win
total. Chip is a one-man Moneyball strategy. General managers
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can acquire undervalued players with mediocre jump shots,
and after a year or so with Chip, they become all-stars or trade
assets. Wherever Chip goes, team success follows.

Does Chip only ruthlessly focus on shooters’ flaws? Does he
try to break down a player’s shot and rebuild it from the
ground up? Is he all business, impossible to please? Not in the
slightest. Here’s how one Thunder player, whose free-throw
percentage jumped from the mid-60-percent range to the low-
er-80-percent range, described him:

Chip’s hard to explain. He’s a wizard with what he does.
It’s not unorthodox, but it’s different to every other coach
that I’ve had, who’s said, “Shoot this way.”… He’s not try-
ing to change my whole shot or make one big difference.
It’s just little things.

In the late 1990s, Steve Kerr was the sharpshooting veteran
on Michael Jordan’s Bulls, but his accuracy was falling. Chip
helped him realize that he was releasing the ball off his middle
finger, not his pointer finger. That was causing a wobble that
made his shot unreliable. Soon, Kerr was back to his three-
point-splashing ways.

When Chip turned Kawhi Leonard into a superstar by fixing
his shot’s release point, Chip said, “I felt his shot didn’t need a
full makeover. With just a tune-up, he could become a very
good shooter, if not great shooter.” When Leonard was drafted,
nobody thought he needed a tune-up. They thought he needed
a whole new shot (or a spot on the bench). But Chip saw it dif-
ferently. Although he was demanding—forcing Leonard to stop
slinging the ball over his shoulder—he was careful to support
Leonard psychologically by never disrespecting him. Leonard
is now a future Hall of Famer.



19

Shane Battier, former NBA and NCAA champion and Duke
basketball player, explained to me what it’s like to be on the re-
ceiving end of Chip’s wise feedback. One summer Battier was
working at Duke’s youth basketball camp and Chip was in
town. Chip offered to put Battier through a workout. At the
end, Chip said, “Your shot is good. You’re a great shooter.”
That made an impression because at the time NBA draft ex-
perts were doubting whether Battier’s shot would translate to
the NBA. Although Chip saw Battier’s potential, he also
thought Battier could be better with a few tweaks. An instant
bond was formed. “He made me believe I could become an all-
NBA shooter. That gave me the confidence to work on my
shot,” he told me. How so? Chip didn’t puff up Battier with a
compliment sandwich. Chip did it with high standards. He
crafted sessions that gradually increased the level of challenge
while requiring Battier to maintain the exact same form,
whether he was coming off a pick or receiving a pass or shoot-
ing off the dribble. Chip’s main goal was to strip away unneces-
sary motions that made Battier’s shot unpredictable from one
opportunity to the next. He was ruthless in changing small de-
tails, such as the position of the pointer finger on the ball or
the spread of the thumb to control the ball throughout the
shot. He was unrelenting in the need to practice new mechan-
ics in increasingly difficult gamelike situations. While doing so,
Chip was exceedingly supportive. After Battier took a shot that
Chip knew wasn’t great, he didn’t yell, Stop, what are you do-
ing? Do it this way! Instead he asked, “How did that feel?”
Chip respected his players’ autonomy and wanted them to do
the thinking because they would compete in the game, not him.
Often, Chip says to his players, “Hey, it’s your script, not mine;
you write it. I’m just helping you see how you want to tweak it.”
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Sometimes, changing a shot was a stressful, nonlinear, frus-
trating process. Chip didn’t let players quit. He assured them of
his support. When Chip first started working with the Spurs’
Tony Parker, he said, “I’m with you for the ups, downs, and all-
arounds. I won’t ditch you if it doesn’t work right away.” Then
he critiqued Parker’s shot for the next decade, and it got better.
Chip takes his players seriously by expecting a lot, but he’s
there to support them through the process. That’s why his
players trust him enough to take the terrifying leap of faith
needed to change their shots.

In the end, Battier developed his shot and carved out a
decade-long career in the NBA, capped by a transcendent per-
formance in the decisive game seven of the 2013 NBA finals,
during which Battier made six three-pointers, handing the
Miami Heat an NBA championship—against Chip’s Spurs. (The
Spurs got revenge the next year.) “He’s much more than a
shooting coach,” Battier told me. “He’s a basketball
psychologist.”

After meeting Chip, I had to agree. “The mentor’s dilemma
resonated with me,” Chip told me. “As a coach, I’m constantly
trying to get young players to take feedback without feeling
threatened.” Chip explained that “it’s fundamentally about the
balance between challenge and safety.” Challenge (higher stan-
dards) helps players grow in their areas of weakness, while
safety (support) helps them trust that they won’t be harmed,
emotionally or physically, by stretching out of their comfort
zones.

Chip even took the same approach—high standards, high
support—with youth players. This reveals the similarities in
optimal strategies from ten to twenty-five. At his youth sum-
mer basketball camp, Chip didn’t just expect kids to do the
drills. He expected them to lead the drills. By Tuesday of the
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second week of Chip’s youth camp, the players led the drills,
not the coaches. They upheld the camp standards for precision
and timeliness, they provided critical feedback, and they held
each other accountable. Chip did this because he was trying to
give them more than a jump shot. He wanted them to have
their own “coaches in their heads” that could keep helping
them improve long after they left the camp.

Chip showed me that practices aligned with wise feedback
can work even in high-pressure situations with serious con-
straints on our time. Of course, it took a bit of planning for
Chip to teach the players how to run the camp, but the second
week was a lot easier on Chip and his coleaders. In fact, when
reporting for this book, I repeatedly saw that expert managers,
educators, and parents tended to have independent, resilient,
proactive young people who didn’t need constant redirection to
stay on task. That saved the adults’ time (and frustration) in
the long run. When leaders used the science and art of motivat-
ing the next generation, they felt effective and they got the sat-
isfaction of helping others, making their lives both easier and
more fulfilling. Furthermore, they could look back on a lifetime
of personal success and meaningful contributions to others. It’s
a win-win proposition.

Pete and Leona’s Story
It was July 2019. Around 150 people had gathered for Pete
Sumners’s memorial service at his old office building in Lufkin,
Texas. They ate barbecue and peach cobbler on plastic plates
and huddled near the air conditioner. Pete’s family and friends
told stories of his kindness and humor. His employees talked
about the jobs he had created and the careers he had elevated.
They also talked about how, eighty years earlier, Pete’s contri-
butions almost didn’t happen.
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One Friday in November 1939, Pete loaded all his belong-
ings into a Ford Model A and started driving home to the fami-
ly farm in the small town of Conroe, Texas. At the time, he was
a sixteen-year-old student at Rice University in Houston, ma-
joring in mechanical engineering. He had decided that morn-
ing to drop out.

Just three months earlier, Pete had driven to Rice with con-
fidence and pride. He was self-assured, cocky even. After all, he
had been a football player and star student at Conroe High
School, with a 94.6 GPA (out of 100) and third in his graduat-
ing class. But Rice was not Conroe. When Pete received his
preliminary grades, he was shocked. He was failing five of his
six classes. He wondered if he deserved to be there. Indignant
and despondent, stressed and anxious, Pete saw no choice but
to give up on his dream.

As Pete drove home that day in 1939, he wondered what he
would say to his mother, Leona, about his decision to drop out,
and what she would say in return. Leona was a firm but loving
woman who had guided her family through the Great
Depression. Her warm and demanding demeanor had made
her one of the most beloved teachers in the Houston
Independent School District. But a few years earlier Leona had
developed a chronic respiratory illness after working at an as-
bestos factory. Her health and strength were failing. Maybe she
wouldn’t put up a fight, Pete thought, if he explained to her
that he wasn’t cut out for college after all.

Pete arrived at the farm late on Friday night. The next
morning, he was in for a surprise. “She may have been sick,”
Pete said in an oral history interview later in life, “but this
Saturday she found the strength to work me over.”

Smarts had nothing to do with it, Leona exclaimed. She
didn’t dismiss his fears, but she also didn’t accept his excuses.
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He would persevere, she demanded, because he had potential.
But she would also collaborate with him on getting support. He
was having a hard time staying organized, so she arranged for
him to find lodging in Houston with a prominent doctor. The
doctor was married to an old friend of hers who would make
sure he stayed on track—and keep him fed. By nightfall Pete
was in the car, driving back to Rice. Leona hadn’t even let him
stay to wash his dirty laundry.

That fateful day marked an inflection point in Pete’s life tra-
jectory, one that would be on full display at his memorial ser-
vice eighty years later. Pete went back to Rice and dedicated
himself to his studies. At Rice, he met his wife, Opal, to whom
he was married for seventy-five years, and with whom he had a
large family. After Pete graduated in 1943, he was deployed to
the Pacific theater of WWII. At just twenty-one years old, he
used his engineering degree to lead maintenance for a fleet of
B-29 bombers on Tinian that were pivotal to the Allied victory.
He wouldn’t have done any of that if Leona had let him drop
out.

After the war, Pete’s small engineering business brought air-
conditioning to homes and offices around Lufkin. Pete liked to
tell stories about what life in east Texas was like before air-con-
ditioning. The air was unbearably hot and muggy. Men often
changed their shirts three, four, five times per day. To sleep,
you opened the windows and hoped for a breeze. But the open
windows invited an onslaught of mosquitos. Such was your
daily devil’s bargain. It was a revelation when Pete’s engineers
showed up at your home or office and hooked up central AC.
Pete was proud of the comfort he’d brought to thousands in
east Texas. And he could only do that because Leona’s timely,
tough-but-loving guidance kept him on track to becoming an
engineer.
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Pete’s biggest contribution of all, perhaps, was what he did
for his employees. Pete’s handyman, Tinker, went from being
an unskilled teenager to a part owner of the business. Another
employee, Jimmy, experienced depression. Pete was patient
with Jimmy and never fired him for being unreliable, which
could have sent him into a tailspin. But Pete expected a lot of
Jimmy when he was feeling well. Jimmy thanked Pete for his
life.

Pete hired Janice as a secretary at seventeen, straight out of
high school. He gave her responsibility and an opportunity to
learn. By the time she retired forty years later, she was manag-
ing the business. At the memorial service, Janice explained
that because of Pete, she gave her kids something she never
got: a college education. One is now a doctor, another a lawyer.
“My kids can do what they do for so many other people because
of what Pete did for me,” she told me. Over the years, Pete
treated his employees like Leona had treated him. He held
them to high expectations, but he gave them his support as
well. And it changed their lives, just like Leona had changed
his.

The Pete-and-Leona story represents something bigger than
just a college-dropout decision. It exemplifies what adults can
do for young people at any major fork in the road that leads to
a better future for them and their communities.

I’m also drawn to Pete’s story for a personal reason. You see,
Pete was my grandfather. Leona was my great-grandmother. I
never knew Leona because she died in 1941, but I am a product
of her tradition. Leona is the reason why Pete met my grand-
mother, Opal, who gave life to my mother, who has a similar
disposition and powerfully influenced me.

I was immersed in these stories growing up, but I never real-
ly understood them. We always laughed that Leona was so
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tough on old Pete. We focused on how harshly she enforced her
high expectations. We downplayed her support. I didn’t realize
it until recently, but our blindness to the true meaning of
Leona’s actions says something profound about our culture.
Our society tends to think that there are only two ways to inter-
act with young people: tough or soft, mean or nice, authoritari-
an or permissive. We don’t realize that you can have a bit of
both: you can have high standards and high support, like the
wise-feedback note. Because we don’t realize that, we often
emulate only half of what Leona did—either kick her son out or
lavish him with free housing. Then, because we get it only half-
right, we miscommunicate with young people, preventing them
from fulfilling their potential. It’s an infuriating cycle. What if
we could break out of it?

That day in Lufkin at Pete’s office, talking to Janice, my
journey of learning became personal. I became determined to
find the Leonas and the Petes of the world. I wanted to study
their secrets. I would scour workplaces, homes, schools, and
scientific journals to find out: How do the best managers, par-
ents, and educators get the most out of young people, pushing
them to be the best without crushing their spirits? I wrote this
book to share what I’ve learned.

Note that I’m on the same journey of learning as you are. I
need this information as well. I manage young people in my re-
search lab. I’m a parent of four, with the oldest just starting her
teenage years. I coach baseball and basketball. I used to teach
middle schoolers and now I teach in college. I’ve tried all the
ideas in this book. Although I can’t say I did them perfectly, I
can promise that on the occasions when I got them right, it was
worth it.

Those of us on this journey want actual, practical knowledge
of how to interact effectively with young people. That’s why, for
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each chapter, I’ve written questions and suggestions for how to
take the ideas and put them into practice. They appear sequen-
tially at the end of the book.

With that, I’d like to welcome you to your continuing educa-
tion about the wonderful, vexing, and inspiring world of moti-
vating and influencing young people.
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Section I

Understanding Ten-
to-Twenty-Five-Year-

Olds
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Chapter 1

What We Get Wrong

Terrie’s Deathbed
This hospital room in Winston-Salem, North Carolina, was nor-
mally reserved for patients on end-of-life care, but on
September 8, 2013, it was used as a makeshift video-production
studio. The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC) had come to record the parting advice of a woman, Terrie
Hall, who would die of cancer two days later. In 2000, Terrie
Hall found a small sore on the inside of her cheek. A biopsy
showed that it was a tumor, and further testing showed the can-
cer had already spread from her mouth to her throat. Over the
next thirteen years Terrie would undergo radiation therapy,
chemotherapy, and surgeries that would remove parts of her
jaw and her larynx (voice box), leaving her in need of an elec-
tronic prosthetic larynx to speak. She used this raw, wheezing,
synthetic voice to share her final lessons with the CDC and the
world.

Terrie developed cancer because she was addicted to ciga-
rettes. Like 90 percent of adult smokers, she became hooked be-
fore she was eighteen. “I had my first cigarette at age thirteen,
and age seventeen is when I really started being a regular smok-
er,” she said. In 1964, the U.S. Office of the Surgeon General
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had released a blockbuster report titled Smoking and Health,
which informed the world that smoking was, globally, the lead-
ing cause of cancer and cancer-related deaths. It was a lost bat-
tle for the tobacco companies, but they were winning the war.
They had invested millions in making smoking look cool. There
was the Marlboro Man—a rugged cowboy who tamed the wild
terrain, always with a cigarette in hand—and Joe Camel—a
classy, “smooth character” who lived the high life surrounded by
beautiful women and a cloud of smoke. When the government
said that smoking was dangerous, it may have helped the tobac-
co companies’ situation. It showed teenagers that smoking was
a way to be rebellious and win the admiration of their peers.

As a junior at Forbush High School in 1977, Terrie was a pop-
ular cheerleader, constantly invited to parties. Her friends
smoked, and she wanted to be with them, so she started smok-
ing too. “It was the cool thing to do,” she told the CDC. Soon she
was smoking two packs a day, every day, for decades, until her
larynx was surgically removed. On her deathbed, she said, “My
fear now is that I won’t be around to see my grandchildren grad-
uate or get married.” And she lamented that “this [raspy syn-
thetic voice] is the only voice my grandson knows. I miss being
able to sing lullabies to him.” But Terrie was also full of purpose.
She wanted the future to be different. She hoped, she prayed,
that the CDC or anyone else listening might come up with a bet-
ter way to prevent young people from ending up like her.

In 1998, after a landmark legal decision against the tobacco
industry, the tobacco companies were pressured by the federal
government to launch anti-smoking advertisements on televi-
sion, in newspapers and magazines, on billboards, and on the
radio. Suddenly, the same advertising agencies that had made
millions coming up with ways to get teens to smoke were
charged with doing the opposite. One campaign’s tagline said,
“Think. Don’t smoke.” Another tagline said, “Tobacco is whacko
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if you’re a teen.” Everyone expected that the more teens saw
these ads, the less likely they would be to smoke. But that’s not
what they found. When a rigorous independent study evaluated
the tobacco companies’ campaigns, they found that “Think.
Don’t smoke” and “Tobacco is whacko” caused young people to
be more likely to think that smoking was cool and rebellious, to
think more favorably of the tobacco companies, and to trust the
companies more to look after their health. The anti-smoking
campaigns also made teens more likely to try smoking. Public
health experts were baffled, and the tobacco companies contin-
ued making money.

Anti-tobacco programs aren’t the only efforts that flop. Did
you know that the most common effect of anti-obesity programs
for young people is weight gain compared to those who didn’t
get a program? And did you know that antibullying programs
for late middle school and high school students tend to increase
bullying? As a society, we want to target those age groups to
prevent extreme events like suicide or school violence, but the
most common programs either backfire or prove useless.

If we want to help the millions of people like Terrie who suf-
fer for decades due to preventable choices made by their
younger selves, then we need to confront our society’s inability
to understand and influence young people. The overwhelming
failure of so many of our society’s youth-serving programs
should be a sign that we need to look more deeply at our funda-
mental mental models about young people. We owe it to young
people to ask the hard question: What if the problem has more
to do with us—and how we treat the next generation—than it
has to do with who they are?
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Taking Your Pills
Dr. Steven Alexander has been a professor of pediatrics for
decades at Stanford University’s number-one-ranked youth kid-
ney transplant center in the United States. When I met him not
long ago, he told me about a fascinating set of challenges his
nephrology clinic was facing.

Like all medical professionals involved in kidney transplants,
Dr. Alexander is a merchant of happiness and freedom. The kid-
neys filter out the toxins in your body that you normally excrete
through urination. When kidneys lose their function, you need
to use a dialysis machine to filter those fluids instead. You en-
dure this agonizing treatment three times per week, for three
and a half hours per day. The day before dialysis you’re puffy
and short of breath because your body cavities are filled with
waste liquids. On the day of dialysis, you suffer the pain of hav-
ing gallons of waste drained out of you. When Alexander’s clinic
gets you a kidney transplant, you’re finally freed from the chains
of the dialysis machine, capable at last of living a mostly normal
life.

When Dr. Alexander started in nephrology in 1976, the trans-
plant procedure was still new. Children and adolescents rarely
kept their transplanted kidneys for very long. Back then, fewer
than 30 percent of children lived for three years or longer. Now
the survival rate after three years is closer to 95 percent. The
medical profession has spent billions developing new surgical
techniques and medications, they have created a vast in-
frastructure to keep organs viable long enough to make it to a
recipient, and they have trained world-class surgeons. The most
important discovery of all was highly effective drugs to prevent
the body from rejecting the transplanted kidney. These drugs,
called immunosuppressants, stop the immune system’s attacks
on a new kidney that came from someone else’s body. The mira-
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cle of taking an organ out of one person and sewing it into the
body of a child in need has now become routine.

And yet, every year, scores of Dr. Alexander’s patients lose
transplanted kidneys when they shouldn’t. The reason why is
simple to diagnose but hard to solve: doctors can’t get ten-to-
twenty-five-year-old patients to take their immunosuppressant
pills regularly.

“I think I’m so clear, as clear as can be, and then two weeks
later, they’re taking their pills completely wrong,” one exasper-
ated doctor told me.

“Surgeons would have a record of one hundred percent kid-
ney survival if they could get the young people to take their
meds,” Alexander told me. Indeed, a study of every transplant in
the United States to date showed that kidney rejection is almost
at zero for children under ten years old because their parents
make them take their pills. But every year from age ten to seven-
teen, when young people seize more freedom and autonomy, re-
jection rates inch up. The rates stay high until age twenty-five,
when they start going back down dramatically. Thus, ten to
twenty-five are the problem years.

Here’s a story I once heard from a nurse at Stanford’s pedi-
atric nephrology clinic. She called parents of patients whose
blood tests indicated problems. The nurse would say, “Your
son’s blood tests say there is zero medication in his blood-
stream, and he’s having symptoms. Are you sure he’s taking his
medications?” She would hear the mom ask her son, “You’re
taking your pills, right?” followed by a loud and obnoxious “Of
course, Mom!” from the son. The nurse would calmly explain
that it’s biologically impossible for the patient to show no trace
of the medicine in his blood if he’s taking it, unless he has a rare
disorder that perfectly and completely metabolizes the medicine
before it works. In either scenario, the patient would need to
come into the clinic immediately for further testing. After a long
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pause, the nurse would hear the mother come back on and say,
“Okay, he told me he’s not taking the meds. He’ll start. Thanks
for calling.”

Parents may be compassionate, but kidneys are not. Without
the immunosuppressant, the body starts to reject the kidney
within a day. “Kidney transplants are unforgiving. You absolute-
ly must take immunosuppression every day,” Alexander ex-
plained to me. After a few days the transplanted kidney is reject-
ed by the body. The young person goes back on dialysis for years
—or forever.

This isn’t just Dr. Alexander’s problem. In fact, 35 to 45 per-
cent of all adolescents and young adults who receive transplants
—kidneys, livers, hearts, stem cells—don’t take their pills as pre-
scribed. And this problem hasn’t gotten better over time, despite
improved surgical techniques and medication. A prominent
physician recently reviewed the entire history of pediatric kid-
ney transplants and reached a dismal conclusion: “We appear to
be no closer to solving the problem of nonadherence than we
were forty years ago.… It remains a critical and often unsur-
mountable detriment” to transplant survival. When it comes to
changing the behavior of young people during the critical win-
dow of ten to twenty-five, medicine has not delivered results.
What’s going on?

One clue comes from deeper reflection on the flaws in the
“Think. Don’t smoke” and “Tobacco is whacko” anti-smoking
campaigns. Both campaigns tell youth what to do (i.e., “Don’t
smoke” is a command). That’s potentially a poor fit with how
adolescents want to feel at a neurobiological level. Likewise,
transplant-education sessions involve telling, telling, telling.
Doctors, nurses, and pharmacists hold three separate conversa-
tions with young patients and their parents. The authority fig-
ures describe the consequences of not taking the immunosup-
pressant pills and make the young person repeat everything



34

back to them, like a comprehension quiz. It’s the young person’s
job to listen and obey.

“You don’t get educated on how to talk to adolescents,” one
experienced doctor told me. “Doctors are trained to communi-
cate scientific information, not pay attention to what’s stopping
humans from acting on the information. So everything we say
comes across as a threat, like, ‘If you don’t do this, then I’m go-
ing to have to increase your meds.’ ” Indeed, one transplant re-
cipient gave a keynote to doctors and nurses at a professional
conference. “The doctors tried many fear tactics on me,” he said.
“It didn’t work.” He lost his first kidney and was by then on his
second.

The limited scope of this conversation could come across as
disrespectful to young people because it fails to seriously ad-
dress how the medication will affect the patients. “I hated the
pills. I didn’t seem to take my pills seriously,” one transplant re-
cipient said. “People don’t realize how hard it is to take your
medication twice a day,” another patient told me.

Here are some of the side effects of immunosuppressants: di-
arrhea, weight gain, numbness, and a fruity smell on your
breath. “One of them made me hairy,” a patient told me. “I kind
of looked like a werewolf and had a unibrow.” Another told me,
“I feel like I’m a fat kid. I can’t take my shirt off with a girl.” Oh,
and the doctor tells you not to drink alcohol. Think about how
those side effects conflict with your plans for a teenage social
life. The kidney doctor with a clipboard and a white lab coat was
telling you to accept your new life, with no objections, as an
overweight, hairy kid with digestive problems, numb extremi-
ties, and stinky breath who can’t party and is embarrassed to
swim shirtless. Skipping the pills—and their side effects—allows
a young patient to temporarily forget that they’re different. It
gives them a way to feel socially normal, however briefly.
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The medication itself, therefore, is a potential threat to social
survival. Maybe some young people do listen. Many others nod
along, making their body language look like they’re listening,
but they’re faking it. Their neurons are not processing the infor-
mation. This is a reason why the standard patient-education
process doesn’t always convince young people to adjust their
habits and routines so that they take their medication seriously.

And that is why, after billions of dollars spent over the last
forty years to turn the miracle of pediatric organ transplants
into a routine surgical procedure, the single biggest unsolved
scientific puzzle has nothing to do with nephrons or the immune
system. It has everything to do with navigating the complex
world of adolescent behavior change.

Dr. David Rosenthal, a pediatric heart-transplant doctor at
Stanford University, told me that his experience working with
teenagers makes him feel that he is “living in an alternative uni-
verse from my patients. I cannot imagine what they’re
thinking.” Likewise, Dr. Steven Alexander warned that “we need
to understand what young people need and give them what they
need—or get ready to pay the consequences.”

Questioning Our Model of Young
People
Failed attempts to motivate and influence young people—like
“Think. Don’t smoke” or the conventional patient-education ap-
proach in most transplant clinics—come from what I call the
neurobiological-incompetence model. According to this model,
a young person is a flawed and deficient thinker who can’t com-
prehend the future consequences of their actions. Thus, young
people need to be told what to think and do repeatedly by adults
who know better. Consider, for example, that the tagline “Think.
Don’t smoke” is a command from a supposedly wiser and
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smarter and more responsible adult public health expert, imply-
ing that young people aren’t currently thinking.

Over the last two decades, a scientific revolution has been
brewing in the study of young people. It’s pushed back against
the neurobiological-incompetence model. This revolution as-
serts that youth are not problems to be managed but instead
are resources to be cultivated. This new scientific consensus
was spelled out in two major reports. One was issued in 2019 by
the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine
titled The Promise of Adolescence. Another more digestible
summary was issued around the same time by the UCLA Center
for the Developing Adolescent (CDA) and the FrameWorks
Institute. Combined, the reports pulled insights from more than
twenty-five leading neuroscientists, hormone experts, psycholo-
gists, anthropologists, and more.

The UCLA report explained why much of the behavior of
young people that worries or annoys us does not come from ten-
to-twenty-five-year-olds being inherently incompetent. Rather
it comes from this age group’s attempt to learn how to be social-
ly successful in the world. This usually means having social
standing in the eyes of their peer groups and their communities’
adult authorities. Said differently, young people want status and
respect from peers and mentors, earned by making meaningful
contributions. This suggests that if we can understand their per-
spectives and what they really want, then the same motivational
drives that lead to problematic behaviors such as smoking, un-
healthy eating habits, or bullying can be channeled instead into
important contributions to our organizations, families, schools,
and society.

Dr. Ron Dahl, a University of California, Berkeley physician
and neuroscience researcher and cofounder of the Center for the
Developing Adolescent, likes to tell a story to illustrate the main
takeaway of the landmark UCLA report. The story involves a
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discussion he had with a diverse group of education scholars,
including the Dalai Lama and scholars in Tibetan Buddhist tra-
ditions. After Dahl shared some of the emerging insights from
the science about puberty and adolescents’ increased motivation
to gain status and respect, he heard them chuckle. Through the
translator Dahl learned that they often observed young boys
demonstrating a hilarious version of the hunt for status and re-
spect. In the Buddhist monastery, the best way to gain prestige
and respect is by showing kindness, compassion, and empathy.
This led youth to try to outdo each other in these values. I imag-
ine them saying, After you! No, after you!, each trying to one-
up the others’ loving-kindness. This was an example where the
boys had discerned the cultural currency of status and respect—
living a principled spiritual life in service of others. They were
intrinsically motivated to distinguish themselves and earn pres-
tige that garners the respect of their community, considering
the values of the group. This shows that puberty isn’t destruc-
tive; it’s instructive. It fuels young people’s desire to become
contributing members of the group. “We shouldn’t fear puberty.
We should help youth learn to harness it for good,” Dahl told
me.

Interestingly, one of the best illustrations of this new scientif-
ic consensus comes from one of the only public health efforts to
have ever shifted smoking behavior: the “Truth” campaign.

The “Truth” Campaign
One day in the spring of 1998, the public health establishment’s
old guard faced off against the new guard in a meeting that
would ultimately drastically improve one of the United States’
longest-standing public health crises.

The meeting was called by officials from the state of Florida,
who were trying to select an advertising agency for a multimil-
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lion-dollar campaign to reduce teenage smoking. The money
would come from a settlement to a class action lawsuit between
Florida and the tobacco companies, as compensation for the
cost to the state of treating smokers for cancer.

On one side of the conference room sat a platoon of conven-
tionally trained government epidemiologists, the scientists who
specialize in stopping the spread of diseases. The old guard had
been invited to make sure that the winning ad agency upheld
the CDC’s so-called approved strategy for stemming the tide of
teenage smoking. Across the table sat Alex Bogusky, the creative
director at then-upstart advertising agency Crispin Porter +
Bogusky, which was trying to win the business. The leader of the
new guard, Bogusky was in his midthirties but looked ten years
younger. He wore an impish grin, and the twinkle in his eye
gave the impression that a wild idea lurked just around the cor-
ner. His frame was fit and lean from decades of mountain biking
and other adventure sports. Next to Bogusky sat his artistic di-
rectors, all in their early twenties.

What was the CDC’s approved strategy? It involved three
messages for teenagers: (1) smoking causes cancer, (2) smoking
makes your teeth yellow, and (3) smoking isn’t sexy. The CDC
wanted Bogusky’s ads to drill this information into as many
teenage heads as possible.

This approved strategy was the result of the epidemiologists’
hyperrational way of thinking about youth behavior, rooted in
classical economic thinking. In this model, people decide some-
thing by weighing the relative costs and benefits, as well as an
outcome’s likelihood and the time horizon. That is, if teenagers
thought that smoking gave them a near-certain likelihood of a
benefit in the immediate term (e.g., a nicotine buzz) but a very
unlikely cost in the long term (e.g., cancer), then they would
tend to choose to smoke. From this perspective, the appropriate
public health response is to (1) make long-term costs seem far
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more certain (e.g., smokers would definitely get cancer) and (2)
make near-term costs also seem more certain, such as changes
to the teenager’s appearance (yellow teeth) or social life
(unsexiness).

Bogusky thought this whole theory—and the CDC’s imple-
mentation of it—was doomed to fail. Weeks earlier, he had sent
his young art directors undercover to skate parks and malls to
test out the CDC’s approved strategy. Fully 100 percent of the
teens they talked to could already eloquently describe, lit cig-
arette in hand, how smoking caused emphysema and cancer.
They didn’t need someone to explain that. Were they worried
about yellow teeth? Maybe when they were fifty! But not now.
And by the way, smoking seemed to them to be a main reason
why they were having lots and lots of sex. Smoking made their
lives great! This research showed Bogusky that even if his ad
campaign brought the CDC’s approved strategy to millions, it
wouldn’t stop teens from smoking. It was conveying informa-
tion that they either already knew to be true or already knew to
be false. Not only was it redundant, it was also insulting. Telling
a teenager something that they think they already know—espe-
cially when it’s an adult doing it “for their own good”—comes
across as an affront to their autonomy and competence. It’s
disrespectful.

Back in the conference room, Bogusky watched his words
carefully. His firm needed the work. They were small but talent-
ed, working with midlevel clients to sell mountain bikes or
shoes. The Florida anti-teen-smoking campaign had the poten-
tial to be a multimillion-dollar breakthrough. The approved
strategy was throwing a wrench in Bogusky’s plans, however. It
wasn’t just bland—it was harmful. “This is a double cross from
the tobacco companies,” Bogusky told the Florida team. “It’s a
backhanded way for the companies to hire me to increase smok-
ing.” He said this because the tobacco settlement had one stipu-
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lation: the money had to be spent on telling kids not to smoke.
Bogusky thought that strategy would drive millions of teens to
smoke more, putting the money back into the tobacco compa-
nies’ pockets. “If that’s how you’re spending the settlement
money, I don’t want to be a part of it,” Bogusky told them.

Bogusky said this because he noticed a far more subtle, but
just as fatal, flaw in the CDC’s approved strategy. As far as
Bogusky could tell, it was not informed by what young people
wanted. Usually the first question ad executives ask themselves
is: Do people already want the product, or do they not? There is
a reason why cars, beer, and fast food are the crown jewels of
most ad executives’ portfolios. These are products that most
people already want. The ad just needs to give them permission
to buy them, and everybody makes money. Ad campaigns to get
people to take health precautions, by contrast, aren’t nearly as
successful, for the simple reason that most people don’t want to
take health precautions. The CDC’s approved strategy was en-
couraging teenagers to use self-control to deny themselves
something they wanted. Bogusky, and any ad executive worth
their salt, knew that a self-denial strategy would lose every time
to a strategy geared toward giving people permission to pursue
what their hearts most desired.

Bogusky suspected that the CDC experts had no idea what
teenagers wanted out of smoking. Therefore they had no idea
how to give them an alternative that could displace smoking.
That’s why he prodded them, “Have any of you ever asked a
teenager why they smoked—like, what they got out of it?” They
were silent. Bogusky was disappointed, but he understood why.
“They thought teenagers were dumb,” he told me. The CDC ex-
perts were coming from what we now know to be the neurobio-
logical-incompetence model—like most public health experts at
the time. In that model, the only reason a young person would
choose the long-term certain harm (e.g., cancer) over long-term
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certain health is because of incompetent decision-making. In
this view, the teenage brain was myopic, unable to weigh long-
term risk correctly. It wouldn’t matter why they made irrational
choices. It simply mattered that they were carrying out their
mental utility-maximization calculations incorrectly. According
to this model, any new ad campaign should feature adults
telling them what choice to make.

Bogusky’s starting assumption was different. He thought,
fundamentally, that teens were smart. They only smoked, he
reasoned, because the companies had found a way to present
smoking to them as a solution to a problem they cared about. A
key fact driving his logic was that about 30 percent of
Americans smoked at the time, and just like Terrie Hall about
90 percent of them had started when they were teenagers.
Further, most adults wanted to quit but couldn’t because of
their addictions. Thus, Bogusky and his team concluded that
smoking must have met a uniquely adolescent need, not an
adult one. After all, most adults didn’t want to be doing it.

What was that adolescent need? In Bogusky’s analysis, smok-
ing served as a public, visible way for young people to declare
their adultlike status. As young people moved from an age at
which all their decisions were made for them into an age at
which they took charge, teen smokers wanted to communicate
to anyone around them that I make my own decisions about my
own body. The tobacco companies understood this on a deep
level. They knew—and used marketing research to confirm—
that smoking shows the world that you are in total control of
your life and death. Therefore you have the status and rights af-
forded to adults. The fact that smoking could kill you in the dis-
tant future didn’t make teens feel dumb. It made them feel like
courageous advocates of their right to self-determination.

Anthropologists like to point out that our human ancestors
often had ceremonies—rites of passage—in which youth declare,
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in front of their communities, that they were adults. Outside of a
few religious and cultural traditions, modern society has lost the
rite of passage ceremony. But that doesn’t mean that the under-
lying need that it served in our evolutionary past has been
erased. Smoking filled that void. “Cigarettes were the best prod-
uct ever to meet teens’ needs to demonstrate their status as
adults,” Bogusky told me. “Once we understood that, we were
like: Why wasn’t the teen smoking rate one hundred percent?”

This helps explain why the conventional anti-smoking strate-
gy would never work. You can’t tell a young person to ignore
their vital need to demonstrate their competence and status in
front of the people whose opinions they care about any more
than you can tell a baby to stop being hungry or needing to
sleep. If you want to prevent the problematic behavior, you need
a replacement that meets the need underlying the behavior.
That realization never occurred to the CDC experts. They were
blinded by a simplified rational-actor model.

Bogusky assembled a new approach. He would embolden
youth to fight back against the greedy, predatory corporate
forces that lured teens into a deadly addiction. “If we were to
turn the tables on tobacco, we surmised that we could not take
away their tool of rebellion without giving them an alternative,”
CP+B’s president, Jeffrey Hicks, wrote in a 2001 article. “At-
tacking the duplicity and manipulation of the tobacco industry
became ‘truth’s’ rebellion.” That day in Miami, like a scene out
of Mad Men, Bogusky pitched a brilliant series of ads. The
“Truth” campaign, as he wanted to call it, would depict young
people exposing the lies of the tobacco companies, acting as pas-
sionate agents of change who wanted to be forces for good. The
suits from the CDC, so entrenched in the rational-actor model
from economics, responded with skepticism. “How do you know
it will work?” they asked. “I can’t guarantee it will work,”
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Bogusky told them, “but I can guarantee that everything you’re
planning on doing now will backfire.” He got the green light.

One of Bogusky’s first “Truth” commercials in Florida
showed actors portraying tobacco executives stalking the halls
of a hospital on their way to thank a customer who, like Terrie,
was on their deathbed. The executives in the commercial won-
der aloud, “What are we going to do to replace you?” The execu-
tives then turn and stare longingly and creepily at a teenage girl
in the waiting room. Another commercial asked, “What’s the
connection between a fifty-one-year-old executive and a bunch
of teenagers?” Then they cut to a boardroom full of middle-aged
executives saying, “They’re our only source of replacement.” An
initial evaluation found that Bogusky’s Florida “Truth” commer-
cials reduced middle schoolers’ smoking rates by 19 percent and
high schoolers’ by 8 percent.

One year after the Florida lawsuit was settled, all fifty states
signed a master settlement agreement with the tobacco compa-
nies, which created a billion-dollar fund to support continued
anti-smoking advertising, institutionalizing “Truth” into a last-
ing initiative. Soon CP+B was making national ads that ran on
MTV and during the Super Bowl. The money again had to be
spent on telling teens not to smoke, but the settlement added a
new stipulation. The ads could not personally attack the tobacco
executives. Bogusky’s creative talent got to work. Soon they de-
veloped the “Truth” campaign’s most well-known ads. One de-
picted twelve hundred young people outside a major tobacco
company’s high-rise tower. On cue, the young people dropped
to the ground, looking dead. The camera panned over the mo-
tionless bodies. Silence. Then one young person dramatically
held up a sign saying, Tobacco kills 1200 people a day. He told
the tobacco companies to “tak[e] a day off.”

The “Truth” campaign was a stroke of genius. They took the
marketing tactic that got teens to start smoking and flipped the
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script. If a teenager refused to smoke, it didn’t mean they were
doing what grown-ups said. It was showing the world they were
a rebellious and autonomous person worthy of an adultlike sta-
tus. By rejecting cigarettes, they could fight back against injus-
tice and protect the vulnerable by joining a chorus of hundreds
of peers who approved of them. The campaign ensured that the
underlying adolescent needs for belonging, connection, status,
and respect were fulfilled by a healthy behavior (not smoking)
rather than an unhealthy one (smoking).

Think about how “Truth” signals respect for young people in
a way that “Think. Don’t smoke” doesn’t. The latter has an in-
sulting implication that the problem is young people’s inability
to think clearly. The “Truth” ads, by contrast, depicted young
people as the only ones who could think clearly enough to fight
back against the manipulation that the establishment failed to
protect them from. Adults who stand on the sidelines are com-
plicit in a horrifying scheme perpetrated by the tobacco compa-
nies, which kills thousands of Terries annually.

When researchers evaluated the national “Truth” campaign,
they found striking results. Wherever the ads played, teenagers’
desires to try or continue smoking declined. Crucially, the cam-
paign made young people think that smoking wasn’t cool—the
only approach to have ever done so. These attitude changes
translated into better public health outcomes. Starting with the
launch of the “Truth” campaign, teen smoking rates declined
every year, from about 28 percent to under 6 percent. Teen
smoking was almost eliminated as a public health problem. To
this day, public health experts consider the “Truth” campaign to
be (along with seat belt ads in the 1970s) one of the two most
successful public health efforts in U.S. history.

What lessons can we take from the story of the “Truth” cam-
paign? It shows that young people can in fact make choices that
are good for their long-term health if we give them a route to
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status and respect. “Young people are not idiots,” the current
CEO of the “Truth” initiative told me. “They make decisions
about what’s valuable to them, so it’s our job to make nonsmok-
ing a valuable decision, on their terms.” Instead of trying to get
young people to care less about status or respect and more
about their long-term self-interest, we should spend more time
figuring out how to present choices to them in a way that aligns
with the social rewards they already value.

The “Truth” campaign raises the possibility that similar solu-
tions could prove effective for other challenges that adults face
with adolescents, perhaps even medication adherence. As par-
ents, educators, and managers, we are perennially frustrated
with young people who don’t keep themselves safe, do their
homework, or take the initiative at work. But what if we could
choose a different way? The answer to that question comes from
a scientific revolution in the science of young people.

A Scientific Revolution
Dr. Ron Dahl is one of the leading minds in the science of ado-
lescence. He may be in his midfifties, but he acts young at heart
—brimming with energy, and daring to raise big questions that
nobody else would touch, a lot like the adolescents he special-
izes in. Dahl has spent decades conducting research on the basic
workings of the adolescent brain. But he can hardly keep him-
self from bouncing from human neuroscience to animal re-
search on puberty to the cultural anthropology of adolescence in
preindustrial societies to the behavioral experiments in my re-
search. Dahl’s eclectic and driven style of research is partially
the result of experiences from his youth. He grew up in a work-
ing-class family in Kane, Pennsylvania, over one hundred miles
from any major city. His brother went down a tragic path of ad-
diction, but Dahl didn’t. He attributes this in part to the influ-
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ence of a mentor in high school, his humanities teacher Arlene
Heath. She lived and breathed the wise-feedback note, demand-
ing excellence and having vigorous debates with him but always
caring for him. For thirty years until she died in her nineties,
she wrote him letters to challenge him to think more broadly,
beyond the boundaries of science, and to ask the bigger ques-
tions about what it means to be human. Dahl dislikes the nega-
tive incompetence view of adolescence in part because he knows
how young people can be inspired and empowered by mentors
like Arlene.

Dahl cofounded the Center for the Developing Adolescent
with colleagues like Dr. Adriana Galván at UCLA to spread a
more accurate—and optimistic—science of adolescence. (I am a
member of the center’s scientific steering committee.) Dahl,
Galván, and the rest of the scientists at the Center for the
Developing Adolescent are on a mission to explain why the neu-
robiological-incompetence model is wrong—and how to use this
more accurate view of youth to better society.

According to the incompetence model, young people’s brains
are incapable of correctly weighing the future consequences of
their behaviors—such as how an impulsive action now could
lead to poorer health later. In this model, young people lack
working prefrontal cortices, which is the part of the brain that
controls planning. What’s more, their brains are swimming in
hormones that make them impulsive and ready to jump on any
short-term pleasure or avoid any short-term pain, regardless of
the long-term consequences. Young people’s feeble prefrontal
cortices, according to the incompetence model, are no match for
their appetites for reward. A popular metaphor for this model
suggests that young people are driving a car that’s “all gas” (a
hormone-induced, neural impulse for reward) with “no brakes”
(lacking a reasonable brain that can stop the impulse). Due to
this supposed lack of a prefrontal cortex, it’s unwise to ask
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young people to make consequential decisions that could affect
their future.

The incompetence model has ancient roots. Plato wrote in
the Phaedrus in the fourth century BCE that the process of tran-
sitioning from youth into mature adulthood is like a charioteer
struggling to control two powerful winged horses, like Pegasus.
In this metaphor, the charioteer represents our reason or logic,
and the unruly horses our passions. According to Plato, we must
learn to discipline and suppress our youthful passions, and only
then can we ascend to the heavens and see what is true, good,
and beautiful. The basic contours of Plato’s argument persisted
for centuries and were later adopted by neuroscientists. By the
turn of the twenty-first century, our prefrontal cortices took the
place of the charioteer and our limbic systems symbolized the
unruly team of horses to be controlled. “The prefrontal [cortex]
became the aspiration for how adolescents should develop,”
Galván told me.

A key actor in this intellectual history was the MacArthur
Foundation Network on Adolescent Development and Juvenile
Justice. Started in 1995 and continuing until 2017, this was a
network of leading neuroscientists, developmental scientists,
and legal scholars. They were brought together for a noble pur-
pose. They aimed to reverse a trend, started in the 1990s, to-
ward increasingly harsh and punitive sentencing for severe
crimes committed by youth under eighteen, such as the death
penalty or life without parole. Such sentences rested on an as-
sumption that the adolescent’s brain would not continue to ma-
ture later in adulthood. The MacArthur network argued that the
adolescent brain was still maturing and that irreversible punish-
ments (e.g., the death penalty or life without parole) should not
apply to teenagers because they should be withheld for people
who are fully responsible for their actions. The network’s re-
search explained how “adolescent immaturity in higher-order
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executive functions such as impulse control, planning ahead
and risk avoidance” was no match for the emotional, impulsive
reward-sensitive regions of the brain. A 2012 Supreme Court
amicus curiae brief summarizing the network’s research de-
scribed the “relative deficit in mature self-control” among young
people and concluded that “expecting the experience-based abil-
ity to resist impulses… to be fully formed prior to age eighteen
or nineteen would seem on present evidence to be wishful
thinking.” With this evidence, the MacArthur network success-
fully lobbied the Supreme Court to change federal policy about
sentencing juveniles to the death penalty and later life without
parole, first in 2005 (Roper v. Simmons), then in 2010
(Graham v. Florida), and later in 2012 (Miller v. Alabama).
The neurobiological-incompetence model, therefore, could be
used for good, even though it wasn’t the whole story.

The MacArthur network’s take on the adolescent brain soon
spread beyond the narrow use case of adolescent criminal sen-
tencing. It was applied to any and every youth decision-making
process. One kidney transplant doctor I talked to heard a pre-
sentation on the network’s research. He soon concluded that
asking an adolescent to use their prefrontal cortex to remember
to take their immunosuppressants “is like asking someone with-
out triceps to do pushups—it’s impossible.” Outside of the legal
context, the incompetence model urges adults to try to take con-
trol of young people since we can’t trust their judgment. The
same kidney doctor joked that we should just implant a chip in
young patients’ brains to remind them to take their meds, and
shock them if they don’t, to make up for the hole where their
prefrontal cortex is supposed to be. That’s the incompetence
model taken to its logical conclusion.

Was the MacArthur network’s incompetence model founded
on solid evidence? One key study in support of it came from
none other than Adriana Galván. In Galván’s well-known 2006
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study, she and her colleagues scanned the brain activity of thir-
ty-six children, adolescents, and adults as they made gambles to
get small, medium, or large financial rewards. When the adoles-
cents won large rewards, the reward-sensitivity regions of their
brains lit up more than any other age group. The region of the
brain implicated in planning for the future (the prefrontal cor-
tex) didn’t show the same activation. This finding has taken on a
legendary status in the field. It seemed to show a maturational
imbalance in which the adolescent brain is hijacked by a lust for
rewards to the detriment of the rational, temperate parts of the
brain. Galván stands by the study’s results but no longer thinks
the field has interpreted them correctly. Her study didn’t show
that adolescents have a puberty-induced frontal lobotomy. “Of
course adolescents have prefrontal cortices,” Galván told me.
The prefrontal cortex helps you with goal-directed behavior,
“and young people are really good at goal-directed behavior.”

Think about it. Young people do lots of complex things—they
learn calculus, they become elite athletes and compete in the
Olympics, they figure out how to get their crushes to fall in love
with them, and they master new trends, technologies, and pro-
gramming languages months or years before adults. These skills
require functioning prefrontal cortices. Even “deviant” behavior
takes planning. Do you remember making plans to sneak out,
organize a house party, or hide something from your parents? If
you were like most teens, you were like Patton in the European
theater. Likewise, teens who smoke must clear many logistical
hurdles. They need to own and remember a lighter; they have to
convince a twenty-one-year-old to buy them cigarettes; they
have to hide the evidence, wash the scent out of their clothes,
and more. These accomplishments—good and bad—would be
impossible without a functioning prefrontal cortex.

In newer laboratory experiments, Galván explained, young
people often do better at goal-directed behavior than adults,
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when incentive structures are right. “They’re not always deploy-
ing their prefrontal cortices in ways that adults want them to,”
Galván explained, “because they’ve got different motivational
priorities.” Specifically, young people value social rewards—ex-
periences like status and respect—from both peers and adults.
When they sense that their social status and respect are under
threat, or when they see a route to feeling more like socially
valuable people, then they switch what they pay attention to
more rapidly than adults do later in life. These newer studies
made this discovery in part because they broadened their view
of what a reward is. Foundational studies like Galván’s in the
early 2000s involved a financial gamble as a reward when the
participants were humans. When the participants were rats or
hamsters they involved hedonic rewards such as sugar water or
cocaine. Hedonic rewards are very different from complex social
emotions such as pride, belonging, shame, or humiliation. Once
neuroscientists (including Galván’s students) started experi-
menting with social rewards, then a far more complex pattern of
evidence began to emerge. Ultimately it showed important pre-
frontal abilities in adolescents who were properly motivated.

The Parental-Nagging Study

Kevin is in his early twenties, and he’s on his second kidney
transplant. When asked what it’s like to be a teenager needing to
take his meds twice daily, he was quick to say that his main
memory was of his mom yelling at him. He didn’t like this be-
cause he already felt guilty enough. He felt bad that his aunt
gave up her kidney for him, and he worried that his expensive
medications were a financial burden on his single mother.
When his mom told him to do something he already felt guilty
about, he said “It feels like an accusation, like a lack of trust.”
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Did it motivate him to be independent? Take his medications?
“Not at all,” he told me.

Kevin’s experiences were consistent with the results of a
study that Ron Dahl published in 2014 with Jennifer Silk and a
team of researchers at the University of Pittsburgh. Their land-
mark study answered a simple yet profound question: What
happens in the teenage brain when you’re being nagged by your
parents?

Silk and her team brought a few dozen healthy boys and girls
aged nine to seventeen into the research laboratory to have their
brains scanned in a functional magnetic resonance imaging ma-
chine, or fMRI. The fMRI is a machine that can detect which
parts of your brain are engaged at what time and which parts of
your brain are tuning out. (It does this by detecting changes in
blood flow in regions that reflect different patterns of neural ac-
tivity.) The week before the study, the subjects’ mothers record-
ed themselves completing this sentence: “One thing that bothers
me about you is…” The researchers took these clips and played
the one for each subject while the fMRI magnet circled their
brain. Here’s an example of what a teenager heard from their
mom:

One thing that bothers me about you is that you get upset
over minor issues. I could tell you to take your shoes from
downstairs. You’ll get mad that you have to pick them up
and actually walk upstairs and put them in your room.
You’ll get mad if I tell you that your room is a little dirty,
and it just needs sweeping and dusting. You get upset if
your sisters want to do something that you don’t agree on
but three of them do, and you don’t want to do it. You get
upset too easily, and you just need to calm that down.
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Imagine that you’re a teenager. Then try reading this out
loud. Your hormones are raging. Your mom is constantly on
your case. And she says to you, You just need to calm that
down. How would you feel? You might feel angry, disrespected,
and offended. It diminishes your feelings, telling you that you
shouldn’t feel the way you feel. Your mother’s attitude also
threatens your autonomy, treating you like a child who just
needs to do as they’re told. Young people hate being made to
feel like that.

What did the brain-activation data show? Silk and Dahl’s
team found that during the parental nagging, the regions of the
brain that were associated with feeling intense emotions were
on fire (more blood flow in the lentiform nucleus and the poste-
rior insula), a neural signature showing that the youth were an-
gry. How about the thinking-and-planning region of the brain
(the dorsilateral prefrontal cortex, DLPFC) and the region of the
brain related to listening to a speaker and inferring their mean-
ing (the temporoparietal junction, TPJ)? In a perfect world,
those regions would be lighting up more, which would signal
that the subjects were listening to the criticism, processing it,
and planning out how to respond. But the opposite happened.
The planning regions of the brain showed dramatically lower ac-
tivation, suggesting there were no plans to do what the parent
said. The “mind-reading” regions (the TPJ) showed lower acti-
vation, suggesting the youth weren’t trying to understand what
their parents really wanted from them. Thus, the parental nag-
ging triggered no listening or planning how to change—only fury
and frustration.
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Figure 1.1. The parental-nagging study’s results.

Interestingly, the researchers also had the young people in
the same study listen to their mothers talk in a more neutral
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tone. No accusations, no diminishment, no controlling de-
mands. When that happened, the brain scans of the young peo-
ple looked fine. They took in the information, and their think-
ing-and-planning brain regions were engaged. That is, their
brains performed competently when their mothers talked to
them neutrally. This is not the data you would see if their brains
were biologically deficient. Instead, these are the results you’d
expect to see if young people are highly responsive to whether
adults speak to them disrespectfully.

Overturning the Incompetence Model

Silk and Dahl’s parental-nagging study provided an interesting
crack in the foundation of the neurobiological-incompetence
model. It suggested that some of the perceived teenage incom-
petence might result from how teens respond to our words, not
from a fixed biological inability to reason. But to really overturn
the model, more evidence would be needed.

From 2010 to 2012, “it started to feel like this [incompetence
model] couldn’t be the whole story,” Galván told me. The miss-
ing evidence, Galván explained, came in part from studies that
were able to use newly available technology to understand the
brain. The technology examined the connectivity in the brain—
that is, the extent to which one part of the brain talked to and
influenced other parts of the brain. In the old studies, an fMRI
scan could only assess whether there was any activation at all—
whether people used their prefrontal cortices or their reward
systems more in one circumstance or another. It couldn’t tell
the difference between an adolescent being incapable of maturi-
ty versus unmotivated to think in a way that adults think is
more mature. But new studies applying better technology—first
with animal brains and later with human brains—started to
show how the motivational, reward-system networks worked to-
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gether with the prefrontal, planning networks. As it turned out,
they were talking to each other in exactly the opposite way pre-
dicted by Plato’s chariot metaphor in Phaedrus.

The newer evidence showed that the logical, reasoning part of
the brain (the prefrontal cortex) doesn’t teach the emotional
and passionate regions of the brain (the limbic regions, like the
nucleus accumbens) how to be more rational. Instead, the emo-
tional regions serve as the teacher, and the prefrontal regions
are the student. “Emotion is a learning tool,” Galván explained
to me. “It teaches you what to retreat from and what to ap-
proach; that’s so important in establishing that the emotions are
not secondary to the reasoning parts of the brain.”

In particular, an adolescent’s prefrontal regions and regions
related to memory (such as the hippocampus) are focused on
learning how to feel like a socially accepted and successful indi-
vidual in their culture. Evidence for this came from studies
showing that adolescents could show all the hallmarks of a ma-
ture, adult brain—planning ahead, weighing multiple options,
accurately conducting complex value calculations—when it was
for social rewards, such as helping others or looking good in
front of a peer. After all, psychologists such as Erik Erikson have
argued for almost a century—without neural evidence—that a
central task of adolescence is to gradually become an indepen-
dent social actor who can contribute to the community. One of
the most noticeable effects of this developmental process is that
young people become highly attuned to social status and
respect.

Let’s think about what this looked like in our evolutionary
history. How did our ancestors survive? If you were a young
person wandering the savanna, the single greatest threat to your
daily survival, and to your potential to ever have children, was
to be disrespected and excluded from the group. The group
would only keep valuable contributors around—the ones who
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could hunt with the group, care for children, or acquire other re-
sources. If our evolutionary ancestors didn’t pay very close at-
tention to what gave them status and respect in their communi-
ties, then they’d run the risk of being ostracized, which meant
eventual death. As a result, what looks like a problem of neuro-
biological incompetence is in fact a question of motivational
prioritization. Young people deploy their considerable cognitive
resources to attend to and protect their immediate social status
and respect. If the information they get from adults threatens
their social survival by robbing them of the status and respect
they crave, they’ll likely tune it out. This isn’t because they’re
immature. It’s because it’s part of learning how to survive.

Puberty drives this process. As your body starts preparing to
develop sexual maturity, it pumps testosterone throughout your
bloodstream, which affects many neural systems. “This spike in
testosterone, in both boys and girls, contributes to adolescents’
hypersensitivity to signs of social status and respect,” Dahl told
me. “It catalyzes the reward systems in the brain,” Galván
added. Of course, being disrespected feels bad at any age. But
Dahl explained that the start of puberty triggers “an amplifica-
tion of the salience of gaining social value. It makes it extra
thrilling, and extra intense, when you’re admired, respected, or
loved. And it’s extra painful when you’re diminished and
disrespected.”

Anyone who has spent time with a young person aged ten to
twenty-five has probably seen this hypersensitivity play out. It
dramatically changes what young people pay attention to and
what things mean to them. My four-year-old doesn’t yell I
know, Dad! when I ask him to put on his coat. My eleven-year-
old does.

Dahl wants people to stop fearing the hormones of puberty,
especially testosterone. In Shakespeare’s play The Winter’s Tale,
a wise shepherd wished that “there were no age between ten and
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three-and-twenty, or that youth would sleep out the rest” be-
cause all youth is for is “getting [women] with child, wronging
the ancientry, stealing, fighting.” Sound familiar? Dahl wants to
rehabilitate puberty’s reputation. He thinks young people’s
testosterone-induced hypersensitivity to status and respect is
not a design flaw in the human condition. It’s a feature. It helps
to motivate young people to learn and explore socially, seeking
ways to contribute and gain social value. This probably aided
survival throughout human history, such as learning how to
navigate complex and unpredictable social groups. If, as The
Winter’s Tale suggests, we just put adolescents to sleep, how
would they learn to be competent adults? They would miss out
on critical aspects of social and cultural learning, and particular-
ly the trial-and-error learning that’s so crucial for growth.

To drive this point home, Dahl points to studies of songbirds.
When researchers block puberty and the associated changes in
testosterone from happening, the birds never go through the ar-
duous process of learning to sing a song that will attract a mate.
Then they die alone. Puberty, Dahl believes, isn’t a threat to sur-
vival. It’s the means of survival.

In retrospect, Galván and Dahl appreciated the contributions
of the MacArthur network, but they thought it went too far in
promulgating the neurobiological-incompetence model. The
network didn’t have to say that puberty causes adolescents to
lack mature decision-making abilities. Perhaps something clos-
er to the truth of the matter—that young people have different
motivational priorities, which would likely shift as they age—
could have been as effective at achieving the valuable policy goal
of promoting more humane sentences for convicted youth.
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The Adolescent Predicament
When society fails to appreciate the power of the situation
young people are in, it leads to the neurobiological-incompe-
tence model. This results in ineffective solutions like “Think.
Don’t smoke” or the same old transplant-patient-education
model. Tell, tell, tell. Blame and shame. I call it grownsplain-
ing. Bogusky calls it the tale of woe. But when we understand
young people’s situational predicaments, then we can feel more
compassion for them. That helps us come up with more effective
solutions, like Bogusky did with the “Truth” campaign.

What is the powerful situation that young people are in? It’s
what I call the adolescent predicament. This is simply defined
as the mismatch between young people’s neurobiological needs
for status and respect and the level of status or respect afforded
to them by their current circumstances (e.g., relationships,
roles, jobs). This predicament is what happens when adults
force young people to choose between social survival (and risk
to long-term well-being) versus social harm (but better long-
term well-being). Lots of things provoke the adolescent predica-
ment. Being nagged by a parent. Receiving critical feedback on
writing. Feeling berated by a superior at work during a perfor-
mance review. Or being talked down to by a doctor. In all these
examples, there’s a power imbalance between a young person
and an authority figure. At the onset of puberty you become bio-
logically attuned to being treated like a competent adult, but
some new challenge always threatens to jeopardize your adult-
like status. This predicament doesn’t just arise when you start
middle school or high school. It happens any time you experi-
ence a change in roles, when you transition from one set of ex-
pectations and job descriptions to another, when status is on the
line.
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The adolescent predicament can last well into your twenties,
even after puberty is done. The reason why is that our society,
with its ever-increasing demands for advanced, technical skills,
keeps young people in a holding pattern for so long. Consider
that some early-maturing youth might be biologically prepared
to reproduce by age thirteen, but they might not get a well-pay-
ing, full-time job until they are twenty-six, twice the age of bio-
logical maturity. That’s a long time to be waiting to be afforded
status and respect, and it can raise serious questions in a young
person’s mind about their social standing. Because of this
predicament, it’s possible for over-twenty brains to still choose
behaviors that seem immature from an older adult’s perspec-
tive. This is what makes the motivational priorities of the ten-
year-old brain surprisingly similar to the priorities of a twenty-
five-year-old brain, despite the differences in neural architec-
ture. Thus, even a twentysomething employee can experience a
gap between how they want to feel at a biological level and how
their environments treat them. When the gap widens, then
young people tend to pay much closer attention to whether they
feel respected by those who have the power to shape their
reputations.

This explains why the UCLA report said that the brains of
ten-year-olds and twenty-five-year-olds were similar, despite
the many obvious differences. Both groups face an adolescent
predicament. The specific details of their predicaments might
differ—the younger ones might worry about humiliating them-
selves in front of their friends or romantic partners; the older
ones might worry about looking bad in front of their first bosses
—but the underlying principles remain the same.

Notably, the UCLA report doesn’t conclude that twenty-five-
year-olds are immature and need to be treated like children.
Quite the opposite. It’s saying that twenty-five-year-olds want to
be taken seriously and treated like meaningful contributors to
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the organization’s success, and ten-year-olds want to be taken
seriously as well.

The adolescent predicament helps us understand complex is-
sues like why kidney-transplant patients don’t take their pills,
and it can suggest novel solutions that work with our pubertal
hormones, not against them. To narrow the gap at the center of
the adolescent predicament, we can increase experiences that
grant status or respect. Consider a study I conducted involving
the nutritional supplement Vegemite.

The Vegemite Study
Of all the chaos and devastation that World War I sowed around
the globe, one of the least important consequences was an inter-
ruption in the Australian supply of Marmite.

Named for the French word marmite (“cooking pot”),
Marmite is a sticky, dark-brown food paste made of concentrat-
ed, bottled brewer’s yeast. The salty, powerful flavor can only be
described as distinctive. Though Marmite was developed in the
early 1900s as a way of monetizing the yeast by-product of the
Bass Brewery in Staffordshire, England, it was later discovered
to be rich in the vitamin B complex, and so it became a standard
part of British soldiers’ rations.

As a part of the British Empire colonized by many British set-
tlers and veterans, then, Australia had a demand for Marmite
that the original manufacturer could no longer supply, both be-
cause of the war demand and because of long-term disruptions
to international trade. So in 1922, Melbourne businessman Fred
Walker hired food chemist Cyril P. Callister to develop a home-
brewed replacement, Vegemite. Today it is still considered a
taste of home by many Australians.

To most non-Australians, however, Vegemite is revolting.
Just a taste prompts gagging, retching, keeling over, and excla-



61

mations of Oh no, what did I just eat? If someone took a picture
of your facial expression at the exact moment when a spoonful
of Vegemite touched your tongue and showed the photo to an
expert psychologist who could spot any emotion, they could
identify the telltale signs of disgust. Your cheek muscles would
lift, your eyes would squint, your nose would scrunch, your lips
would widen into a frown (see figure 1.2). The taste of Vegemite
is so mind-bogglingly unpleasant to non-Australians that in
1988 the famous Stanford philosopher David Lewis coined what
has been called the Vegemite Principle, which states that some
things are so indescribably unpleasant that they must be experi-
enced to be understood.

Figure 1.2. Non-Australian research participants disgusted by a spoon-
ful of Vegemite.

Vegemite has played many influential roles in the last century
—as a nutritional supplement, as a dare for teenagers, and as an
anchor for serious works of philosophy. For me personally, the
most consequential was Vegemite’s starring role in a scientific
test of how the feeling of respect can inspire young people to
take their medication. Our experiment used Vegemite to directly
test the link between the language adults use when instructing
youth and their adherence with unpleasant medications.

Vegemite was an excellent candidate for our experiment on
the causes of medication nonadherence because of its unpleas-
ant taste and its high nutritional value, being chock-full of vita-
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mins. If you put those two facts together—nobody wants to eat
Vegemite, but eating it is possibly good for you in the future—
then eating Vegemite sounds like just about everything adults
ask young people to do for their well-being. Avoid junk food.
Get enough sleep. Factor trinomials. Learn from critical feed-
back. And, most critically, take your immunosuppressants.
That’s why Vegemite let us safely study problems like the kid-
ney-transplant patients’ nonadherence. Failing to take
Vegemite, unlike failing to take your actual anti-organ-rejection
pills, doesn’t have real health consequences. But it’s a good
stand-in for the adolescent predicament—where a young person
is deciding how to behave based on how much the authority fig-
ure is showing them status and respect.

We brought 184 young people aged eighteen to twenty-five
into the lab, and we asked them to sample a nutritional supple-
ment (a small amount of Vegemite on a spoon). They tried it
and learned that it was disgusting (see figure 1.2). Next, a med-
ical professional instructed them to take a larger dose of the
medicine—a heaping spoonful—in order to improve their own
well-being and contribute to nutritional science.

We randomly divided the participants in half and gave them
two different versions of the instructions. One group was asked
to take the Vegemite respectfully by the medical professional
(see the left side of figure 1.3). The other group was asked disre-
spectfully (see the right side of figure 1.3).

Medical professionals helped us write the disrespectful in-
structions on the right in figure 1.3 so they sounded like the nor-
mal way they talk to patients. The speaker positioned them-
selves as the authority (“based on what I know about medicine
and disease”) who told the patient what to do (“you should take
this medicine”). Should is a key word. It implies that I know
what is best for you to do, despite what you personally may be
experiencing. It presumes the young person lacks agency, like
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the “Think. Don’t smoke” campaign. Furthermore, the speaker
diminished the importance of the patient’s feelings (“try to ig-
nore” the disgusting taste of Vegemite).

The instructions on the left in figure 1.3 are worded with
more respect. Try reading them out loud. Hear the difference?
We followed four principles when writing them. First: ask, don’t
tell. This respects the young people by treating them as adult-
like. Adults are asked; children are told. Second: find ways to
honor the young person’s status—for example, point out their
competence and expertise—rather than simply appealing to
your own authority. Speaking respectfully means avoiding an I-
know-better-than-you attitude. Although professionals might
indeed know more about the medicine, they don’t know more
about the young person’s own feelings or barriers to taking the
medicine. Third: validate whatever negative experiences young
people may have had. Treat their feelings as real and legitimate.
Then look for a way forward. For instance, one can mention that
negative feelings are a sign that they’re trying something worth
doing. Fourth: presume agency. Acknowledge that the young
person can make up their own mind, and then make it clear that
you are rooting for them to make the healthy and positive
choice. Another part of presuming agency is pointing out how
their actions can have broader consequences (e.g., “doing your
part” to help others).
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Figure 1.3. Respectful versus disrespectful instructions in the Vegemite
study.

After participants were instructed to take the Vegemite in one
of these two ways, we left them alone to make their choices.
What did we find? In the respectful-instructions group, 66 per-
cent of young people picked up the spoon and ate the Vegemite,
while only 47 percent of the group that heard the more disre-
spectful message did so. That’s a huge difference. Consider that
nearly all our study’s participants found Vegemite disgusting
and did not want to eat it. And yet nearly two-thirds did so
when they were asked respectfully, even though there were no
consequences for them if they refused.

This is just one study, not the be-all and end-all. We haven’t
yet proved that respectful language helps young people keep
their kidneys. But the Vegemite study offers a critical takeaway:
When we see data showing that too many young people take up
smoking, don’t take their medication, or make some other un-
wise choice, we shouldn’t blame “kids these days” for acting ir-
responsibly. Instead, we should try to appreciate their adoles-
cent predicament. They’re communicating to us that they want
the same dignity and respect that we have as adults—and what’s
irrational about that?
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Rethinking the Hormones of Puberty
What I haven’t told you yet is that the Vegemite study was also
designed to test Ron Dahl’s hypotheses about the pubertal hor-
mone testosterone. We did this to demonstrate the limitations
in a foundational part of the neurobiological-incompetence
model, which holds that young people’s surging testosterone
makes them fundamentally immature and irrational. If we could
show that testosterone is just something that makes people
more sensitive to respect, then we could turn the model on its
head.

In the Vegemite study, we divided each of the two instruction
groups in half, so there were four groups in total. Half of each
instruction group got a dose of testosterone before they received
the Vegemite instructions, and half got a placebo (in this case, a
harmless drug that they were told was testosterone but actually
wasn’t). The testosterone, which the subjects took by spraying it
up their noses, wears off in a few hours and doesn’t have any
long-term effects. But it does temporarily put you in a height-
ened teenager-like state, awash in pubertal hormones. Notably,
we did this among the young adults (eighteen to twenty-five)
whose testosterone levels were measured ahead of time and
shown to be low. These were the people who might not have
been as attuned to status and respect at that time if not for our
dose of testosterone. We wanted to know: If you took a low-
testosterone young adult and infused them with testosterone,
would they react more negatively to disrespect, and more posi-
tively to respect, like a teenager would?

The results were astounding. See figure 1.4. When low-testos-
terone young people got a placebo, with no additional testos-
terone (the two bars on the left), they only slightly distinguished
between respectful and disrespectful instructions. But when
they got a nasal shot of testosterone, the instructions made a big
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difference (see the two bars on the right). Less than a third of
the young people on testosterone complied with the disrespect-
ful instructions (32 percent). But when asked respectfully, the
young people on testosterone proved the most willing to comply
of any group (68 percent)—an increase of more than two times.

Figure 1.4. Respect harnessed the power of hormones to promote
healthy behavior.

The Vegemite study showed that the hormone-sensitized de-
fiance that we’ve come to expect isn’t young people’s destiny.
Instead, defiance is one response to the adolescent predicament
—provoked by a mismatch between how youth want to feel (re-
spected) and how we make them feel (disrespected). Young peo-
ple try to narrow the respect gap by asserting their autonomy.
But we don’t need to put them in this position at all. We can en-
courage healthy autonomy if we can satisfy their needs for sta-
tus and respect through what we say and how we say it.

Of course, I’m not saying that disrespectful language is the
only reason why young people don’t take their medications. But
I am saying that harnessing young people’s desire for status and
respect is a promising way to get their attention and keep them
focused on behaviors that are good for their well-being. Imagine
how much better our lives would be if hormonal young people
were twice as likely to make a wise choice, all from a small shift
in our language.
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Berquist’s Initiative
Dr. Steven Alexander hadn’t heard about the recent scientific
revolution in adolescent neuroscience. When I told him about it,
he was excited to learn that the incompetence model promulgat-
ed by the MacArthur network wasn’t the whole story. He asked:
What if we took adherence to medication and turned it from
something where you’re punished if you don’t do it to some-
thing that makes you feel respected? He was asking, in effect,
how to give medication nonadherence “the full Bogusky.”

Interestingly, the start of an answer to Dr. Alexander’s ques-
tion could be found just a few doors down at Stanford
University’s liver-transplant clinic. They have one of the best
teen organ-retention rates in the country. Dr. Bill Berquist’s
group educates their pediatric patients thoroughly, like any oth-
er clinic, but that’s only part of what they do. “There’s also a so-
cial aspect to not taking your medication,” Berquist acknowl-
edged. He adds a twist by telling the transplant recipients they
have a “special gift” that makes them unique. Every time they
take their medication as prescribed they are doing their part to
honor the memory and life of the person who donated a liver to
them. They are honoring the work of the medical professionals
who sacrificed so much to get them out of the intensive care unit
and into a normal life. Berquist doesn’t guilt or shame his pa-
tients. He gives them identities as people of worth, high-status
people who make a difference. Berquist and his team reframe
the pill-taking decision from one that pits short-term social
well-being against long-term physical well-being to one that lets
an adolescent feel like a socially worthy person right now.

To pull this off, Berquist’s liver-transplant team takes great
care in how they talk to patients. They avoid the pitfalls high-
lighted by the parental-nagging study or the Vegemite study.
Berquist’s team educates the adolescent patients directly, sepa-
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rately from their parents, so doctors aren’t awkwardly talking to
parents about how to get their child to listen to them in front of
the child. Berquist’s clinic also invites the transplant patients to-
gether at summer camps, so they feel like a part of a communi-
ty. Finally, Berquist’s team takes a very respectful approach in
their communications with patients, one that I call collabora-
tive troubleshooting.

They say, “What are the things that will get in the way of you
honoring this gift by taking your medication? Okay, let’s talk
about those and troubleshoot.” They are direct and clear—they
aren’t pushovers—but they never dismiss or invalidate the
young person’s feelings or barriers. They mimic the respectful
instructions in the Vegemite study. Their tone is collaborative,
not condescending. The attitude they exude is respectful, effec-
tive, and empowering.

Berquist’s team is tough but supportive. They take the young
people seriously, they don’t baby them, they don’t look down on
them. They understand the adolescent predicament. They listen
to the constraints young people are under and don’t act like they
are invalid or irrational. And their approach works.

There’s a word I like to use for adults who successfully pull
off this kind of interaction with young people. They are men-
tors. Berquist’s team might not think of themselves that way,
but I do. Like any great mentor, they align their communication
style with a young person’s needs, and set them up for long-
term success. It’s not always easy to be a mentor, but it’s a role
that anyone can fill if they communicate in ways that are at-
tuned to the adolescent predicament, and that satisfy young
people’s appetites for social status and respect.
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Chapter 2

The Mentor Mindset

Status Games
Just before dusk in late July, a dozen or so teenage boys and
girls gathered in the hot neighborhood square. The boys were
flexing, preening, showboating, intimidating, punching, feign
punching, and flinching. They were jockeying for position on
the ziggurat of status like fighter pilots in The Right Stuff or
Top Gun.

On the sidelines of that square stood an uncertain, geeky
teenage boy named Melvin. He was conflicted. He longed to
cruise the square with confidence, but he was terrified that he
would step on a social land mine. Melvin’s concern was legiti-
mate. He was an easy target for boys higher on the ziggurat. He
was sleek and skinny with fluffy hair. His mom was his best
friend. Melvin was at the bottom of the social ladder. He
watched the status Olympics from afar like a kid who couldn’t
muster the courage to hop into a game of double Dutch.

This was a problem for Melvin. To most adults, status work
among teenagers seems frivolous. An anthropologist like Dr.
Rachna Reddy, who observed the scene, sees it differently. She
sees status work as essential for survival. How else can boys
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learn who’s dangerous, who’s an ally, whom to approach, and
whom to avoid? And how else can they signal they bring some-
thing of value to the group? Status work is as healthy for ado-
lescents as play is for toddlers.

But here’s the thing. Status work can be subtle. To under-
stand the nuances, you need to see it up close. In Michael
Lewis’s book Liar’s Poker, the author’s firsthand account of
twenty-two-to-twenty-four-year-old trainees in high finance in
1980s New York City, he explained status competition in that
milieu. The bond-trading floor, Lewis wrote, “was a minefield
of large men on short fuses just waiting to explode.… There
were a million little rules to obey,” but trainees “knew none of
them,” and so they were “impossibly out of step with the
rhythm of the place.” They were constantly at risk of being
ridiculed or, even worse, ignored (and eventually fired).
Melvin’s task was like that of a new bond trader in the eighties.
He needed to discern the difference between an alpha who
would pummel him at every opportunity and one who would
accept him once he’d proved himself. To learn this, he couldn’t
stay a bystander. He had to throw himself into the mix. The
longer Melvin stood on the sidelines, the worse off he would
be.

A few weeks prior, one of Melvin’s friends tried to join the
group. He got beat up by a dominant guy. Later, another friend
tried to join. He was ignored and soon retreated. For whatever
reason, that afternoon Melvin got lucky. Dexter, a much older
guy with nothing to prove and the freedom to be benevolent,
noticed him. Dexter had the kind of cool confidence that came
from having earned a safe place on the ziggurat of status.
Dexter allowed Melvin to follow him around, to join the fray.
Dexter wasn’t necessarily affectionate. He tolerated Melvin’s
presence and subtly guided him away from behaviors that
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could evoke the ire of the older, stronger boys. This provided
all the opportunity Melvin needed, Reddy explained to me.
Dexter took Melvin from the nosebleed section at the status
Olympics to the bench of the winning team. He saw the social-
status land mines and learned from Dexter how to avoid or
defuse them. With Dexter as a mentor, Melvin became a social
learning machine. What did Dexter get out of it? He got an ally,
and it cost him next to nothing.

Years later, Reddy checked back in with Melvin. She was
amazed by his transformation. He was confident, respected,
strong, and well-adjusted. Not too aggressive, not a pushover.
He had learned to climb the ziggurat of status. He was doing
better than ever. “I’m so proud of him,” Reddy told me, even
though she hardly knew him.

What Dexter did for Melvin is mentoring in its most basic,
most primal form. I say most primal because Melvin and
Dexter are chimpanzees. They live in Uganda, at Ngogo in
Kibale National Park. There, anthropologists like Rachna
Reddy and Aaron Sandel have been making striking discover-
ies about the evolutionary roots of mentorship and other forms
of social relationships. Reddy and Sandel, to the surprise of
their entire field, discovered that the closest ape species to
Homo sapiens relies on mentors like Dexter for survival during
the critical transition from adolescence into young adulthood.

Let’s take that in. Chimps mentor.
This finding has profound significance. It contradicts the

popular idea, growing in some circles, that mentoring is new
age, fluffy nonsense invented by millennials to appease Gen Z.
In fact, mentorship is not a recent invention. It allowed our
evolutionary ancestors to survive and thrive.

Of course, humans use forms of mentorship that chimps
can’t. Human mentors spend more time jointly problem-solv-
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ing. They patiently listen while mentees get something off their
chests. Chimp mentors, by contrast, don’t spend much time
talking about feelings or directly teaching their mentees how to
do things. But chimps’ indirect form of mentoring gives us a
powerful new lens for understanding human behavior. Dexter
used the comfort provided by his social status to benevolently
provide protection and permission to Melvin. That enabled
Melvin to get close enough to peers to understand the sub-
tleties of social success. Sometimes, it seems, a good way to use
our status and privilege is just to protect others’ right to be in
the room.

Melvin and Dexter’s story helps us strip away the cultural
baggage of mentoring. According to a 2019 report from the
U.S. National Academy of Sciences, all mentoring means is that
a powerful or established person aligns their resources and ac-
tions with the long-term best interest of a young person. That’s
different from how most people think about mentoring. They
think it’s a formal job obligation, like when we’re the designat-
ed mentor to a new person at work. Or it’s a volunteering gig,
like Big Brothers Big Sisters. If we’re not drawn to these roles,
we might be tempted to say, Oh, mentoring isn’t for me.

Reddy’s study of chimp mentoring shows that you don’t
have to be like Mentor, who in Homer’s Odyssey was an avatar
for Athena, the Greek goddess of wisdom. Lowercase m men-
toring is more informal. You use your position to help someone
younger than you resolve their adolescent predicament. You
support them as they try to earn status and respect. This men-
torship addresses the mismatch between a young person’s cur-
rently low level of status and what they need to be a respect-
worthy contributor to the group. That is probably why mentor-
ship was so critical to the survival of our evolutionary
ancestors.
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The Mentor’s Dilemma at Work
Stef Okamoto, a manager at ServiceNow (a large technology
company), was about to email her team’s presentation to a se-
nior executive. To her, it was a mundane action, like ones she
had taken countless times in her long and decorated career. To
her direct report Melanie Welch, twenty-three years old and
five months into her first real job, it was the most nerve-rack-
ing moment of her short professional life. The presentation
represented months of Melanie’s work summarizing mounds of
data—surveys, interviews, and more—to inform the company’s
strategy. Once Stef clicked send, the senior executives would
know whether Melanie’s work was any good—and possibly
whether she belonged at the company. Melanie’s mind was rac-
ing. What if she had made a mistake? Would the executives
question her work? How would that affect her reputation?
Without a track record at the company, Melanie thought, the
moment could define her.

According to our culture’s dominant narrative about young
people—that they’re shortsighted, fragile, and neurobiological-
ly incompetent (see chapter 1)—Melanie was overreacting.
She’s a Gen Z snowflake, some might think. If you knew any-
thing about Melanie’s background, however, you’d realize how
far that attitude was from the truth.

In college, Melanie was an honors student and an athlete.
And not just any athlete. She was a three-year starter and de-
fensive stalwart for the Boston College (BC) women’s lacrosse
team. Every year of Melanie’s career, BC dominated the com-
petition, playing for the national championship six years
straight, as one of the most successful dynasties in all of college
athletics. Just nine months before Stef sent the fateful email to
her supervisors, Melanie’s BC team played Syracuse University
with a trip to the championship game on the line. With eleven
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minutes left in the fourth quarter and trailing by two goals, BC
had virtually no chance of coming back if they allowed
Syracuse to score. A wide-open Syracuse player got the ball.
Melanie promptly locked her down. Seconds later, Melanie was
flattened by Emma Ward, one of Syracuse’s top scorers. Ward
had already scored two goals. If Melanie didn’t recover, Ward
would almost certainly have scored another. Melanie never
flinched. She blanketed Ward, who didn’t see the ball again
that possession. Moments later, BC got a turnover and struck
quickly. BC scored three goals in the remaining minutes, de-
feating Syracuse and sending BC to the championship.
Melanie’s isolation defense, with all eyes on her, had turned
the tide.

Twentysomething Melanie Welch is not one to wilt under
pressure. On the lacrosse field, she never backed down from a
challenge. Not even in the face of long odds and a crushing col-
lision with a powerful adversary. It’s not likely that Melanie’s
strength and resilience, cultivated over a decade of playing her
sport at the highest level—all while maintaining an honors-lev-
el grade point average at an elite school—evaporated the mo-
ment she entered corporate America.

Why, then, was Melanie so anxious about a work email?
Because of the adolescent predicament (see chapter 1). As a
new hire at a large company, Melanie experienced a mismatch
between how she wanted to be seen (as a valuable, worthy con-
tributor to Stef’s team and to the company) and how she was
currently seen (as an unproven new hire). This adolescent
predicament brought Melanie’s concerns about her social
standing to the forefront of her mind. Her past successes on
the lacrosse field or in the college classroom couldn’t shield her
from this predicament. After all, the company wouldn’t evalu-
ate her on whether she caused a turnover in a lacrosse game a
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year ago. This is why even supremely talented and confident
young superstars still have reasonable doubts about their posi-
tions and potential, especially early in a transition. Indeed,
anyone who starts a new position or role, in which they must
earn a new reputation that impresses people who have power
over them, would be concerned about their social status, just
like Melanie was.

The adolescent predicament faced by young employees like
Melanie sets up a mentor’s dilemma for managers like Stef.
Should managers be tough (potentially harming reports’ confi-
dence) or supportive (compromising the quality of the work)?
Managers who are stuck in the old neurobiological-incompe-
tence way of thinking tend to resolve this dilemma in a way
that is blind to the adolescent predicament. Therefore, they fail
to correctly manage young employees like Melanie.

Some managers tend to think, If she was a high performer,
she wouldn’t need any support. I call this an enforcer mindset.
In this mindset a manager focuses solely on enforcing a high
standard, not on supporting a young person’s potential to meet
that standard.

Other managers tend to think, If she’s going to be so sensi-
tive, then it means she can’t handle the pressure. I call this a
protector mindset. In this mindset a manager focuses on pro-
tecting the young person from distress by lowering their
expectations.

Neither the enforcer nor the protector mindsets are a fit
with what Melanie told me she wanted most. She wanted to be
a high performer—an overperformer, really—but she also
wanted a sense of validation. She wanted to do a good job, wor-
thy of respect from her supervisors, and she wanted feedback
on how close she was to that goal. Leaving her to her own de-
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vices, without a feedback loop, wouldn’t meet this need. Nor
would lowering expectations.

Luckily, Stef Okamoto doesn’t believe in the incompetence
model. She is deeply committed to the idea that young people
are capable of important—even astonishing—contributions
when they are managed correctly. Because of that, Stef tends to
use something I call a mentor mindset. This is a mindset in
which young people are held to high standards, but they are
also given the support they need to meet those high standards.
Ultimately, Stef’s mentor mindset transformed an anxiety-pro-
voking moment for Melanie into one that made her feel proud
and valued.

What did Stef’s mentor mindset look like? First, she main-
tained exceptionally high standards for the work. The project
Stef assigned Melanie to was not busy work. It was vital to
gaining support from senior management for Stef’s new strate-
gic agenda at ServiceNow. Although Stef cared deeply about
the quality of the work, she never stepped in and did it for her.
She expected Melanie to own it, which means she trusted
Melanie to take it seriously and do a good job. When Melanie
shared drafts or ideas, Stef was critical. She said things like,
“Hmm, what would happen if we tried this another way?” No
detail was too big or small to consider doing over. Melanie
needed to be held to those standards because she didn’t yet
know how the senior executives tended to think. Stef’s expecta-
tions, therefore, allowed Melanie to anticipate and avoid com-
mon criticisms. Further, because it was a real project—not an
intellectual exercise—Melanie felt an authentic sense of accom-
plishment when she met a truly high standard.

Second, Stef was supportive. Rather than expecting Melanie
to sink or swim, Stef was a lifeboat. Stef happily jumped on
Zoom when puzzles arose, even rearranging meetings so they
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could have a quick troubleshooting session. When Melanie
needed a second opinion on how to present to a specific senior
executive, Stef made sure she got critical feedback from col-
leagues who’d pulled off strong presentations to management
recently. Stef wasn’t just a cheerleader—although she was con-
stantly affirming Melanie’s job well done. She also used her
connections and time to protect Melanie’s right to be in the
room. When Stef clicked Send, Melanie was nervous, but Stef
wasn’t. She knew the work had been through the ringer al-
ready. Stef was confident that the final product would make
Melanie look good in the eyes of management.

Stef was right. The senior vice president loved it and was im-
pressed. Already, the presentation is influencing the company’s
strategy. Stef made sure Melanie got all the credit.

I talked to Melanie the next day. She told me it was her best
day at the company so far.

“Stef expects a lot of me,” Melanie explained, “but she’s also
there to pat you on the back. That’s something I need right now
because it’s my first full-time job.” This makes sense. In
lacrosse, Melanie got immediate feedback. She either stopped a
player from scoring or she didn’t. At work, there’s rarely such
feedback. That makes it harder to know whether she’s doing a
good job, and therefore whether she’s worthy of her team’s re-
spect. Stef’s high standards and high support allowed Melanie
to get cycles of feedback, both critical and supportive, on an al-
most-daily basis, eventually building up to the ultimate payoff
of earning a reputation as a strong contributor. Stef didn’t
grant Melanie status and respect. Using a mentor mindset, she
cleared a path for Melanie to earn it.
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The Three-Mindsets Framework
Soon after we published our wise-feedback study in 2014—
demonstrating the importance of combining high standards
with high support—I noticed a problem. The problem wasn’t
with the science (we replicated our results). The problem was
with how the study was being interpreted. More and more, I
saw people describe my interventions as simple, cheap fixes to
complex problems. The author Daniel Coyle, in his book The
Culture Code, called it “magic feedback.” This bothered me.
The secret sauce in wise feedback wasn’t what was written on
the note. It was the dignity and respect afforded to young peo-
ple at a time when they were vulnerable. That’s not magic; it’s
the human condition. I began worrying that companies would
start selling Post-it Notes with wise feedback prewritten on
them, claiming they could magically erase the achievement
gap.

My worries turned into a mission soon after I wandered into
Uri Treisman’s calculus classroom at the University of Texas at
Austin. Uri is a legendary math educator (among other things).
I visited his class soon after I was promoted with tenure, sim-
ply because that was as good a time as any to start getting bet-
ter at college teaching. What I saw influenced me profoundly.
Yes, Treisman was the walking, talking embodiment of the
wise-feedback note. But it wasn’t like he gave students a Post-it
and a differential equation and then left them to their own de-
vices. He had an elaborate system of supports that helped all
students—no matter their backgrounds—to master calculus
and have the option to become professional mathematicians,
engineers, or scientists. Watching Treisman made me realize
how much those of us in the ivory tower of academia can learn
from observing expert practitioners in their natural habitats.
Craving more examples, I met Stef Okamoto because, at the
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time, she was the best manager at Microsoft, according to sev-
eral internal metrics. Later, I found Chip Engelland, the NBA’s
best shooting coach. Then I found one of the most successful
secondary school teachers in the United States, the top PhD
mentor for astrophysicists, a highly effective parenting coach,
and many more experts.

Through years of observing and interviewing these leaders, I
discovered what distinguished them from their less-successful
colleagues: their mentor mindsets. This mindset is consistent
with the lesson of the wise-feedback note, of course, but it is
also more profound and nuanced. I called it a mindset because
it was a worldview and suite of behaviors. It went beyond sim-
ple statements and included concrete actions. What’s more,
these mentor-mindset leaders were far more effective than
peers who used enforcer and protector mindsets.

The simplest way to understand these mindsets—enforcer,
protector, and mentor—is to examine the framework presented
in figure 2.1. The first thing to notice is that there isn’t just one
axis—rigor—that organizes leaders’ approaches with young
people. It’s not the case that we can only be low-rigor
pushovers (i.e., the protector) or high-rigor dictators (i.e., the
enforcer). In fact, there are two axes. You can have high stan-
dards and high support. You can be a mentor.

Think of two perpendicular dimensions, as shown in figure
2.1. One is standards (i.e., rigor or expectations) and the other
is support (social, emotional, or material). High standards, low
support: that’s the enforcer mindset. High support, low stan-
dards: that’s the protector mindset. High standards, high sup-
port: that’s the mentor mindset. (There’s a fourth quadrant in
the bottom left, the apathetic mindset. These checked-out peo-
ple tend to end up in either the enforcer or protector quadrants
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when they reengage anyway, so there isn’t much use in describ-
ing them.)

Figure 2.1. The mentor-mindset framework.

As I spoke with dozens of managers, parents, and educators,
I started wondering: Why does anyone resort to the enforcer or
protector mindset? Because these suboptimal leadership styles
come from valid fears and worries. On the enforcer side, people
worry that immature and defiant young people could wreak
havoc on society. They need accountability. They need disci-
pline. They need standards. That’s the price of excellence, we
tell ourselves, and, I’m either willing to inflict pain on people
to get their very best performances or I’m not. If that’s their
starting assumption, then it’s obvious why an enforcer can feel
like they’re doing what’s best for young people (and society).
Unfortunately, enforcing a standard without providing support
means punishing or failing young people far too often, espe-
cially the most vulnerable.

On the protector side, it can seem cruel to hold young peo-
ple to standards we don’t think they can meet, like we’re failing
fifth graders for not knowing calculus. We fear being too de-
manding. They aren’t mature, we say, so it’s unfair to expect
too much of them. Because we care for young people, we do
everything for them. I should care more about the person than
their performance. Then we end up prioritizing self-esteem
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boosts rather than legitimate accomplishment. While this ap-
proach usually comes from a caring place, it doesn’t push
young people to grow. What’s more, it can come across disre-
spectfully because it is rooted in a belief in young people’s
incompetence.

The third way, the mentor mindset, is to have high stan-
dards plus high support. Upholding high standards can help
maintain order and prevent the feared descent into chaos.
Simultaneously, the high levels of support convey how much
we care for young people. By taking young people seriously and
giving them the support they need to earn impressive reputa-
tions, we give them a route to status and respect. They get to
earn prestige, which they need far more than a self-esteem
puff-up. Thus, we can begin to resolve the adolescent predica-
ment. Decades of scientific research, reviewed in the following
pages, shows that the mentor mindset is the most effective
leadership style for the broadest group of young people.

Luckily, there’s hope for those of us who use the enforcer
and protector mindsets. Each is half-right. The enforcer has
the standards. Great! Now let’s add the support. The protector
has the support. Great! Now let’s add the standards. If we want
to change ourselves or others, we can’t blame or shame. We
can tweak our styles and become more effective leaders.

Box 2.1. A Preteen’s Summary of the Three Mindsets

One day my daughter Scarlett, in seventh grade at the time, asked me, “Dad-
dy, what kind of middle school teacher were you?”

“What do you mean by that?” I replied, pretending like I wasn’t writing a
book about that exact topic.

Scarlett shocked me with an authentic description of this book’s three
mindsets.

“Well, were you the very strict teacher that nobody likes, so strict that no-
body learns anything? Where there’s no time to talk, and they don’t help you,
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and the only reason you listen to them is so you get a good grade and don’t
get yelled at?”

That’s the enforcer mindset!
“Or were you the teacher where everyone is talking when you’re doing

stuff, and you don’t really care, and they’re free to do whatever they want,
and you still kind of get a good grade?”

The protector mindset!
“Or were you the teacher where even if nobody likes the subject, you

make the kids actually like it, where everybody’s quiet because they want to
work hard, where you get freedom, but you know when it’s too far, and we
don’t disrespect you because we think your rules make sense? Like, a good
teacher that everybody loves?”

What a description of the mentor mindset!
Scarlett had spontaneously generated the best 150-word summary of this

book I could imagine. Without answering, I asked, “Scarlett, did you make
those up? Or did you read about them somewhere?”

“I made it up in my brain,” she assured me. At that moment I realized that
the three mindsets I saw in my observations—enforcer, protector, and mentor
—have a basis in how young people make sense of the world.

Although the terms enforcer, protector, and mentor mind-
sets are new, the ideas are rooted in more than eighty years of
research. As I examined this research literature, however, I was
struck by a troubling observation. Each different subfield—
about managers, parents, educators, and more—had its own
vocabulary and intellectual history. Nobody had worked out
the parallels. There were best practices for managers and best
practices for parents of teenagers and best practices for teach-
ers. There had to be an overlap. Neurobiology doesn’t change
when young people go from home to school, from school to
work, or from work to home. But the literature didn’t link these
different contexts.

This disconnected scientific literature was a problem. It
meant that knowledge about how to perform one role wasn’t
being shared with the others, and that was a shame. Consider,
for example, how much managers and parents could learn
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from great educators. A teacher restarts their culture every
year or semester with a new group of students, and they often
teach one hundred or more students per year. They see the arc
of a relationship unfold many times. This gives them many op-
portunities to learn what works by trial and error. The average
parent, by contrast, will parent only two or three young people.
They will hardly ever feel like they got a relationship do-over.
New managers usually have only a handful of direct reports.
Until now, there hasn’t been a way to cross-reference the key
terms from educators to managers or parents and back. What
follows is my attempt to do this—to tie this intellectual history
into a single coherent story that’s based on the neurobiological
realities of youth—their need for status and respect.

The Three-Mindsets Framework: An
Intellectual History
Kurt Lewin was a Jewish scientist who was forced to flee Nazi
Germany before WWII. He came to the United States and set-
tled at the University of Iowa, where he founded the discipline
of social psychology. His experiences with anti-Jewish discrim-
ination gave him a long-standing interest in leadership styles
that promote freedom and democracy. In 1939, Lewin pub-
lished a revolutionary experiment.

Lewin’s experiment contrasted leadership styles in an un-
likely setting: after-school arts and crafts clubs for preteen
boys. The boys in Lewin’s study were assigned to one of three
different kinds of adult leaders. One group got a leader who
used an enforcer mindset (which Lewin called authoritarian).
This leader demanded, yelled, shamed, cajoled, embarrassed,
and prodded. A second group got a protector mindset (which
Lewin called laissez-faire). This nice and friendly leader ex-
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pected little, gave no structure, and acted cool with anything
and everything. A third group leader had a mentor mindset
(which Lewin called democratic). This leader expected stu-
dents to work hard and accomplish a lot and provided emo-
tional and material support. The leader gently guided students
to improve their projects using Socratic questioning. He didn’t
tell the boys how to create their projects, and he didn’t praise
them if the work wasn’t adequate. Crucially, Lewin had the
same adult facilitators play the different roles in different
weeks, so that he could more precisely assess leadership styles,
not just the personalities of the facilitators.

What happened? A few weeks in, the enforcer-mindset club
was “dull, lifeless, submissive, repressed, apathetic; [there was]
little smiling, joking, freedom of movement.” Children hated
the enforcer-mindset club, even though they complied and du-
tifully made their art projects. What were the mentor-mindset
clubs like? “The interactions in the [mentor-mindset] club
were more spontaneous, more fact-minded, and friendly.
Relations to the leader were free and on an ‘equality basis,’ ”
Lewin observed.

Lewin examined which club created more internalized moti-
vation. He did so by having the group leaders let students vote
on disbanding the clubs. In the enforcer-mindset groups, stu-
dents immediately voted to discontinue. One by one students
threw their projects on the ground and tried to destroy them.
They were giddy, like the last day of school in a teen movie.
Students “chased each other around the room wildly” with toi-
let paper rolls, Lewin observed: “Rather clearly, the work prod-
ucts of this [enforcer-mindset] atmosphere seemed to be ob-
jects of aggressive attack rather than prideful ownership.”
What about the low-expectations protector-mindset group?
Students hadn’t created very much, but what they did they dis-



85

carded. They also voted to discontinue. How about the mentor-
mindset leader? There, the students were invested in their art
projects, which were often of higher quality. They wanted to
keep working on them even though they didn’t have to because
they were proud of what they had created.

Which leader did the youth like the most? The enforcer-
mindset leader topped the most disliked list, with 95 percent of
kids. Few kids liked the protector-mindset leader, although
they appreciated that “he wasn’t strict” and “we could do what
we pleased.” Still, “he had too few things for us to do.” The pro-
tector didn’t push them as hard as they wanted to be pushed.
In the beginning, it was fun to have no rules, but ultimately the
students yearned for structure and attention.

How about the mentor-mindset leader, with his combina-
tion of high expectations and high support? He was “just the
right combination,” students concluded. “He was a good sport,
worked along with us, and thought of things just like we do.”
And “he never did try to be the boss, but we always had plenty
to do.” “We all liked him,” they said.

A few decades later, Diana Baumrind showed that Lewin’s
leadership styles applied to parenting as well. Baumrind com-
pleted her PhD in 1955 under the direction of Hubert Coffey,
who was one of Lewin’s students at the University of Iowa in
the 1930s. Baumrind noticed that parents, like Lewin’s leaders,
tended to differ on the same two dimensions in figure 2.1
above: how demanding they were (their high standards) and
how warm they were (how responsive and supportive).

Baumrind called parents who were very demanding but un-
supportive authoritarian. This is akin to the enforcer mindset.
Baumrind also saw lots of parents who were not demanding
but very warm. She labeled them permissive. This group was
similar to the protector mindset. Baumrind’s research, con-
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ducted over decades, showed that enforcer and protector par-
ents were both more likely to raise poorly adjusted children.
There was a third group, however. The parents who raised the
most well-adjusted children scored high on both demanding-
ness and warmth. They were called authoritative. This was
similar to the mentor mindset (see figure 2.2). To complete the
square, the psychologist Eleanor Maccoby later named the low-
standards, low-warmth style neglectful; I have called it
apathetic.

To illustrate what enforcer and protector parenting looks
like today, I recently conducted a small study in which I briefly
described Baumrind’s parenting styles to parents and youth.
Then I asked them to tell me about times when they’ve seen
these styles in their own lives.

Sam, a seventeen-year-old, told me his father takes an en-
forcer approach. “He’s always expecting me to get nothing but
A-pluses in every class no matter what.” Sam feels like he’s us-
ing every resource available to him to do well in school, but
he’s never perfect. After all, he’s taking college courses like cal-
culus and physics. Sam’s dad tells him he’s just not applying
himself. “Go figure it out,” his dad told him. Sam is over-
whelmed by the absence of support. “Not being able to keep up
with his high standards affects your mental health,” he told me.
Sam is starting to feel alone and helpless.

Here’s another example. When Alicia’s parents saw her
struggle to try something new—a sport, a game, or even a new
friendship—they would rush in to protect her. They told her,
“That’s okay, you don’t have to do it if it’s too hard.” She saw it
on their faces: their fear and anxiety when she expressed the
smallest amount of frustration. Her parents were motivated by
a genuine desire to protect Alicia until she grew old enough to
fend for herself. However, the age at which they would stop
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protecting her kept getting pushed back (fourteen, fifteen, six-
teen, seventeen…). “While it made me comfortable,” Alicia told
me, “it also made me really scared. I felt like I was unprepared
for being independent or going out in the world.”

Later in her career, Baumrind realized that many people
were misinterpreting her research in a critical way. Because
her “authoritative” (mentor mindset) parenting style had its
roots in Lewin’s democratic leadership, people thought that the
ideal leadership style was one that ceded all control to young
people, allowing them to debate endlessly and control the
group’s agenda with a consensus vote. Naming it “democratic”
was bad branding on Lewin’s part. Baumrind spent much of
her later years clarifying that “authoritative” (mentor mindset)
leaders often appear quite tough and demanding to observers—
even setting out the agenda and expecting young people to fol-
low it. Importantly, they are always supportive enough so that
young people can meet the high standards.

The parenting expert Dr. Becky Kennedy, in her book Good
Inside, echoes this sentiment: “I can parent in a way… that in-
volves firm boundaries and warm connection, that gives my
kids what they need today and sets them up for resilience in
the future.” The key to doing this, she says, is to realize that up-
holding high standards (e.g., setting firm limits on screen time
or not letting your kids go to an unsupervised party) is entirely
separate from caring about their feelings about our standards
(e.g., their fear of missing out or facing peer rejection). We
don’t have to choose standards or support; both can work
together.

At around the same time Baumrind’s work started getting
noticed, the same basic principles were independently discov-
ered in the context of teaching by a scholar in an entirely dif-
ferent field, using entirely different methods. Dr. Rosalie Wax



88

was a prominent cultural anthropologist in the middle of the
twentieth century. After Wax completed her PhD dissertation
at the University of Chicago, her brilliant career was derailed
by sexism. The university didn’t pay her a salary because of a
rule that said women could not be paid if their husbands al-
ready had a salary. (Wax’s husband was a professor at the
University of Chicago.) Her experiences with bias spurred her
to try to help others, eventually leading to a study of the dire
educational conditions on the Pine Ridge Reservation in South
Dakota. There, Wax found that the most common educational
approach was an enforcer mindset. The enforcer teachers saw
it as their duty to uphold the intellectual history and cultural
ideology of mainstream American culture, to the detriment of
Indigenous culture. Wax observed that the Native American
students hated these cold expectations, and they rebelled. They
created a “silent classroom,” refusing to do any work.

Wax observed a few warm and friendly teachers with low ex-
pectations. They had a protector mindset. These teachers
weren’t mean, but they harbored negative views of students’
potential. They acted as though Native students’ minds were
“meager, empty, or lacking in pattern,” only capable of rote
memorization. Students didn’t engage in deep thinking. They
learned very little.

Wax also found a small handful of teachers who created
classrooms full of wonder, learning, and of course, discipline
and hard work.

There are a few teachers who develop fine classrooms and
teach their pupils a great deal. These teachers are difficult
to describe because they are remarkably different in back-
ground and personality and some are “real characters” in
the sense that this word was used fifty years ago. In gen-
eral, they differ from the less successful instructors in
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that they respect their pupils. By this, we mean that they
treat them as if something worthy of respect was already
there. These teachers… do not tolerate nonsense.… All are
very fair and all are extremely skillful in avoiding a situa-
tion which would embarrass a shy student before the
class. They tend to place a heavy emphasis on scholastic
work.

Later authors would label Wax’s superteachers warm de-
manders. They demanded, and gave, respect, but they were
also warm in that they cared about the students’ welfare. This
is a strong parallel to the mentor mindset. In Wax’s study, the
mentor-mindset teachers’ respect for the Native American stu-
dents was rooted in their belief that they had something of val-
ue to contribute and should be taken seriously. In general,
when that respect comes from someone in a powerful position
—like a teacher—it leaves an impression, especially for young
people who experience the adolescent predicament and crave
status and respect. With mentor mindsets, adults lay a founda-
tion of respectful relationships. Then they take young people
seriously and expect them to live up to their potential, while
providing the necessary supports. Young people subsequently
find the motivation to do the right thing.

More recently, business leaders have begun to study styles
of leadership, and they have similarities to the work of Lewin,
Baumrind, and Wax. The popular business author Kim Scott
laid out different styles for how managers can give feedback to
their direct reports, and these have fascinating parallels with
the mentor mindset, the enforcer mindset, and the protector
mindset. According to Scott, managers who practice radical
candor give their direct reports honest critical feedback and
voice clear statements that make their positive intentions
transparent. This is like the mentor mindset. Scott contrasts
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this with obnoxious aggression (analogous to the enforcer
mindset) and ruinous empathy (analogous to the protector
mindset). Scott argues that these feedback styles can have a
powerful impact on employee morale; for example, during per-
formance management conversations. I agree.

A Mentor-Mindset Exemplar
Sergio Estrada teaches at Riverside High School in El Paso,
Texas. I found Sergio through an analysis of the data from
around 1,100 teachers across Texas delivering rigorous college-
level courses in high schools. We located the forty or so teach-
ers that the statistical model said had the most surprising suc-
cess. This means that the model thought students would do
poorly, but for some reason they did well. We called these
teachers bright spots. They were proof that ordinary teachers
could consistently use the mentor mindset to achieve ex-
traordinary results even in places many people had given up
on. We convened these bright-spot teachers for three days to
study what they did and how they taught. In this group of su-
perteachers, Sergio stood out. He, more than anyone, achieved
top performance for all students from all backgrounds. At a
school at which just 2 percent of students were ready for col-
lege according to their standardized tests, 95 percent of
Sergio’s students pass college-level physics each year.

Here is what Sergio doesn’t do. He doesn’t enforce an im-
possible standard for performance without guiding or assisting
his students. He’s the opposite of his colleague Mr. Trimmer,
the math teacher.

Trimmer is a lover of math who sees himself as the gate-
keeper to the field. He has very little patience for students who
fail to grasp the basic concepts. I can explain math to you, but
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I can’t understand it for you, he says. This comes from
Trimmer’s belief that his students are unruly, unmotivated
kids who tend to disobey him, disrespect him, and learn noth-
ing. Therefore, his class is an exercise in compliance. He gov-
erns with fear. Any sign of disrespect or disobedience is met
with threats of harsh discipline. Signs of laziness are met with
public shaming. I teach, you listen is the social contract.
Trimmer is a true enforcer. Most students fail, and those who
pass do so by memorizing (and often later forgetting) the con-
tent, not by mastering it. Few of Trimmer’s students are pre-
pared for college-level work.

Figure 2.2. Mapping the mentor-mindset framework onto previous
frameworks.

Many of Sergio’s colleagues in the district are the opposite.
They don’t enforce standards. Take the pre-AP English teach-
ers, so called because their courses put students on track for
Advanced Placement (AP) courses. “They aren’t real pre-AP
students,” the teachers said. They accused the administrators
of putting unqualified students in their advanced courses sim-
ply to boost the school’s ranking on district metrics for course-
taking. In the teachers’ eyes, the students are too frail, too far
behind, to be held to high standards. “They are going to fail
and lose confidence” if students took the district’s challenging
college-preparatory tests. Therefore, the teachers rebelled.
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They reverted to methods that required much less critical
thinking, such as telling students to write formulaically or re-
gurgitate facts on tests. Lowering standards to protect students
from distress, however, produced roughly the same results as
Trimmer’s enforcement strategy: rampant student disengage-
ment, shallow learning, and eventual failure. A Riverside stu-
dent named Yvonne told me, “My English teacher, she doesn’t
believe we can do anything. So, she doesn’t try to teach us. She
just gives us worksheets and tells us to memorize them. She
doesn’t respect us.” The English teachers use a protector
mindset.

What does Sergio do? He uses the mentor mindset: high
standards, high support. His physics class is demanding. He
covers the hardest concepts. He expects students to master
them. But his class is also highly supportive. His lessons are in-
teresting, involving hands-on labs and activities. Although his
tests are very hard, students can retake them and recover
points. He makes himself available to go over missed problems
with students. When students come before school or during a
free period to get help, he lavishes them with praise: “Selena is
rocking it today because she came in and talked about prob-
lems she missed. She’s really improving!” Quick, correct an-
swers aren’t praised nearly as effusively as having the courage
to troubleshoot mistakes with Sergio.

During the 2021–2022 school year, Sergio and Trimmer
shared a troubled student, David. David was retaking
Trimmer’s math class after having failed it during the prevac-
cine COVID-19 year. He was disruptive and noncompliant. By
the end of August, David had just a 13 percent in Trimmer’s
class. It was a level of failure that takes creativity and sheer
force of will given how much work early in the year consists of
easy in-class assignments. One day Trimmer came to Sergio’s
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classroom to warn him that David would be a handful. Sergio
was confused. “David’s doing awesome in my class,” Sergio
told me. David had an 85 percent. The morning I talked to
Sergio, David had come in to apologize for missing an assign-
ment. He turned it in by lunch. “I have no discipline problems
from David.” In fact, Sergio has never sent a student to the of-
fice in all his years at Riverside. Sergio’s success with David is a
kind of treatment group to Trimmer’s control. He got remark-
able learning and growth from the same students, in the same
school, when he used a different, more respectful mentor-
mindset approach.

Why the Mentor Mindset Works
As I encountered this fascinating breadth of research on lead-
ership, parenting, and teaching styles, I was dissatisfied by
three major factors. First, there was a lack of a coherent vocab-
ulary across different literatures that seemed to mostly be
reaching the same conclusions. That’s why I proposed the
framework shown in figure 2.2. Second, the literature wasn’t
clear on why the mentor mindset was more effective. I needed
to tie the ideas about how best to lead young people with the
new science of adolescents’ neurobiological realities—their de-
sire for status and respect. Third, the literature didn’t show
where the mentor-mindset approach came from or why people
held on to the less-effective enforcer- or protector-mindset ap-
proaches. Such knowledge would be crucial for figuring out
how to shift leaders from enforcer or protector into the men-
tor-mindset group. My contribution to the literature was to
solve these three issues.

Here’s why the mentor mindset works in education, parent-
ing, and management. It offers a way of resolving the adoles-
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cent predicament. Consider that young people don’t acquire
their social standings by having status given to them. They get
them by earning prestige—a unique kind of respect that only
comes from having demonstrated their worth and value to so-
cially powerful others, be they peers or leaders.

To be respected, in the language of the Tsimane, an
Indigenous tribe in the Bolivian Amazon, means “worthy of ad-
miration.” Thus, to say that the young want respect is to say
that they want to be admired by people whose opinions they
care about. They obtain this admiration by showing their skills
to other members of the group. In our evolutionary history,
this would mean that the young person successfully foraged or
hunted or cared for an infant or protected the tribe from ag-
gressors, and other members of the tribe noticed it. What did
an effective mentor do, then? The Maori tribe in New Zealand
has a beautiful term for it: whakamana, which means “to give
prestige to, give authority to, confirm, enable, authorize, legit-
imize, empower, validate.” (Mana means “power,” and whaka
means “to give.”) Whakamana is what leaders need to do to re-
solve the adolescent predicament and satisfy young people’s
sensitivity to status and respect.

An effective mentor creates opportunities for young people
to learn about, and begin to acquire, what counts for status in a
valued social group. This is what Stef did, as shown at the out-
set of this chapter, when she gave Melanie a challenging
project, helped her to perform well, and then gave her the cred-
it in front of management. Like with chimp mentoring, Stef
protected Melanie’s right to be in the room and earn a positive
social reputation. It’s what Sergio does when he requires his
physics students to complete ambitious hands-on activities—
but he supports them until they master them. Mentors don’t
take over and do things for young people, like the protector.
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Nor do mentors uphold impossible standards so that few are
successful, like the enforcer. Instead, they find ways for young
people to earn respectworthy reputations.

Harvard University psychologist Dr. Joseph Henrich ex-
plains that prestige comes from one’s reputation for being
competent and valuable to the group. Prestige offers a different
route to status from dominance. Dominance is a show of force.
It grants the kind of status where people listen to you because
they must. Prestige, on the other hand, is the result of your ac-
tions and skills. Prestige bestows the kind of status where peo-
ple listen to you willingly because they trust your competence
and your knowledge. The enforcer mindset relies on domi-
nance. Young people reluctantly follow because of fear of se-
vere consequences but stop following as soon as the leader
loosens their grip. That’s what we saw the boys do in Lewin’s
authoritarian groups. The mentor mindset applies prestige-
based leadership. Young people willingly follow the leader be-
cause of the exciting prospect that they can earn a better repu-
tation. (In the protector mindset, young people don’t listen to
the adult at all.)

Why is the prospect of earning prestige a powerful motiva-
tor? Not everyone has the strength or desire to dominate the
group, so it’s not always a viable route to status. But prestige?
That’s a universal option. Prestige is accessible. Anyone can
learn and develop the skills to contribute to their group in
some way. When young people do that, they feel an incredible
sense of self-respect. The feeling of having earned prestige—
rather than having something unearned given to you—ranks
among the best feelings in the world, especially during an ado-
lescent predicament. That’s why Melanie, Stef’s young direct
report, said the day her presentation was well-received was one
of her best days at the company.
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By giving young people the thrilling opportunity to earn
prestige—and satisfy their needs for status and respect—men-
tor-mindset leaders offer them the chance to feel amazing.
Young people soon learn that if they want to keep feeling that
way (and avoid feeling humiliated), they should follow the
mentor-mindset leader. The enforcer- or protector-mindset
leaders, by shaming, blaming, judging, evaluating, and control-
ling young people, deny the opportunity to earn prestige.
That’s demotivating. The result is what Rosalie Wax saw on the
reservation: passive or active teen rebellion.

Beliefs Play a Role
Read the sentence below and fill in the blanks:

Given that young people are
______________________________, the best way to
motivate them is to
______________________________.

Suppose you filled out the first blank with this: lazy, short-
sighted, entitled, overly sensitive wimps. How would you fill
out the second blank? I’ve asked hundreds of adults this ques-
tion. Most people say something like, Threaten them with the
consequences of their poor behavior, or bribe them with re-
wards for good behavior. They don’t say, Treat them like re-
sponsible adults who can independently make wise decisions.
Now suppose you filled out the first blank with: capable of in-
credible persistence, resilience, and accomplishment if they
are given the proper support and encouragement. An entirely
different set of actions would come to mind.

This exercise shows us the importance of beliefs in shaping
our leadership styles. With one set of beliefs, one set of actions
follow. With another set of beliefs, you get different actions.
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This simple fact helps answer an important question in the lit-
erature: Where do the different leadership styles come from?

Where the Three Mindsets Come
From—and How to Change Them
For a long time, the different leadership styles were thought of
as just that: personal preferences, almost like personality
traits, which couldn’t be changed. Research on the authoritari-
an personality, for example, seemed to imply that some people
are just bound to be enforcers, some are bound to be permis-
sive protectors, and there’s nothing that can be done about it.
My research with my collaborator Carol Dweck shows that’s
not the case. The different styles don’t solely come from im-
mutable characteristics or ossified childhood experiences. They
come, in part, from people’s beliefs. Because beliefs can be
changed, then so too can the way we lead and inspire young
people. This is the biggest reason why I don’t talk about styles,
but instead talk about mindsets. Mindsets are worldviews that
shape behavior and grow out of specific, fundamental, alter-
able beliefs. Beliefs are the antecedents of leadership styles.

I haven’t just seen this in my scientific studies. I’ve also di-
rectly experienced this in my own life.

In my early twenties, before I became a scientist, I lived and
worked in an orphanage in Talagante, Chile, called the Hogar
de Niños San Jose. I ran day care and educational programs for
kids aged two to eighteen, working twelve-to-fifteen-hour days.
In my mind, I was there to love and support the kids, not disci-
pline them. I thought, They’ve been through so much, they
don’t need me there getting them in trouble or telling them
what to do. For example, one morning we took out every toy
and created a massive obstacle course. For an hour it was joy-
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ous chaos. When it was time for lunch, nobody wanted to clean
up. I let it slide. They went to lunch, and I stayed to clean.
From then on, the kids walked all over me. I hadn’t upheld
high expectations for collective responsibility, and they took
advantage of it. Looking back, I had a deficit view, not an asset-
oriented view. I thought of the orphaned children mainly in
terms of what they lacked—love or a stable home—not in terms
of what they could do if it was expected of them. This deficit
belief pushed me into a protector mindset. I sought to protect
them from anything unpleasant.

A woman in her forties, Tía (Aunt) Carmen, worked there
too. (We went by tío or tía at the Hogar). She had experience
and could command a room. Her kids didn’t break the rules,
they cleaned up, they didn’t fight. Tía Carmen never raised her
voice. And the kids adored her. I vividly remember her legs en-
veloped in hugs from three-to-five-year-olds.

One day Tía Carmen took me aside. She said, “Tío Davíd, yo
soy así,” which means, “I’m like this.” Then she put her left
hand out flat, like a road. With her right hand she did a karate
chop on her left hand, making a perpendicular shape. She was
showing me that she held kids to straight and narrow rules.
“Pero les cariño.” But I love them, she said. She was telling me
to be firm but loving. She wanted me to have high standards
and support. A mentor mindset.

A few years later, I had another opportunity when I took a
job as a middle school English teacher in Tulsa, Oklahoma.
About half my students came from neighboring farms, while
the other half were recent immigrants from Mexico. My stu-
dents had a wide range of English skills. I had the Tía Carmen
mantra in my mind: Yo soy así. I would show them the straight
and narrow and hold them to it because I cared about them. I
still focused too much on what struggles the kids faced—their
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poverty or low family education levels—but this time, I had dif-
ferent cultural role models in my mind. I thought about the
tough, demanding teachers in poor schools, like in the movies
Dangerous Minds or Stand and Deliver. My pendulum had
swung in the other direction.

I spent each Sunday grading essays. I wanted my students to
meet a high bar for excellence. I gave them lots of feedback.
Even when their essays checked all the boxes for getting high
Bs, I pointed out how their writing could be even stronger,
more unique, publishable even. I imagined students would love
me for it. I was treating them like adults who could have intel-
lectual debates, not kids. I even had dreams of them celebrat-
ing me for those red marks on their essays! I was dead wrong.
From their perspective, what did it feel like to get back the es-
says dripping in ink? They hated it. They felt mad. Wounded
even. Usually, only about half my students revised their essays
at all. The other half were content with their scores. They
didn’t even want to look at my comments. I had failed the clas-
sic mentor’s dilemma, years before I knew about Geoffrey
Cohen’s breakthrough research on wise feedback.

There was a mismatch between my intentions and students’
perceptions. I tried to push my students to improve. When they
didn’t revise, I thought they didn’t want to learn. But they per-
ceived something different. They thought I was a jerk who dis-
liked them and hated their essays and could never be satisfied.
I misunderstood them; they misunderstood me. We all left the
interaction crushed and defeated.

People trying in earnest to do their best can easily fall into
the enforcer or protector mindset if they hold on to neurobio-
logical-incompetence beliefs. I suspect that many people fall
into the enforcer and protector mindsets with the best of inten-
tions. We love our children, and so we are tough on them—or
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we go easy on them. These unhelpful mindsets don’t come
from disdain or apathy, but from faulty beliefs, like my deficit
belief about the children at the orphanage. These faulty beliefs
set up entire worldviews that ensnare us, making it difficult for
us to see the mentoring alternative.

The decision tree depicted in figure 2.3 shows how the en-
forcer and protector mindsets both grow out of the neurobio-
logical-incompetence model. The belief that young people are
incompetent leaves us with only one binary choice: Do we want
to be tough or nice? Either we’re a drill sergeant or a softy. We
prioritize either self-reliance or self-esteem. Full Metal Jacket
or Ted Lasso (in the first season, at least).

Sometimes the same person can move through this decision
tree in different ways. I see people (myself included) shift back
and forth from enforcer to protector, or vice versa. Maybe we
start out wanting to be nice, using the protector mindset, but
then young people walk all over us. Then we slam the door shut
and impose our will, using the enforcer mindset. Then we feel
bad and return to the protector. Nobody likes this cycle, but it’s
hard to escape when our starting point is neurobiological in-
competence. Even great mentors slip now and then. They have
their protector and enforcer moments.

Figure 2.3. A three-mindset decision tree.
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We can reject the neurobiological-incompetence model, as
the new wave of scientists have. We can focus on young peo-
ple’s strengths and assets, not their deficits. If we do this, then
a third way—the mentor-mindset way—shows itself to us.
Enforcers can build on their high standards by adding more
support. Protectors can build on their care and concern by
adding higher standards. Both are half-right, and so both just
need to add one element to get it all the way right.

Different children can even evoke different mindsets. One
mother of two sons in their early twenties told me that she cat-
astrophizes when it comes to her older son, worrying that
nothing will go right for him. She takes the protector mindset
with him, trying to solve his problems. Her younger son is in-
dependent and resilient, and nothing fazes him. She can take a
mentor mindset with him more naturally. She worries less
about his immediate safety. This mother is working on using
the mentor mindset with both of her sons, but that means dif-
ferent things for different kids. With her older son, she needs
to acknowledge his competence more. With her younger son,
she needs to maintain appropriate supports to not veer into en-
forcer territory. The route to the mentor mindset can some-
times depend on the child.

See table 2.1. It shows how a focus on beliefs solves the puz-
zle of where Lewin’s and Baumrind’s and Scott’s styles come
from. The three different styles come from core beliefs, which
lead to semicoherent worldviews and in turn set up patterns of
interacting with young people. One idea flows into the other,
which flows into behavior. That’s the power of a mindset.
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Table 2.1. The Three Mindsets: How Worldviews Flow into Behaviors

  ENFORCER
MINDSET

PROTECTOR
MINDSET

MENTOR
MINDSET

Beliefs about
young people

Immaturity makes
them dangerous
risks to themselves
and others.

Immaturity makes
them fragile and
vulnerable if they
struggle.

Young people are
ready to accom-
plish impressive
things with the
right support.

Our role rela-
tive to young
people

Insist on high stan-
dards and estab-
lish consequences
for failing to meet
them.

Protect them from
discomfort (and
don’t stress them
out with high
standards).

Form an alliance to
help them meet a
high and personally
relevant standard.

Interpretation
of a young
person’s
failures

Failures are signs
of laziness, inatten-
tiveness, or low
ability.

Failures are debili-
tating and should
be avoided.

Failures mean I
didn’t provide the
supports (social,
emotional, or ma-
terial) needed to
meet the high
standard.

Responses to
a young per-
son’s failures

I did my job, but
they didn’t do
theirs; dole out
consequences and
expect them to im-
prove on their own.

Show compassion
(and even provide
excuses) but don’t
pressure them to
improve.

Presume positive
intent and collabo-
rate on finding the
needed resources
to improve.

The notion that the different mindsets are worldviews—in
that the lower rows in table 2.1 follow from the beliefs in the
top row—is important because it suggests how we can start to
change from enforcer to mentor or protector to mentor. We
can adopt a different belief—a neurobiological-competence be-
lief. If we do that, then the rest of the mentor mindset starts to
flow naturally into our interpretations and behaviors.
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Chapter 3

The Generational Divide

A Generational Conflict
A few years after Whole Foods CEO and founder John Mackey
sold his company to Amazon for $13.7 billion, he gave a series
of interviews in what amounted to a grievance-airing tour. He
reserved his harshest and most unfiltered criticism for the next
generation. These were the sixteen-to-twenty-five-year-olds
who worked in the checkout lines and the stockrooms, and
whose labor had built Mackey’s fortune. Whole Foods had a
terrible time hiring and retaining them. And that baffled
Mackey. To his mind, he offered a good wage and purposeful
work. After all, Whole Foods’s philosophy was aligned with
many of the values of the next generation, such as environmen-
tal sustainability and ethical sourcing of products. Mackey
even developed a term—conscious capitalism—that would
seem to appeal to the Gen Z workforce. Even so, “we’re really
straining to get people hired,” Mackey lamented. “I don’t un-
derstand the younger generation. They don’t seem to want to
work.”

After interviews with Whole Foods employees, I’ve learned
that Mackey got one thing right: he doesn’t understand young
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people.
A simple comparison of U.S. supermarkets on the job-re-

view site Indeed.com reveals that Whole Foods is one of the
lowest-rated employers in its category. Approximately 24 per-
cent of retail employees give it the lowest ratings (a one or two
out of five). Compared to several competitors, Whole Foods re-
ceived twice as many negative ratings. One former retail em-
ployee’s review said, “No respect for any employees, literally
could not care if you lived or died.” What’s happening?

According to Mackey’s interview for ReasonTV, when he
and others from the baby boom generation started out in the
workforce, people expected to dislike their jobs for at least the
first ten years. Pay was compensation for suffering. Mackey
didn’t necessarily think people should expect to feel a sense of
meaning or purpose or fulfillment at work. That’s what you
spent your money on—or what you got in your thirties, if all
went well. The relationship between managers and young em-
ployees was transactional. Thus, in the Mackey worldview, you
waited to find meaning, purpose, and fulfillment when you
were older. When you’re young, you put up with nonideal
working conditions.

Mackey’s attitude neglects teenagers’ and young adults’ de-
velopmental needs for status and respect. What seemed to
Mackey like a decline in the work ethic of “kids these days”
could just as likely be a consequence of how Whole Foods was
treating their young employees. Mackey sounded oblivious to
the fact that, for the current generation and likely future gener-
ations, dollars are a poor replacement for self-respect. He of-
fered a clear example of how our culture’s neurobiological-in-
competence model could leave leaders bewildered and employ-
ees bitter—even CEOs who had a vested financial interest in
motivating the young.

http://indeed.com/
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If our society could solve the Mackey problem and stop re-
tail jobs from being disrespectful dead ends, we could trans-
form the industry and its workforce. Roughly 68 percent of
adults in the United States have not completed a college educa-
tion, and many of them work in retail. In the Global South, the
numbers are even higher. That’s a lot of young people who feel
like they don’t have a future in our economic society and who
could possibly turn to more destructive means to reassert their
self-respect.

Mackey’s complaints serve as an example of a broader prob-
lem called the generational divide: older generations feel like
they are constantly catering to the needs of young people, only
to be shamed or blamed for not doing enough.

Parents, for instance, describe feeling daunted by the emo-
tional dramatics of their kids. One mother told me about re-
minding her teenage children to put on their shoes or grab
their coat, only to get yelled at for daring to tell them what to
do. Educators told me about young people who acted insulted
at being asked to meet the minimum standard, such as coming
to class, turning in assignments, and passing exams. Managers
told me about times when they believed they used the correct
terms for a hot-button social issue of the day, only to be told by
a twenty-three-year-old that they were a bigot. Our fear of
young people’s unpredictable volatility silences us, which leads
to even more misunderstandings and therefore more shouting.
This cycle seems destined to repeat itself, making our lives
worse and worse with each revolution.

The cycle of finger-pointing, blaming, and shaming is so in-
furiating, in part, because we want so badly to avoid it. Parents
go through existential crises when their children start adoles-
cence. Just two or three years earlier, we had finally figured it
out. Our kids were reading, riding bicycles, and putting on
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their own pants. They laughed at our dad jokes and mom jokes
and mostly behaved well. Then puberty struck. Suddenly the
same kids started acting like aliens. What’s more, they seemed
to reserve their most outrageous behavior for an audience of
other parents who judged us for having such disrespectful and
ungrateful offspring. It’s humiliating and disempowering.

Likewise, educators usually enter the profession because
they want to help kids. When every day turns out to be the op-
posite of how they imagined their lives as educators, they even-
tually start wondering whether they’re in the wrong profession.

Does this have to be our destiny? Or can we do something
about it?

The Origins of Our Generational
Divide
Each generation tends to think of the generational divide as a
problem limited to, and indicative of, their specific moment of
time. We blame our current frustrations on superficial things
like social media or smartphones and never really fix the deep-
er problem. In fact, the clash between the generations has re-
peated between almost every “ruling” generation and every
“upstart” generation throughout recorded human history.

Aristotle, the Greek philosopher from the fourth century
BCE, trashed the young in his work Rhetoric:

The young are in character prone to desire and ready to
carry any desire they may have formed into action. They
are fickle in their desires, which are as transitory as they
are vehement.… They are passionate, irascible, and apt to
be carried away by their impulses. Their ambition pre-
vents their ever tolerating a slight and renders them in-
dignant at the mere idea of enduring an injury.… Finally,
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they are fond of facetiousness, facetiousness being disci-
plined insolence.

Much later, in 1937, the prominent psychotherapist Anna
Freud (the daughter of Sigmund Freud) wrote this:

Adolescents are excessively egoistic, regarding them-
selves as the center of the universe and the sole object of
interest.… They form the most passionate love-relations,
only to break them off as abruptly as they began them.…
They oscillate between blind submission to some self-
chosen leader and defiant rebellion against any and every
authority. They are selfish and materially-minded and at
the same time full of lofty idealism. At times their behav-
ior is rough and inconsiderate, yet they themselves are
extremely touchy. Their moods veer between light-heart-
ed optimism and the blackest pessimism.

When each successive generation grows up, we look down
on the next generation, as though we have forgotten what it
feels like to be young. Then we call the next generation imma-
ture. When most adults think about their own youthful indis-
cretions, they do so with a wink and a laugh. But when they
think about today’s generation doing something similar, they
ring the alarm bell about the decline in morality in “kids these
days.”

New research has shown that this generational moral de-
cline is mostly a cognitive illusion. Harvard University social
psychologists Dr. Adam Mastroianni and Dr. Dan Gilbert ana-
lyzed responses to public opinion survey questions from 1949
to 2019 that asked U.S. adults about the moral character of
each generation. Older people thought the next generation
lacked the moral values of their own generation but didn’t say
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that their own generation made their own youthful mistakes.
The older the survey respondents, the more they convinced
themselves that the moral fabric of society was being ripped to
shreds by the younger generations.

This illusion of moral decline causes us to think that if only
we could stop the young from straying from the path of their
elders—for example, by undoing progress in culture or technol-
ogy—then we could return our society to its moral glory days.
But focusing on a generation-specific solution blinds us to the
underlying cause of our conflict with young people.

In a clever scholarly paper published in 1987, Dr. Daniel
Lapsley and Dr. Robert Enright compared public writings
about adolescence going back to the 1880s. During a depres-
sion or recession, adults endorsed the incompetence model,
presumably to disparage youth who were competing with
adults for jobs and status. During wars? We see “a more
rugged, adultlike portrait of youth,” Lapsley wrote. After all, we
need them to work in factories, fight in battles, and maintain
stiff upper lips.

For example, influenced by rhetoric about young people
serving in the Vietnam War, the United States passed the
Twenty-Sixth Amendment, confirming the right to vote for citi-
zens aged eighteen or older. In 1968, President Lyndon B.
Johnson said:

Throughout our history as a young nation, young people
have been called upon by the age of eighteen to shoulder
family responsibilities and civic duties identical with their
elders’.… Reason does not permit us to ignore any longer
the reality that eighteen-year-old young Americans are
prepared—by education, by experience, by exposure to
public affairs of their own land and all the world—to as-
sume and exercise the privilege of voting.
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Each year since the passage of the Amendment, the incom-
petence model has worn away at LBJ’s progress.

The changes in attitudes about young people from era to era
have shown us that the neurobiological-incompetence model—
and the predicament it creates—is not a fixed reality. It’s a tool
used by society when adults need to regain control. Luckily, we
can choose another way to view young people and find new so-
lutions to bridge the generational divide.

The War over Meaning
Human beings live in the realm of meanings. We do not experience pure cir-
cumstances; we always experience circumstances in their significance.

—Alfred Adler, What Life Could Mean to You (1931)

When Stanford University psychologist Geoffrey Cohen discov-
ered the quintessential mentor-mindset practice—wise feed-
back, with its appeal to high standards and high support—he
was trying to overcome what he and his collaborator Claude
Steele called the barrier of mistrust. The barrier of mistrust
applies to people who have less power in a setting, and then
have their status or respect questioned. When this happens
they tend to assume the most unfavorable and antagonistic
reasons for the questioner’s behavior. With status at stake, they
will dissect each word, looking for deeper meaning. When a
student gets the compliment sandwich, they may think, My
teacher praised me for my effort but not my ideas—does that
mean they think I’m bad at school? Or they may think, They
said I need to get better at presentations. Does that mean they
think I’m incompetent in general and don’t belong here? This
barrier of mistrust can lead to a breakdown in communication
when a higher-power person initiates a challenging conversa-
tion with a lower-power person. This is especially likely to hap-
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pen to groups of people who have a good reason, based on past
experiences of unfair treatment, to suspect they could be treat-
ed poorly. Because of the barrier of mistrust, small and seem-
ingly minor details of the conversation can carry outsize weight
and can powerfully influence motivation.

Take the example of criticism on an essay. That’s not an ob-
jectively bad event. One could even argue that it’s objectively
good. An expert has taken the time to help a novice improve,
just like a good coach would. But the status-sensitive student
will probe for signs of disrespect behind the criticism. They will
assume the worst possible meaning—that they are being looked
down on or disrespected—unless they are given a good reason
to switch their default assumptions. The wise-feedback note
was designed to take this problem off the table. It clarified to
young people that they could presume positive intent behind
the critical feedback. The note broke through the barrier of
mistrust.

The barrier of mistrust helps explain the frustrating genera-
tional divide. It’s a war over meaning. Mistrust makes young
people subtly read between the lines of each comment their el-
ders make, trying to interpret the hidden implications of our
words, to determine if we are disrespecting them or not. Young
people focus more on the unsaid part than the said part. For
instance, when a teenager’s mother asks, “Did you brush your
teeth?” the child interprets it as, “I think you’re so incompetent
that you won’t even remember something so simple as brush-
ing your teeth”—even though the mother never said the second
part. Given that interpretation, anger makes sense. It’s humili-
ating to be told you’re incompetent—even if the mother said no
such thing. Likewise, if a manager asks a young employee to
speak off script in a meeting with senior management, the em-
ployee may think it means, I’m trying to show everybody how
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much smarter than you I am, although the manager never said
or meant that.

There persists a disconnect between what higher-power
adults intend to communicate when we speak and what young
people hear us say. On the adults’ side, we think we’re doing
everything for them while they don’t appreciate it. On their
side, they think we’re disrespecting them and looking down on
them. Young people reject adults’ advice, and adults cite moral
decline among the young as the reason why.

Can both sides—the adults and the adolescents—win the war
over meaning? They can with the mentor mindset.

The Definition of Mentoring
As I alluded to previously, here is how the U.S. National
Academy of Sciences defines mentorship:

Mentorship is a professional, working alliance in which
individuals work together over time to support… personal
and professional growth, development, and success.

There are three things to notice about this definition and
how it expands our understanding of the mentor mindset.
First, consider the word alliance. In an alliance, both parties
(the mentor and mentee) maintain their own independent
goals and roles and identities. Mentorship is not a conquest in
which one party (the manager or teacher) dominates the lower-
power party (the employee or student), which is the intent of
the enforcer mindset. A mentor-mindset manager such as Stef
Okamoto (chapter 2), for example, does not coerce her employ-
ees to conform to her version of their goals, although her group
does set (and meet) lofty goals. She and her mentees form an
alliance.
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Second, a mentor assumes future growth. Stef’s direct re-
ports said that she saw them for who they could become, not
who they were right then. A mentor wants you to meet a high
standard, but they realize it takes time and development to get
there.

Third, a mentor provides support—both material (time,
staff, coaching) and psychological (seeing someone as a per-
son, not as a number or as a responsibility). This definition of
mentoring anticipates how we can use the mentor mindset to
help both sides win the war over meaning.

Treaties, Not Truces
If the mentor mindset involves forming an alliance, then the
natural response to the cross-generational war over meaning is
to aim to sign a treaty, not a truce. With a truce, there’s usually
a conquering victor and a surrendering loser. In that event, one
side’s meaning has won out, usually through a show of force. A
treaty is much better. With a treaty, both sides have assessed
their needs. They have an awareness of what’s necessary for
both parties to thrive despite potentially competing interests.
They mutually agree on terms. Then they renegotiate as neces-
sary, which means they must keep the lines of communication
open.

Bridging the Generational Divide in
the Workplace
Who is the opposite of former Whole Foods CEO John
Mackey? Meet Ole. He’s in his late thirties, he didn’t go to col-
lege, and he manages the most overperforming branch of the
Obs supermarket chain in Norway. Under Ole’s management,
his branch climbed from the fiftieth percentile in total profits
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to the third-ranked store nationwide, despite having a much
smaller client base than other stores. Ole doesn’t have
Mackey’s problem of slacker teens, and if he does, they shape
up quickly. In extensive interviews with Ole, his assistant man-
agers (both of whom were former prison guards, interestingly),
and his frontline employees, I saw an eager and resilient young
staff, always ready to seek out feedback. Nobody was staring
blankly forward, leaving customers helpless. No one sneaked
into the stockroom to smoke or take a nap. Ole created an in-
dependent work ethic because he formed a treaty over mean-
ing. That made his store impressively profitable while also
making it the kind of place where people wanted to work.

Ole’s twenty-three-year-old employee told me a story that
drove this point home. When she first started working at the
store straight out of high school, she was paired with an older
woman who was jaded and wanted to game the system. The
older worker taught her bad habits, like hiding in the break
room or waiting to be told to do anything. Ole called the young
employee into the office one day and gave her a tough talking-
to. He said she wasn’t living up to the standard in the super-
market and she needed to shape up. I asked the young employ-
ee if she’d felt offended or threatened to quit. After all, that’s
basically what happened in the control group in the wise-feed-
back study (see the introduction). The young employee looked
at me like I was a lunatic. She told me that Ole was right. She
hadn’t been living up to her potential, but she wanted to. Ole
also made it clear to her that she had the potential to be a
leader at the store. Now she’s an eager and proactive employee.
She’s shadowing her manager to prepare for a promotion and
attending a leadership academy that Ole sent her to.
Apparently, Ole’s high standards didn’t provoke a war of words
because his meaning was clear: I care about you and your fu-
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ture, and that’s why I’m upholding this high standard. “It’s
fundamentally about trust,” Ole told me. And how does he
build it? “Everyone knows I want the best for the store and the
people,” he answered. Even when he’s harping on the day’s
sales numbers on the walkie-talkie, the meaning is clear: “I
care about you too much to give you no standards,” he says to
his employees. It’s the grocery store version of the mentor
mindset.

Is Ole’s success just a by-product of the socialist culture in
Norway? No, because similar supermarkets in other countries
also do a much better job motivating their young retail employ-
ees than Whole Foods. For example, Wegmans, a grocery store
chain on the East Coast of the United States, leads with this
philosophy: “Every day at Wegmans, you’ll have the opportuni-
ty to learn and grow. Because when good people get together
and work toward a common goal, they can achieve anything.”
That sounds like wise feedback—and a whole lot more.
Wegmans has half the proportion of one- or two-star reviews
that Whole Foods has on Indeed.com. Frontline retail workers
attest that Wegmans “respects you as a person” and is “the best
place I’ve ever worked” and “made time fly by.” Why? Because,
as they said, they were “surrounded by great coworkers and
friendly managers. They treat their employees extremely
well.… It taught me a lot about people and respect.”

Think about that. In Mackey’s worldview, he’s paying you
for your time, so he doesn’t have to respect you as a person.
When you don’t work hard, then you’re lazy and violating the
terms of his contract. It’s a fair economic exchange that he
plans to enforce. But in Wegmans’ worldview each party’s
needs are valued. They respect people and their purposes first.
Then people are willing to work so hard that they lose track of
time. That could explain why Wegmans is number one on the

http://indeed.com/
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Forbes list of best employers in retail and Whole Foods isn’t
even on the list.

The Generational Divide over Social
Issues
Disparities over meaning between the generations come to the
foreground especially when we look at hot-button social issues.
The prominent sociologist and psychologist Dr. Stephen
Russell, an expert in the healthy development of LGBTQ+
youth and the adults who interact with them, sees this a lot. He
hears from adults who fear that because the terms and
acronyms used to describe sexuality and gender change so fast,
they’ll get them wrong. According to Russell, adults don’t know
if they should say lesbian or gay or queer, if there should be a
plus or not, or what order the letters go in. They worry that if
they say something wrong, they’ll be labeled bigots. That worry
means they say nothing at all. But young people interpret
adults’ silence to mean they’re biased and unsupportive, which
harms youth even further. Adults feel paralyzed. By the way,
this isn’t a problem faced only by straight, cisgender people. I
heard the same thing when I interviewed people in their
midtwenties who identified as queer and worked full time at
LGBTQ+ youth support centers. They told me it’s hard to keep
up with teenagers using the latest terminology even when it’s
their own or similar identities in question.

Dr. Melissa Thomas-Hunt sees a similar reluctance to talk
about race or ethnicity among CEOs and senior management.
A distinguished professor of business at the University of
Virginia, Thomas-Hunt formerly served as the head of global
diversity and belonging at the home-rental company Airbnb.
She told me that, especially since the killing of George Floyd in
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2020, employers feel stuck. If they said something about race-
or ethnicity-based injustices, then young people (and politi-
cians) would find a problem with it no matter what. It was not
forceful enough, or too forceful, or not appropriately nuanced.
Employers also worried that if they made a statement once,
they would have to make a statement about every issue or
event. They would then spend an eternity writing press releas-
es to placate the twentysomethings.

On the other hand, Dr. Thomas-Hunt told me, employers of-
ten have a strong economic incentive to get it right. The com-
petition for young talent can be fierce, especially in the tech-
nology and engineering fields, and young talent is harder to re-
cruit to a company with a PR problem.

This conflict doesn’t have to be intractable. Dr. Thomas-
Hunt found that when employers, like Airbnb, showed a will-
ingness to listen, learn, and change—for example, by elevating
voices from minority groups rather than complaining about
them—they’ve had more success at having meaningful conver-
sations. Why did this work?

In 2012, the Stanford social psychologist Dr. Priyanka Carr
(who later became the COO at SurveyMonkey) published a fas-
cinating series of experiments that helped us understand this
conflict. Carr’s experiments showed that some people believed
that the world could be divided into prejudiced versus unpreju-
diced people. They thought that prejudice was a fixed trait (a
fixed mindset about prejudice). Other people believed that
people could learn to reduce prejudice over time; for example,
by educating themselves about another group’s experiences. To
them, prejudice could change (a growth mindset about
prejudice).

Carr found that the research participants who thought prej-
udice was fixed tended to also think that small missteps in
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group relations would mark you as an -ist (e.g., racist, sexist).
Then the prejudice-is-fixed believers avoided cross-group con-
versations because of what they might reveal about them. By
contrast, the participants who thought prejudice could be re-
duced with education were more open to talking with someone
from a different group. They didn’t worry as much that a lack
of knowledge right now would mean they would always be an -
ist.

Carr’s study helps us understand how the fight over mean-
ing plays out across the generational divide—and how it might
be resolved. Young people often act like Carr’s participants
who thought that prejudice was fixed. They seem determined
to label older adults, based on very little information, as sexist,
racist, homophobic, and hateful. Of course, they sometimes
have a good reason for this. Young people in an adolescent
predicament are often in a perpetual state of status threat de-
tection, coming from the barrier of mistrust. Their sensitivity
causes many young people to quickly sort the world into harm-
ful/bad/unsafe people versus helpful/good/safe people to
avoid further hurt. This barrier of mistrust can worsen the very
problem young people want to solve, however. It leads adults
to stay silent for fear of being outed as -ists. Furthermore,
when adults say or do something that’s out of step with how
they are supposed to talk about group differences, their pun-
ishments (e.g., getting canceled) seem out of proportion with
their supposed crimes. Then adults dismiss young people as
immature, complaining wimps. Both sides end up labeling the
other, and neither side learns from the other.

Think back on our metaphor of an authentic treaty, not a
truce. People don’t willingly sign a treaty (i.e., without threat of
force) if they believe the other party is fundamentally evil and
untrustworthy. Therefore, as a starting point for any treaty be-



118

tween the generations, both sides must abandon the tendency
to apply fixed labels. They must have an earnest desire to learn.
Successful companies have done just that, as Thomas-Hunt
told me.

Let’s conclude with a remarkable case study of an organiza-
tion that took this principle to heart.

Encircle
Who has succeeded at de-escalating the war between the gen-
erations over diverse gender and sexual identities? Meet
Encircle, an after-school program and therapy provider for
LGBTQ+ youth and their parents.

Encircle originated across the street from the Mormon
Tabernacle in Salt Lake City, Utah. Tragically, suicide is the
leading cause of death for young people in Utah. LGBTQ+
youth are three times more likely to contemplate killing them-
selves. This high suicide rate means that even conservatively
religious Mormon parents, who tend to oppose differences in
gender and sexuality, care deeply about the question of how to
talk about LGBTQ+ identities—especially when it involves their
own children. They see it as the only way to prevent an
unimaginable catastrophe. But they feel helpless, worried that
they will make matters worse. So they often say nothing.
Because of a barrier of mistrust, this leaves LGBTQ+ youth to
imagine what their parents think—and they often imagine the
worst.

Dr. Stephen Russell explained to me how this cycle can lead
to death. He’s often consulted by communities who have expe-
rienced an LGBTQ+ youth’s suicide. On one occasion, he was
on a panel with a mother who had lost her child to suicide. The
child’s suicide note said she thought her parents would never
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accept her. The mother, in tears, claimed she never said any-
thing of the sort. Sure, maybe she had made an offhand com-
ment about LGBTQ+ characters showing up in too many sit-
coms these days. She couldn’t remember anything hateful. But
she also never had a direct conversation with her daughter.
Her daughter then had to guess what her mom thought.
Without any other information to overcome the barrier of mis-
trust, her mother’s offhand comments led her to presume the
worst. And that led the daughter to despair.

In Utah the situation can be even worse because there are
many messages in the religious community about sex and sex-
uality. A key issue, the staff at Encircle told me, is that most
youth feel condemned as bad and shameful by the Mormon
church. Even when their families or church leaders don’t
shame them, they report feeling intense guilt that the church
might excommunicate their parents for accepting their queer
identities. They would have deprived their parents, whom they
love, of eternal life. That’s a big weight on a young person’s
shoulders, and it can lead youth to depression and suicidal
thinking.

Amazingly, in Encircle’s six years of operation, with thou-
sands of youth served, they haven’t lost a single kid to suicide.
Encircle must be doing something right to bridge the genera-
tional divide. What are they doing?

Encircle’s motto is “no sides, only love.” They don’t encour-
age LGBTQ+ kids to think of their parents as monstrous bigots.
Nor do they tell parents to abandon their religious views, or de-
mand they review Urban Dictionary’s list of gender identity
terms. Instead, Encircle focuses on common goals and values:
parents want their children to survive, while their children
would prefer not to feel suicidal. Then, through group and indi-
vidual therapy, they focus on finding a treaty that ends the bat-
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tle over meaning. Encircle’s staff helps kids and parents under-
stand that the source of their conflict usually stems from the
meaning of something that was left unsaid, and rarely from
something explicitly said.

Most of the time, Encircle has discovered, parents aren’t
afraid of the kid’s actual sexual or gender identity. They fear
what the identity means for their child’s future. After careful
questioning, most Mormon parents at Encircle eventually ad-
mit that they worry their child will grow up to be sexually pro-
miscuous. Thus, the true root of their worry is that their child
will never have the joy of a committed relationship and a fami-
ly, and will lack the moral character they tried to instill in their
child. These parents are surprised to discover that their kids,
especially young ones who recently came out, are often think-
ing about exactly what their parents want them to be thinking
about: what kind of person they want to be in a long-term,
committed, loving relationship with when they grow up.

“Our culture has totally overlapped promiscuity with sexual-
ity,” Russell told me. His research finds that “young people
usually aren’t even especially interested in sex when they first
come out. They’re thinking about love, not sex.” Parents, for
their part, are also usually thinking about love, specifically
hoping for their child to be loved by someone unconditionally.
Parents meant to say, I don’t want you to be promiscuous, and
kids heard, We’ll never accept the love of your life.

Encircle helps both sides understand each other, lower the
temperature, and jointly problem solve, for instance by setting
fair dating rules. Parents realized that they could accept their
child’s identity without abandoning their responsibility to im-
part moral values and uphold a high standard of conduct. In
turn, children learned that their parents could accept them un-
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conditionally while still setting personal boundaries and ex-
pecting responsibility and integrity.

Encircle’s method provides a strong example of the mentor
mindset. Parents send a clear signal that they will value, re-
spect, and give dignity to the child, while also fulfilling their
own vision of a good parent as one who upholds high standards
for behavior. Interestingly, although Encircle never actively en-
courages it, they find that highly religious parents tend to be-
come significantly less dogmatic and judgmental as time pass-
es. This attitude change gives their children more hope that the
feelings of shame could improve, leading to less despair and
suicidal ideation. The parents become almost like a living,
breathing argument in favor of Carr’s belief that prejudice can
change. That, in turn, can make both sides more open to the
honest dialogue that’s needed.
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Chapter 4

Acquiring the Mentor
Mindset

Stef and Sergio
Stef Okamoto was born in the late 1960s in Longview,
Washington, a small mill town between Seattle and Portland,
Oregon. “My parents had no money to pay for college. People
called us trailer trash,” she told me. Stef is now the director of
manager excellence at ServiceNow. Before that, she spent
twenty-three years at Microsoft, the last seven of which she
served as the director of manager capabilities in Global
Learning & Development. That is, she trained more than thirty
thousand managers who were collectively running one of the
world’s most profitable companies. As we’ll see, she’s a
paragon of the mentor mindset in management.

Sergio Estrada was born in 1991 and raised in El Paso,
Texas. His parents emigrated from Mexico. They divorced
when he was young, and his mother raised him. She had less
than an eighth-grade education. Sergio, his mother, and his
brother, Kevin, lived in a women’s shelter until they moved
into a friend’s home. All three (and Sergio’s grandmother) slept
on a mattress on the floor and lived out of a suitcase. They
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eventually settled into a house close to the Rio Grande, which
marks the U.S. border with Mexico, to be nearer to his moth-
er’s family. Sergio attended Riverside High School, so named
because it’s directly on the border. People in the Riverside
community are proud, but they recognize that there are many
challenges. In 2023, a student was stabbed and killed in a rob-
bery just outside the high school. Sergio graduated from
Riverside High in 2009, and after he graduated from college he
came back to teach college-level physics at the school. Like
Stef, Sergio is a paragon of the mentor mindset in education.

Stef and Sergio emerged from very similar childhoods to en-
ter very different professions. But their mentor mindsets have
much in common. Stef and Sergio both have very high stan-
dards. They also provide generous, human-first, respect-for-
ward support.

“My direct reports are humans, not productivity robots,”
Stef told me.

“I don’t teach courses, I teach humans,” Sergio said on the
first day we met.

The question I asked myself after meeting Stef and Sergio
was this: Were they just naturals? That is, were mentor-mind-
set exemplars simply born that way?

As I got to know them both better, I learned the answer:
They weren’t just naturals. They had to learn how to use the
mentor mindset. Their stories reveal how even good people
with the best of intentions can fall into the protector and en-
forcer mindsets due to misguided beliefs that are common in
our culture. Their stories also show how anyone can escape
those unhelpful beliefs and learn to adopt a mentor mindset—
making their own lives, and the lives of young people, much
easier in the process.
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Stef’s Story
At R.A. Long High School in Longview, Washington, Stef
Okamoto was the captain of the varsity volleyball team; she
started on the softball team that played in the junior Olympics;
and she graduated in the top 5 percent of her class. “I knew ed-
ucation was the only thing that was going to save me,” she said,
“but not a single counselor said anything about college or guid-
ed me in any way.” When she told people at R.A. Long that she
wanted to go to college, everyone—even her coaches—told her,
“You’ll be back in Longview one day.” But Stef persevered.

She couldn’t afford tuition at the University of Washington
(UW), which is in Seattle. She accepted an academic scholar-
ship and a scholarship to play volleyball nearby at Lower
Columbia College, a school from which very few students grad-
uate. There, Stef earned her associate’s degree, the first post-
secondary credential of anyone in her family.

Stef next transferred to UW to pursue a bachelor’s degree in
psychology. She lived with her aunt and uncle forty-five min-
utes away. She took two morning classes, and then drove an
hour to a job behind the cash register at a local office-supply
store, working until it closed. Then she drove back to campus
to take night classes or volunteer in a research lab, finally get-
ting home around midnight. The lab work fulfilled a require-
ment she needed to graduate with a bachelor’s in science.

Stef’s first job wasn’t in science, however. She got a job at a
Seattle-based company that published books on traveling and
working internationally. When the company told her she had
to move to Michigan or lose her job, she talked to a friend who
worked at Microsoft. The friend said that Stef would be great at
testing software. As a tester, her job would be to serve as a
stand-in for thousands of users, to find the bugs before they
did. Her experience publishing books that gave people instruc-
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tions for navigating foreign countries made her unusually
skilled at climbing inside other people’s minds and seeing
through a novice’s eyes how they will make sense of something
new and different. That prepared her for discovering how a be-
ginner might try (and fail) to use a piece of poorly designed
software.

Stef taught herself what she needed to know. This was the
1990s, so she had to learn how the Internet worked from For
Dummies books. She took night classes. Soon she landed a job
at S T Labs, the vendor that Microsoft outsourced their soft-
ware testing to. For four years, Stef tested the software that
trained developers for the Microsoft Windows operating sys-
tem. By 1999, she was leading that team. In 2000, Microsoft
decided they wanted control over the testing and resulting
publications. They hired the best people from S T Labs. That
included Stef.

When Stef joined Microsoft, CEO Steve Ballmer had created
what many have described as a toxic corporate culture.
Subsequent Microsoft CEO Satya Nadella recounted in his
book Hit Refresh that when he took over from Ballmer, em-
ployees had grown used to hearing “What a stupid question!”
in meetings. There was a “fear of being ridiculed.” They were
terrified of “not looking like the smartest in the room.” Nadella
summed up the situation, and his own philosophy, by saying
Microsoft had “a bunch of know-it-alls, when we really needed
to be a bunch of learn-it-alls.”

Microsoft’s mindset under Ballmer could be encapsulated by
two words: flipping tables. During the Ballmer era, on more
than one occasion an executive literally flipped a table over and
screamed at a young employee who made a mistake. “Flipping
tables” became Microsoft’s shorthand for a toxic culture. “You
had meetings where people would cry because you were made
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to feel that you would be pummeled. It was such an environ-
ment of fear,” a veteran manager told me. “Young people
would get peppered with condescending questions from senior
leadership,” I heard from another manager. “Did it happen
once? No, it happened all the time.” This abusive culture stifled
positive risk-taking, especially for young engineers just starting
out, trying to make a name for themselves.

Microsoft’s culture during the Ballmer era harmed the bot-
tom line because it drove away young talent and led the re-
tained talent to underperform. Microsoft began the millenni-
um as the largest company in the world according to market
capitalization. When Steve Ballmer took over from Bill Gates as
CEO in 2000, he promptly ushered in a “lost decade,” during
which Apple, Google, and others zipped by. In 2012, a single
product from Apple—the iPhone—generated more revenue
than all Microsoft’s products. The company was losing.
Ballmer’s culture had alienated top engineers, who often went
to Google, where they could be valued contributors on mean-
ingful projects—not to mention enjoy free lunch, play volley-
ball, and ride scooters all day.

Stef hated the old, flipping-tables culture at Microsoft.
“Young engineers and project managers were in total fear of
presenting to leaders,” she told me. “Leaders would make you
feel like an idiot if you weren’t perfectly buttoned up. Even in
private, you couldn’t ask for feedback without them making
you feel stupid. It was their way of upholding Ballmer’s ‘high
expectations.’ Sometimes new employees would present and
then you’d never see them again.” The employees who re-
mained barely spoke up in meetings.

A major contributor to Ballmer’s enforcer-mindset culture
was a performance management policy he implemented called
stack ranking. In stack ranking, managers ranked each em-
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ployee’s performance in one of three tiers: exceeded expecta-
tions, met expectations, or failed to meet expectations.
Critically, the ranking was not calculated relative to any objec-
tive level of accomplishment, like shipping a new product or
discovering a new algorithm. Ballmer’s policy forced a curve.
For each stack of twenty to sixty employees, 10 percent or so
had to be labeled low performers, even if they performed objec-
tively better than employees ranked high in other stacks. Low
performers got no bonuses, and if you earned low ranking
twice, you lost your job. Rank and yank it was called.

Stef despised stack ranking. Her team frequently overper-
formed compared to other teams, which meant her worst per-
formers were usually better than top performers in other
“stacks,” but they still had to be ranked compared to their own
“stack.” She thought it was inefficient and cruel to fire compe-
tent people she had trained and supported just because of an
artificial curve that unjustly rewarded people in mediocre
stacks.

According to many young engineers, stack ranking wasn’t
just unfair, it was dumb. It incentivized them to sabotage their
teammates’ work. It “creates competition in the ranks, when
people really want community,” one former Microsoft vice
president told Vanity Fair. Stack ranking perpetuated the out-
dated, toxic culture at Microsoft.

How did Microsoft come to adopt this quintessential en-
forcer-mindset policy? Stack ranking comes from the mytholo-
gy of the demanding leader. Picture the football coach who
makes the slackers run laps, the high school principal who
roams the hallways with a baseball bat to keep rowdy students
in line, the professor who fails half the class to protect the pres-
tige of theoretical chemistry, the technology executive who
crushes everyone’s spirit for the sake of the perfect product, or
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the music instructor who isn’t satisfied until you’ve practiced
so much that your hands are bleeding.

For Ballmer, the demanding leader of lore was Jack Welch,
the larger-than-life CEO of General Electric in the 1980s and
’90s. Welch invented rank and yank. In his book Jack: Straight
from the Gut, Welch explained his enforcer mindset. He made
it his goal to “sort the A, B, and C players.” If Welch deemed
you an A player, you deserved a bonus two to three times larger
than B players. If he deemed you a C player, you deserved
nothing. You should get fired. Welch was “heavy on yelling and
short on empathy.”

Early in Welch’s tenure, GE was bloated and bleeding mon-
ey. They needed to trim the head count. Rank and yank might
have made sense for a while. But Welch continued the harsh
policy past when it was necessary. He maintained exacting
standards but was blind to the need for support. He fired more
than one hundred thousand employees during his twenty-plus-
year tenure, shipping many of their jobs overseas and acceler-
ating the destruction of the working-class economy that had
created so much upward mobility in post–WWII America.

In his book about Welch called The Man Who Broke
Capitalism, New York Times journalist David Gelles noted that
although rank and yank reduced costs and raised short-term
stock prices, it proved a bad long-term policy. It pushed away
talent and stifled innovation, just like Ballmer did later at
Microsoft. (GE recently split into three smaller companies with
collectively far lower value than its year-2000 peak.)
Nevertheless, copycats mostly paid attention to GE’s stock
market run during the nineties. They concluded that Welch’s
impossible standards and ruthless firings formed essential in-
gredients in his ascent to the top of the pyramid of American
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capitalism. Human-oriented supports did not play a part in
Welch’s calculus, except for a tiny sliver of A performers.

Rank and yank took on a mythological moneymaking status
that persists to this day. Adam Neumann, former CEO of the
disgraced startup WeWork and a disciple of Jack Welch, fa-
mously used rank and yank—firing about 10 percent of the
company’s workforce after performance evaluations—even
when they had had billions in cash flow surpluses. Neumann’s
toxic work culture took part of the blame for WeWork’s spec-
tacular implosion after its attempted IPO in 2019.

Boeing CEO Dave Calhoun used to lead GE’s aviation divi-
sion under Jack Welch. In early 2023, following a downturn in
the U.S. economy, Calhoun announced that Boeing would re-
turn to stack ranking. Managers were forced to tell roughly 10
percent of employees that they did not meet expectations, even
if just a few months earlier they had been evaluated as having
met expectations. But it was a false standard. “I’ve had to flat-
out lie to staff members who were rated low and were not de-
serving of it,” a manager said. On a Facebook group for “Mi-
crosoft old-timers,” a sarcastic veteran of Ballmer’s Microsoft
quipped, “I’m sure this will work out well for them.” A year lat-
er, Calhoun and his engineers were under fire when a Boeing
plane’s escape door flew off while Alaska Airlines Flight 1282
was in the air. Calhoun stepped down as CEO soon after.

When Ballmer took over as CEO of Microsoft, Welch’s influ-
ence and the myth of the demanding leader had never been
stronger. Buoying that myth was a powerful and pervasive ide-
ology that management theorist Douglas McGregor famously
called Theory X in his essay titled “The Human Side of
Enterprise.” Stef would spend her entire career fighting against
Theory X. (McGregor chose the name Theory X simply because
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he wanted to avoid the debates that a more descriptive name
would evoke.)

Theory X is the management version of the neurobiological-
incompetence model (see chapter 1). Under Theory X, people
(especially the young and immature) are assumed to be funda-
mentally lazy and selfish. Theory X says that people can be mo-
tivated only by the allure of gaining material rewards (e.g.,
money) or the threat of losing rewards (e.g., wage cuts or ter-
mination). Accordingly, the way to motivate people is to rank
them so that they strive to climb to the top and get the best re-
wards. If they don’t respond to that system, then you should
fire them. This approach exemplifies the enforcer mindset.
Although Microsoft’s Ballmer-era rank-and-yank policy may
sound barbaric today, it was simply the logical extension of a
long-standing belief in Theory X among demanding leaders in
industry.

Theory X contributes to a self-perpetuating cycle that rein-
forces enforcer-mindset practices like stack ranking and table
flipping. Stack ranking failed to motivate employees at
Microsoft to do their best work throughout the Ballmer years.
Managers ranked underperformers in lower tiers and eventual-
ly fired many of them. Those few people whom the system
failed to crush were rewarded. Thinking themselves better and
smarter than everyone else, they thought stack ranking had
done its job—weeding out the slackers, rewarding the super-
stars. They didn’t realize they were wasting enormous amounts
of talent by creating a motivational problem that didn’t have to
exist.

It’s easy to imagine a similar dynamic playing out among
parents. Think about a parent who subscribes to Theory X and
notices their teenager refusing to do their math homework. If
the parent believes that teenagers are lazy, then they’re more
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likely to use tools of control: threats of punishment for non-
compliance (yelling, telling, blaming, shaming, grounding) or
rewards for compliance (bribes, promises, relaxed curfews,
lower expectations). These tactics don’t inspire the teen to
work diligently and independently. Therefore, the parent will
be left with even more evidence that young people are lazy, re-
inforcing Theory X in a recurring cycle that generates an ever-
more entrenched enforcer dynamic.

This self-perpetuating enforcer-mindset culture running at
Microsoft dominated when Stef was promoted to her first man-
agement position. Stef rejected Theory X. She instead believed
in what McGregor’s 1957 essay called Theory Y.

According to Theory Y, people are not inherently selfish,
lazy, and driven by material reward and punishment. Perhaps
they can be made to look that way by poor management, but
that is not their nature. Instead, they can be motivated by what
the psychologist Dr. Abraham Maslow called higher-level
needs: social connection, social status/prestige, or
meaning/purpose. When motivated through such means, peo-
ple can work proactively and independently without needing
constant direction or supervision. This makes workers more
productive and it makes managers’ lives easier because they
don’t have to constantly surveil their employees.

McGregor’s Theory Y offers different explanations for poor
performance and different ways to motivate high performance.
Performance can suffer when people’s higher-level needs are
threatened. Under Theory Y, therefore, a manager’s goal is to
help people address their fundamental needs for respect, digni-
ty, and meaningful reputations.

Stef vowed to be a manager who had nothing in common
with the Theory X–believing, stack-ranking, table-flipping en-
forcer-mindset managers that surrounded her at Microsoft.
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She decided to represent a sliver of humanity in an inhumane
culture.

Stef had pure intentions, but she struggled with execution.
That caused serious problems for her direct reports. When she
became a manager without much prior training, she rejected
Theory X. She unfortunately also adopted a shallow under-
standing of Theory Y. That made Stef bring a protector mindset
to work. She thought she needed to protect people’s egos and
self-esteem. By rejecting Microsoft’s enforcer culture she end-
ed up avoiding difficult conversations.

One of her rookie mistakes was to treat her young direct re-
ports like they were her buddies rather than her supervisees.
She gave them high support but insufficient standards. In par-
ticular, she worried that the professional feedback she gave
them might feel too personal, and the last thing she wanted to
do was attack her young colleagues. Therefore, she withheld
criticisms of their performance. However, stack ranking was
alive and well, so when performance-evaluation time came
around, the committee had to put some of her direct reports in
the lowest-performing category. She had avoided having the
hard conversations with them, and now it was too late to help
them out. As a result, she had jeopardized the bonuses, career
velocity, and even job stability of people she cared about
deeply.

Another early mistake came from Stef’s way of helping her
direct reports solve problems. During one-on-one meetings,
her team members would sometimes complain about another
manager or teammate. Stef’s naturally protective instincts
drove her to confront the offender. That didn’t solve the prob-
lem; it made it worse. That was her protector mindset in ac-
tion. Deep down, she harbored doubts about whether her re-
ports could solve their own problems. She had to start respect-
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ing her employees’ competence. She changed her approach.
When direct reports brought complaints to her, she began by
asking them if they needed to vent, or if they wanted her to
step in. If the latter, she made sure they were okay with how
she planned to get involved.

Stef, like many of us, had to learn to reinterpret Theory Y
and see its more profound implications. She had to learn that
you can simultaneously challenge people and address their
needs for status, respect, and dignity. Mangers can do it by
having a conversation that takes young people’s abilities seri-
ously while also helping them access the resources they need.

Eventually, Stef crafted performance-management conver-
sations that I call collaborative troubleshooting. That’s a way
of responding to mistakes or errors that makes people feel safe
confronting and overcoming their limitations.

Consider an example of how Stef used collaborative trou-
bleshooting via a performance evaluation she shared with me
for someone in the lowest category of her stacked rank:

I want to give you a heads-up that we finished your per-
formance review. Unfortunately, you were in the lowest
category. I get it. It stinks. But I want to be clear with you.
I don’t think that your performance in this cycle is a re-
flection of your trajectory. I know what you are capable
of. Six months from now, I don’t want you to have a nar-
rative that you’re a persistent low performer. I want you
to control the narrative, to show that you’re a high per-
former. I have some ideas for what we can do over the
next six months to get there. But I’d like to hear from you.
What is your vision for how we can get you in a position
to take on the right high-profile projects? How can we im-
press the right people so that you can recover your repu-
tation for being someone with high career velocity? Once
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we figure that out, then we can make a plan for how to get
there.

This is bread-and-butter mentoring. She’s collaborating to
meet high standards while supporting personal growth.

Notice what Stef didn’t do. She didn’t chastise the low per-
former with an enforcer mindset. Nor did she say, You are a
low performer because you had too much on your plate, so
I’m going to lower expectations for you or do your job for you,
with a protector mindset. She raised expectations. But then
she offered meaningful support. She offered herself as a cocon-
spirator, a collaborative troubleshooter. She’s not a judge of
her employee’s overall worth as an employee.

Stef’s experiences at Microsoft planted the seed for her
growth into a successful manager. Other managers recognized
how tough—fierce even—she could be, especially when it came
to her direct reports’ growth. Young employees adored her.
Dozens now say that they owe their successful career trajecto-
ries to her mentorship in their early to midtwenties. Stef’s
LinkedIn page looks like a bulletin board of unsolicited love
letters from former direct reports. Her direct reports main-
tained promotional velocity. For example, Salonee Shah, her
former direct report, is now in a senior position setting man-
agement strategy for all of HR at Microsoft. (Since talking with
Stef, I’ve tried out collaborative troubleshooting in my own
parenting, as shown in box 4.1.)

Box 4.1. Trying Out Collaborative Troubleshooting
when Parenting

I gave Stef’s collaborative troubleshooting a try with my daughter. Scarlett
had to prepare an eight-minute-long TED-like speech for her seventh-grade



135

English class. Like many twelve-year-olds, she waited until two nights before
it was due to start writing it. She was freaking out.

If I was an enforcer, I would have said, You made your bed, now lie in it.
Her low score would be the price she had to pay for her procrastination. If I
was a protector, I would have said, Okay, let me dictate it to you, and then
you can edit it.

Instead, I channeled Stef’s mentor mindset. “Well, let’s talk through what
you have in your outline so far. You do a first draft, then we’ll look at it. Then
we’ll fix all the problems with it. If we do that once, it’ll be a lot better. And
then you’ll know how to edit your own text in the future,” I told her. The prob-
lem stopped feeling so big. I saw Scarlett’s shoulders release. She took a
deep breath. She grabbed her pencil. “Okay, let’s see how it goes after a first
draft, and then we’ll fix it.”

It took a little bit more time out of my evening, but it was worth it. A few
days later Scarlett crushed her presentation. She was proud. “That was the
right kind of hard,” she told me. The mentor mindset strikes again!

When Satya Nadella took over as CEO of Microsoft in 2014,
he steered the culture away from Theory X to the authentic
version of Theory Y. Nadella and his colleague Kathleen Hogan
eliminated stack ranking and brought in a more humane sys-
tem of performance evaluations called a Connect.

Stef wanted to help Nadella, Hogan, and their team undo
the toxic Ballmer culture. She wanted to take Theory Y compa-
ny wide. To do that, she would have to move to HR. She had no
experience in HR, but that kind of thing had never stopped her
before.

Stef decided to make her own luck. She started an aspiring-
manager forum to train the next generation of managers within
her engineering group. The forum covered topics like Courage
in critical conversations (something she herself struggled with
initially), How to coach employees on their career develop-
ment plan, or Growth mindset: Building a team that achieves
its true potential. The forum was wildly successful. It became
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the de facto route to management excellence at Microsoft’s top
units.

Stef applied to transfer to HR and scale up her ideas and
was rejected—until HR came to their senses and brought her
over. Soon, Stef’s small but powerful team led all new employ-
ee onboarding and all manager training for the company’s
global workforce of 190,000 people. Their framework had
three parts: model, coach, and care. Stef was instrumental in
making sure care was in the final framework.

Accolades soon followed. By 2023, as a result of Nadella’s
top-down cultural transformation and Stef’s bottom-up leader-
ship, Microsoft was ranked as the best company to work for in
the world by Statista and Time, with 95 percent of employees
saying they were proud to work there—a far cry from Ballmer’s
“lost decade.”

Soon after, the technology company ServiceNow took note
of Stef’s accomplishments and aggressively recruited her away
to a new opportunity. There, she could own the company’s
manager-development and -evaluation strategy. At
ServiceNow, Stef continues to thrive.

Sergio’s Story
When Sergio Estrada attended Riverside High School, he was a
top-ten student who excelled in all subjects, especially math
and science. “I had a bit of a fixed mindset at the time,” he ac-
knowledged. He was highly competitive. It bothered him that
his high school girlfriend, Jasmine, seemed to be better than
him at everything. Jasmine got higher SAT scores and higher
grades, and excelled in speech, debate, and theater. She was
valedictorian; Sergio wasn’t. When Jasmine beat him at some-
thing, he was upset for days. Now they’re married and his fixed
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mindset has faded. Sergio still hates losing to Jasmine at board
games though.

Sergio’s fixed mindset started to change as a student in
Nancy Arroyo’s AP Calculus class. Arroyo was the chair of the
math department at Riverside and a winner of the Presidential
Award for Excellence in Mathematics and Science Teaching,
the highest award for teaching from the National Science
Foundation (NSF). According to both Sergio and Jasmine, it
was because she didn’t put up with nonsense. Her class was
rigorous. One day midway through the semester, Sergio got a 2
out of 5 on a practice AP test—a failing grade. Arroyo looked at
him and said, “Sergio, how could you be sad or surprised?
You’re not trying. You do your homework the morning of. You
rush through it.” She told him that he had a ton of potential,
but he just wasn’t applying himself. Her words stunned Sergio,
but they didn’t offend him. She was right. He was slacking,
coasting on ability. “Arroyo was one of those change-your-life
teachers, like Jaime Escalante from Stand and Deliver. It was a
turning point in Sergio’s life,” Jasmine told me. Arroyo even
used to show Stand and Deliver to the class every year to in-
spire them. It worked on Sergio. A few months after his fateful
conversation with Ms. Arroyo, Sergio got a 4 (a high pass) on
the AP Calculus test. (Jasmine got a 5.) He stopped underesti-
mating the students who had to try hard to do well. Arroyo’s
mentor mindset begat Sergio’s growth mindset.

Sergio, like Stef, received no advice about applying to col-
lege. He started to form his first concrete plans in eleventh
grade when a recruiter from Yale came to Riverside. He looked
at Sergio’s test scores and grades and told him to apply. Sergio
got excited—then he looked at the price tag. Nobody told him
about scholarships. He never applied to Yale.
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Jasmine knew more about college. She wanted to go to
Texas A&M, which boasts outstanding academic programs at
an affordable price for Texas residents. Sergio learned that
with his grades and class rank, he wouldn’t have to pay any-
thing. He applied and was admitted to the honors program. “I
made a spontaneous decision,” he told me. “I had never been to
campus. All I knew was that the valedictorian, my girlfriend,
thought it was a good school.” Jasmine’s mother didn’t like the
news. “There was no way I was going to let her go to college
with her boyfriend,” Jasmine’s mother told me recently.
Jasmine enrolled at the University of New Mexico on a scholar-
ship instead.

Sergio’s first year in A&M’s honors program challenged him.
The other honors students had studied at fancier high schools.
Sergio had to work twice as hard to get the same grades. After
much effort, he started doing well. A year later, Jasmine trans-
ferred to A&M. They soon got married and had a baby. Day
care was expensive, so Sergio and Jasmine traded off watching
the baby, working, and going to class. Sergio stopped worrying
about his ego and started thinking about making a living.

During his sophomore year, Sergio took a job that he could
do from anywhere between classes: working the customer-ser-
vice phone lines for Apple. On nights and weekends, Sergio an-
swered your call if you dropped your iPhone in the toilet, didn’t
have AppleCare, but still wanted a free replacement. Or if your
phone ate your pictures and you couldn’t log in to iCloud.
“They would call in angry and yell at me. But my philosophy
was this: They just wanted to be heard. They are okay with a
bad outcome as long as they feel understood.” Sergio never
caved in to the callers—he wasn’t handing out free iPhones!—
but callers always left the conversation feeling validated and
respected. They still wanted to be Apple customers. How did he
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do that? Sergio always apologized to the customer, even if the
issue wasn’t Apple’s fault, because that was Apple’s protocol.
Then he would repeat what they said, rewording it so the cus-
tomer knew he’d listened. “The hardest thing was to take time
to understand how they were feeling. They are talking to me
ugly, but the only way to fix the situation was to make them
feel understood. To do that you have to listen.” Last, he would
collaboratively troubleshoot. He would try to fix the issue, but
with them. He educated them about why they had a problem
and showed them how to avoid it in the future. He wouldn’t
just tell people what to click to recover their lost photos on
iCloud. He would explain it to them patiently like they were
peers or colleagues. People would end the calls feeling like
they’d made a friend for life. It was like therapy. Sergio’s men-
tor mindset and collaborative-troubleshooting style was forged
in the crucible of Apple’s customer-service-training program.

While Sergio was still working for Apple, he had never con-
sidered being a teacher. But Jasmine knew that she wanted to
be one. At Riverside, she had been on a special teaching path-
way that helped her land a teaching job back at Riverside after
graduating from college with a leg up on tenure.

Sergio could not have taken a more different path.
Sergio started at Texas A&M University with the goal of

working for a “three-letter organization,” such as the FBI or the
CIA. He initially majored in psychology and Russian. He
thought that mastering human behavior and foreign languages
would make him a good candidate. During his junior year, he
learned that he had a rare eye condition. His corneas were
thinning out. Eventually he would lose his sight. Therefore, he
couldn’t use or carry a gun. Any field job for the FBI or CIA was
out of the question.
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Sergio switched to premed. He dropped Russian, picked up
neuroscience, and started taking as many science classes as he
could. He aced them. His new plan was on track.

His senior year, Sergio signed up for a program where stu-
dents could shadow A&M alumni in medicine. He shadowed
three doctors. Two told him they only started making money
and enjoying their jobs much later in life. They also had poor
work-family balance. A third doctor didn’t like his job or the
money he made doing it. Sergio was thinking of providing for
his young son right away and enjoying his life with Jasmine.
Ultimately he decided against going to med school.

Sergio felt like he’d dodged a bullet. But by then he was a
fifth-year student at A&M. His major wasn’t leading him to a
future he could envision. Jasmine had returned to El Paso with
the baby, living close to her family, preparing to teach at
Riverside, already on a career path. “I was lost and confused.
In the wilderness,” he told me. “I panicked.”

After graduation, Sergio got a job at the Verizon call center
in El Paso. He had loved his time at Apple, and he thrived at
helping people in a crisis, so he thought he’d do it for a little bit
more pay closer to home. Eventually, he thought, he could
move up in the company and perhaps have a leadership role in
customer service. Immediately, Sergio felt exploited by
Verizon. They paid him poorly and pressured him to upsell
people calling in with tech problems. He wasn’t helping people.
He hated it and quit. Now Jasmine and the baby had to live on
one public school teaching salary. Sergio longed for the days
when he felt optimistic about his future.

Jasmine talked him out of his funk. She told him, “You have
the two most important qualities to being a great science
teacher. You know science well, and you’re really good at lis-
tening to people and helping them solve their problems.” She
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knew that he felt most confident and most alive when he was
crushing it in his science classes or helping people at Apple.
Helping a sexagenarian master a dizzying array of logins and
devices is not that different, she told him, from helping six-
teen-year-olds understand a complex physics concept. She
thought he would be an excellent teacher.

In his first year, Sergio was not an excellent teacher.
The spring after he quit Verizon, Sergio completed an online

alternative teacher certification. He learned nothing of value.
“All I did was memorize things and click boxes on easy
quizzes.”

In the fall, he taught three sections of regular physics, two
sections of biology, and a section of engineering at Riverside
High School. He put his Apple call center skills to use. His stu-
dents liked him. Then, two months into the school year, the AP
Physics students staged a revolt against their teacher. They
were the highest-achieving students at Riverside, just like
Sergio had been six years earlier. But they weren’t learning
anything. In Sergio’s engineering class (which they also took)
they had to get tutored in physics by Sergio’s regular (non-AP)
students. The AP exam was coming in April, and the class was
running out of time. Raul, who would later attend Yale on a full
scholarship, knew that Sergio was a good teacher. Raul went to
the principal and demanded that Sergio become the AP Physics
teacher instead. Thus, with essentially no training in how to
teach and having taken only a couple of physics classes, Sergio
found himself teaching an entire year of college-level physics to
underprepared students with two months less than the normal
time.

To Sergio, the stakes for the AP Physics job could not have
been higher. After years lost in the wilderness, worried about
how to provide for his family, he finally had a chance to prove
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himself, to feel like he had a path. He needed a permanent job.
Teaching had to work out.

Sergio also cared deeply about his students. He’d sat in
those same desks six years earlier. Like him, they so rarely re-
ceived guidance in their academic careers. Now it was his turn
to change their lives.

Desperation set in. Sergio needed to equip his students to
pass the AP test, which required a score of 3 or above. But how
would he learn how to teach successfully?

He first turned to Jasmine. She reminded him of Arroyo,
their favorite teacher. What did it mean to go “full Arroyo”?
Sergio remembered her as tough, demanding, and rigorous.
Driving students forward. Assigning tons of problems, expect-
ing work daily. Sergio decided to copy her—like his life depend-
ed on it.

Next, Sergio asked his principal if he could shadow the best
AP Physics teacher in the city. He planned to watch the class
and copy what they did. He had no time to spare.

The principal directed Sergio to Oscar, who taught at one of
El Paso’s richest and highest-achieving schools. Oscar’s stu-
dents scored more 5s (out of 5) on the AP exam than anyone
else in the district. “There are two important things about
teaching AP Physics,” Oscar told Sergio on the first day. First,
you have to go superfast through the content. Second, you have
to teach to the top of the class only. If you slow down and if you
try to teach everyone, then you’re going to hurt the kids at the
top because you’re not going to cover the material they need.
And the kids at the bottom won’t get it, anyway, so there’s no
use teaching to them.

Sergio nodded and took copious notes as he watched Oscar’s
class. “The main thing that stood out was how intense he was
with kids,” Sergio told me. One day the class was doing a
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hands-on physics experiment. A kid made a mistake. “Oscar
really got into the kid’s face, yelling, ‘Why are you doing that?
We’ve gone over it five times. How could you be making this
mistake?’ ” Oscar was Microsoft-flipping-tables mad. “I
thought, Oh man, Oscar is being shown to me by the district
as the standard that I should emulate.” Sergio returned to his
classroom not quite ready to give it the full Oscar. But he had a
strengthened resolve to act tough.

“That year I was really strict about deadlines, a sink-or-
swim kind of guy,” Sergio told me. “I thought that rigor was
good, hard was good, you had to push kids.” He was trying to
copy Arroyo and Oscar. He gave a lot of homework: Two hard
problems every day, five days a week. Each problem would take
the students thirty or forty-five minutes to solve even if they
were keeping up. Most of his students were not keeping up.
Sergio did not accept late work, and his students couldn’t re-
vise homework or tests if they figured the concept out later. His
grading was punitive. “Everything was really high stakes,”
Sergio recalled. Most of the class had Cs, Ds, or Fs. Sergio
pushed onward. He reminded himself of what Oscar told him:
Go fast. Teach to the top. Make students take the class serious-
ly. He pushed through new content every day, even if students
didn’t understand a concept. Students fell further and further
behind. “I wasn’t focused on building up their skills so that
they could do well. I was focused on blazing through content.”
To all but a few students, earning an A in the course seemed
more and more impossible. Students started cheating. There
was so much cheating. Sergio held the line. He thought that
students needed to work harder. He remembered his own ex-
perience in Arroyo’s class. They needed the Arroyo kick in the
pants, just like he’d gotten.
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As the AP exam approached, Sergio hoped that his students
would pass and love him for it. But even though he had held
students to very high standards—higher than many AP teach-
ers—his students didn’t know the content well enough. He
tried to keep the class light to keep his students’ spirits up. He
joked with them. He convinced himself that his friendly de-
meanor made up for being tough on them. Then Sergio asked
his students to write letters about the class to future students.
He hoped for ringing endorsements, despite the low grades. In
his mind, he hoped he was Arroyo reincarnated. He soon
learned how wrong he was. “I had this student Adam, and I
thought we were cool. But in the letter he explained he hated
my class. He told everyone not to take it. He was a nice, smart
kid with no reason to lie. I was shocked. I’ll never forget how
my class made him feel.” This crushed Sergio’s confidence.

Why did the students hate Sergio’s class? Because no matter
what they did, they couldn’t succeed. They felt stressed, over-
whelmed, and helpless. They weren’t inspired by the high stan-
dards. They were defeated by them. Sergio thought he was be-
ing Mr. Teacher of the Year by instilling personal responsibili-
ty. But the students got Cs and hated him.

A great example of his failed approach came from a physics
lab assignment. Sergio put students into groups, gave them
Hot Wheels cars and tracks, and said, “Find the force of fric-
tion.” Then he crossed his arms and walked away. He smugly
thought, Oh, they’re thinking critically and independently. I
won’t help them at all. Students would raise their hands to ask
for clarity. He would give no more than small hints and walk
away smiling, thinking, I’m a good teacher. In reality, his stu-
dents were sitting there lost, frustrated, and upset. They had
none of the skills they needed to do the task. They knew that
the lab would count as a major part of their grade and that they
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wouldn’t have any opportunity to get the points back if they
figured it out later. Not only did Sergio’s students despise the
class, they didn’t learn the material. More students failed the
AP exam that year than any future year. Their failures haunt
him to this day.

How did it go so wrong, despite Sergio’s positive intentions?
Sergio fell into the enforcer mindset through a series of misun-
derstandings that could happen to any of us.

Exhibit A: Arroyo. Jasmine was right to suggest he imitate
her, but he’d completely forgotten two key facts. First, Arroyo
covered so much content and expected so much work because
she had a double-block period for calculus. She had ninety
minutes, while Sergio only had forty-five. She literally had
twice as much time. Time is a supportive resource. She used
that resource to meet with students, go over their work, and
make the workload manageable, so her high supports matched
her high standards. Sergio had Arroyo’s expectations but gave
only 50 percent of her support. That’s the enforcer mindset.

Second, Arroyo served as the chair of the math department.
She overhauled the curriculum, from ninth through eleventh
grade, to prepare students for the demands of AP Calculus in
twelfth grade. By the time students walked into Arroyo’s class,
she had already helped them master the fundamentals. They
had learned to walk before she forced them to run. Sergio ne-
glected this. He thought he could push students to their limits
in a single year without addressing any of the foundational
skills they might not have learned under the non-mentor-
mindset teachers in ninth through eleventh grade.

Exhibit B: Oscar (the AP Physics teacher). Oscar’s students
succeeded despite his classroom practices, not because of
them. Their successes didn’t come from his teaching style.
Oscar taught at a school with abundant resources. His students
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came to class well prepared. When he pushed them, they could
go home to parents who were engineers or who had majored in
physics in college and they could explain the concepts to them.
Or students’ families could afford private tutors. What’s more,
at Oscar’s school many students are weeded out of AP Physics
if, after the first midterm, Oscar thought they couldn’t cut it.
That’s not effective teaching. That’s selection bias. By asking
Sergio to copy Oscar, the district made a common error. It was
like asking him to examine CEOs such as Steve Jobs or Elon
Musk and conclude that their successes came from how they
belittled or emotionally abused their subordinates. Those CEOs
succeeded despite their hostility, not because of it.

Furthermore, Oscar’s reputation rested mostly on his ability
to prepare a handful of students to earn 5s. He wasn’t trying to
prepare marginal students to pass with 3s, which conferred
college credit. Nor was he trying to prepare all students to ma-
jor in science in college, regardless of their AP scores. Oscar al-
most treated most of his students as though they didn’t exist.
That didn’t help any students—except for a hand-selected priv-
ileged few—to learn. When you cherry-pick the top scores from
among the richest and most-prepared students at the richest
school, then of course teachers like Oscar look good. Oscar’s
apparent teaching success was a false signal. Thus, his prac-
tices shouldn’t be emulated.

Why did Sergio, armed with clear talent and a gritty deter-
mination to excel at teaching, get misled by his memory of
Arroyo and his observations of Oscar? Because of the mytholo-
gy of the demanding leader.

In education, the mythology of the demanding leader takes
its greatest inspiration from Jaime Escalante, hero of the film
Stand and Deliver. Jaime Escalante was, in fact, one of
America’s greatest teachers. Like Sergio, he taught predomi-



147

nately Latinx students experiencing poverty. He prepared them
to pass college-level courses, and his top students often went
on to attend elite universities. Uri Treisman, who created UC
Berkeley’s famous calculus workshop in the late 1970s and
’80s, taught many of Escalante’s former students (see chapter
11). “They really stood out from the other Latino students in
my class,” Treisman told me. Escalante’s success was real. But
the story of how Escalante achieved his success was a lie.

In Stand and Deliver, Escalante takes students who are at a
seventh-grade math level at the beginning of the year (i.e., pre-
algebra) and brings them up to speed through calculus by the
end of the year—six years of math in one. To explain this, the
film focuses primarily on Escalante’s philosophy that “students
will rise to the level of expectations.” His approach is all expec-
tations, not much support. The enforcer mindset. Film
Escalante is unrelenting, refusing to accept any excuses for late
work, just like Sergio was in his first year. His character is of-
ten harsh, telling his female students that if they fail they will
end up “barefoot, pregnant, and in the kitchen.”

The wild success of Stand and Deliver inspired a genre of
copycat films, including Michelle Pfeiffer’s Dangerous Minds
and Hilary Swank’s Freedom Writers. In the latter, Swank’s
character famously berates a student who failed an assign-
ment, “You know what this is? This is a ‘f*** you’ to me!”

For the last four decades, the lesson for any aspiring teacher
has been clear. If you want to whip a ragtag group of minority
youngsters into shape, you need to maintain exceptionally high
standards, regardless of how you make them feel. This myth of
the demanding leader valorizes the enforcer mindset.

Since the release of Stand and Deliver in 1988, it has been
played countless times to motivate students of color in low-in-
come public schools across America. Adriana Heldiz is a young
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Latina journalist who grew up in Southern California, near
Escalante’s real-life school. Her essay titled “Please Stop
Talking About Stand and Deliver” describes how the movie be-
came a substitute teacher on days when teachers had to grade
papers and didn’t want to give whole lessons.

By the time Sergio was a first-year teacher with little experi-
ence or training, he had seen the movie dozens of times. That
myth of the demanding teacher likely influenced how he re-
called the lessons from Arroyo’s class. But it leaves out an im-
portant fact: the high supports that matched Escalante’s (and
Arroyo’s) levels of demand.

Did you know that in real life Escalante didn’t run his pro-
gram alone but ran it with two other incredibly talented math
teachers—Ben Jimenez and Angelo Villavicencio? A team, not a
solitary superteacher. And did you know that their program
never took students from pre-algebra to calculus in a year?
They achieved that progress over three or four years—still im-
pressive—and they managed it in the same rather mundane
way that Sergio’s AP Calculus teacher Ms. Arroyo did. They re-
fashioned the entire math department to have a complex sys-
tem of prerequisites throughout the pipeline, so that by senior
year Escalante could push students to their limits. The key was
never sheer will or brute force from a solitary teacher. Jasmine
was right that Arroyo taught like Escalante. But not for the rea-
sons depicted in Stand and Deliver.

Most importantly, the Escalante team didn’t demand excel-
lence out of thin air. They lavished students with supports, in-
cluding intensive eight-week summer programs taught by
award-winning teachers, starting the summer after eighth
grade; former successful students as paid tutors; visits from
alumni who were now attending elite universities to share tips
about how to be successful in calculus; before-school tutoring
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(starting at 7:00 a.m.) and after-school tutoring (until 7:00
p.m.); improved training of seventh- and eighth-grade math
teachers; and an exceptionally supportive principal, Henry
Gradillas, who among other things allowed Escalante to hire
staff—eventually up to nine new, handpicked superteachers—
to remake the entire math pathway.

Yes, it is true that at one of the poorest schools in Los
Angeles, Escalante’s program at its height had more than one
hundred students in AP Calculus. But not because of a reality-
distortion field of irrationally high standards from one insane
man. Instead, the supports matched the level of demand. The
Escalante team owed their success to the mentor mindset all
along, not the enforcer mindset.

Our society has learned the wrong lessons from films like
Stand and Deliver. So did Sergio when he learned the wrong
lessons from Arroyo and Oscar. So do many other teachers,
parents, and managers when they learn similarly wrong
lessons from Jack Welch and other Theory Xers. These cultural
role models make us think that the solution to yearslong ne-
glect of young people’s skills is simply to enforce high expecta-
tions. When we try to imitate these models, we find ourselves
disappointed by their (and our) ineffectiveness.

Sociologist Erving Goffman, in his influential 1956 book The
Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, compared everyday so-
cial behaviors such as teaching in front of a classroom to being
an actor in a theatrical performance. We are not “ourselves”
when we are “on stage,” he argues, but rather we become ac-
tors playing roles—or rather, our understandings of our roles.
How we understand these roles—for example, whether we act
tough or lenient, warm or cold—depends on our mental
scripts. Goffman defined scripts as our hunches about how to
perform those roles based on our past experiences. Goffman’s
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thesis holds that the less expertise and direct experience we
have in a role, the more we rely on stereotypes to define our
scripts.

Cultural scripts help us fill in the blanks when we lack direct
experience. For example, when European college students
want to throw an America-themed party, they dress up in back-
ward baseball hats and drink out of red Solo cups. Those cus-
toms stand out to them the most in coming-of-age films about
U.S. teenagers. European partygoers perform America.

Inexperienced teachers like year-one Sergio who are work-
ing with low-income youth tend to perform Escalante, espe-
cially when they’re desperate. If I want to become a superstar
teacher who gets the most out of kids, I need to copy what
Hilary Swank did in Freedom Writers. Year-one Sergio
Estrada assigned impossible physics labs and told students to
figure it out without support. This enforcer mindset can persist
even though both researchers and exemplary teachers have
pointed to the importance of the mentor mindset. The mythol-
ogy of the demanding leader gives us a comforting script while
distorting the facts in front of our eyes.

We can find our way out of this problem by understanding
students’ perspectives. Recall that in a mentor mindset, stu-
dents’ perspectives are not trivial complaints or entitled de-
mands. They are useful sources of information that adults
should take seriously. Young people can help us adopt a men-
tor mindset. Adam’s feedback note at the end of Sergio’s first
year caused Sergio to reevaluate his assumptions about his stu-
dents—and therefore his entire teaching philosophy. Adam was
a smart, good kid who liked working hard. His mediocre grades
and dislike of the class couldn’t be chalked up to teenage lazi-
ness, rebellion, or incompetence. Theory X couldn’t offer a sat-
isfying explanation. Sergio realized he needed to take Adam’s
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criticism seriously. Adam, therefore, helped Sergio escape from
the mythology of the demanding leader and become the men-
tor-mindset exemplar he is today.

Sergio started copying what Arroyo actually did, not what
he remembered her doing. Arroyo had spent a whole year
forming a respectful relationship with him, like the warm-de-
mander teachers on the reservation in Wax’s study (chapter 2).
She made time to explain the concepts to him. Arroyo didn’t
apply a go-try-harder-alone mentality. She didn’t use grades
punitively. She used them more like temporary measuring
sticks. Low scores didn’t equal dumb students. Students’ mis-
takes presented opportunities to collaboratively troubleshoot.
These realizations brought Sergio to a plan of action. He would
maintain his Arroyo-like expectations, but he would overhaul
the way he supported students.

Sergio’s life became like a training montage from a Rocky
movie. He attended an AP summer institute for teachers and
learned that you need to break the labs up into parts and teach
foundational skills. He repeated his Hot Wheels lab about fric-
tion, but prior to that he added several labs that taught the es-
sential components: how to formulate a hypothesis, how to
turn it into a testable prediction, how to carry out reliable ob-
servations, and how to use intuition and data to check your
conclusions. He still expected students to own their thinking,
but he made time for them during his off periods and after
school to go over their work.

Within a few years, Sergio had become the most effective eq-
uity-promoting teacher in the state. His was a master class in
inclusive excellence. Sergio prepared far more of his students
to pass college-level physics. His school soon adopted a pro-
gram called OnRamps, which offers college courses taught by
public high school teachers across Texas. (It’s a more rigorous,
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more affordable, and more equitable competitor to the College
Board’s AP program.) In OnRamps, Sergio’s high school stu-
dents took college-level exams that were graded by the actual
physics professors at UT Austin. Every year, more than 90 per-
cent of his students passed this rigorous college-level physics
course. And unlike Arroyo, he did it with a regular class period,
and without overhauling Riverside’s entire curriculum.

Although Sergio improved his teaching through many im-
pactful practices (detailed in section II of this book), I want to
focus on how he independently developed a collaborative-trou-
bleshooting approach that is strikingly parallel to Stef’s man-
agement version.

I usually interviewed Sergio during his Friday off periods.
Sometimes students came in for homework help. One day a se-
nior came in. Sergio asked her, “How do you feel about that
test today?” “Nervous and behind,” she said. “Okay, well let’s
see how it goes, then you’ll come in and we’ll fix it. Go get it,
girl.” His words demonstrated a simple case of collaborative
troubleshooting.

It’s collaborative because he shows that he’s on the same
journey of learning as the student. He uses let’s and we lan-
guage. He implied he’d walk the journey with his student, not
leave her to her own devices, even though the responsibility for
doing the thinking would be hers.

Next, troubleshooting avoids all-or-nothing language. He
doesn’t say, We’ll see whether you’re a good student, or
whether or not you learned anything. He simply suggests
they’ll have to tinker with her knowledge afterward. What hap-
pened next? She earned a C, then came in for test corrections,
got a B+, and with some more work was on track to pass the
final.
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Sergio’s collaborative troubleshooting is the opposite of
what many Riverside students get. One day while I was talking
with Sergio, in walked Santiago, a junior at Riverside in
Sergio’s class. I asked him to describe a typical experience with
a non-Sergio teacher. This is what he said.

The English teacher assigned Santiago to write a persuasive
essay that considered both sides of an argument. Santiago
could come up with one side of the argument but not the other.
He had 50 percent of a strong essay and 50 percent garbage.
He came after class to get help from his teacher. “Can you help
me with the other half?” Santiago asked her. She shook her
head no. “Tiene que focate,” she said. You have to pay atten-
tion. “Y no paga atención porque no quiere pagar atencion.”
And you don’t pay attention because you don’t want to pay at-
tention. She pushed a pile of worksheets across her desk for
him to complete on his own. “Traemelos.” Do them and bring
them back to me. She gave him no help, only busy work. It was
high standards, no support. Not collaborative. Not trou-
bleshooting. Blaming, shaming, humiliating. The enforcer
mindset.

“Dr. Yeager,” Santiago told me, almost in tears, “she didn’t
try to understand where I was coming from.”

“What do you mean?” I replied.
“Well, I have ADHD. I only understand fifty percent of what

anyone tells me. I was coming to her after class to get help with
the other fifty percent. She says that I don’t want to pay atten-
tion. This is literally the only way I can show that I want to pay
attention. And she’s blaming me for it.” He was hurt, but also
defiant and indignant. Santiago wanted me to understand how
unjust the situation was. He felt disrespected, diminished, and
unmotivated. “She’s probably trying to teach us to be responsi-
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ble. But she’s going about it all the wrong way,” Santiago told
me.

The story is very different from the perspective of Sergio’s
mentor mindset. In Sergio’s class, each assignment captures a
reflection of what students can do that day, not a measure of
their abilities overall. His role is to troubleshoot their confu-
sion and help them get unstuck so they can meet a higher stan-
dard. He doesn’t want a solitary failure to define them. “You
are more than a number,” he says constantly. And it works.
One student told me, “In Mr. Estrada’s class you never feel stu-
pid when you ask a question. My classmates are all very sup-
portive. I feel it is because Mr. Estrada doesn’t allow anyone to
feel less than anyone else.”
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Section II

Mentor-Mindset
Practices
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Chapter 5

Transparency

A lack of transparency results in distrust and a deep sense of insecurity.

—His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai Lama

You’ve got a mentor mindset. You maintain high standards.
You’re supportive. But do the young people in your life know
it? If they don’t understand how your leadership can help un-
lock their potential, then your actions won’t motivate them
nearly as much as they could. Transparency about mentor-
mindset actions makes a difference, and anyone can start being
transparent right away. You simply explain what you’re doing
and why.

Two Transparency Problems

Junior Teachers

Today Andrew is a public school principal, but years ago, when
he was an inexperienced and insecure first-year teacher, his
principal terrified him. Stone-faced. Impossible to impress.
Every other week the principal came to his class to watch him
teach. He would slip in from a back door and sit in the back,
taking notes. He did not smile. After about twenty minutes, he
would leave without saying a word. His visits disturbed
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Andrew. Why was he there? Does he think I’m no good? That
he has to keep an eye on me? Andrew felt judged.

Eventually, Andrew’s principal would debrief with him. He
offered incisive and useful advice. But Andrew still never knew
what he was thinking. Andrew never let his guard down, and
never fully implemented the feedback as a result.

A few years later, Andrew’s principal retired. At the party,
dozens of colleagues stood up to give toasts. One after another
praised the principal’s mentorship—his rigorous standards, his
empathic concern. Suddenly, Andrew realized the principal
didn’t visit the classroom to evaluate him—he was just showing
how much he cared about the details of instruction. The princi-
pal had assumed Andrew would understand that by spending
valuable time visiting the classroom, he clearly cared about
Andrew’s growth. But that wasn’t transparent to Andrew at all.

Due to a lack of communication, Andrew spent years feeling
crushed and unmotivated, like he could never measure up to
the principal’s impossible standards. He was ultimately grate-
ful for the principal’s mentorship but resentful of the wasted
mental energy. Now as a principal himself, he takes care to be
transparent about his mentor-mindset approach each time he
observes a teacher.

Junior Lawyers
Jane is a successful mid-career attorney at a large firm with of-
fices all over the world. She hasn’t made partner yet, but she’s
responsible for authoring key legal briefs and supervising ju-
nior attorneys.

Recently, she realized she had a problem. One of her twenty-
four-year-old junior associate attorneys couldn’t take critical
feedback. The junior associate would look at Jane’s comments
on her draft brief, which almost always involved a near-total
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rewrite, and get offended. The junior associate would complain
to peers, to HR, or to more senior attorneys, but she wouldn’t
fix her work. On some level, Jane understands her colleague’s
prickliness. The legal profession has a notoriously toxic cul-
ture. You’re either a genius or an idiot. If you write exactly the
way the senior partners want you to, you’re the former; if you
don’t, you’re the latter. The junior associate breezed through a
top college and top law school. Now, when Jane asked her to
do something meaningful and gave her real feedback, the criti-
cism made her feel like an idiot. She couldn’t handle it. So
rather than take the criticism seriously, she believed Jane dis-
liked her.

“She’s interpreting my criticism as a sign that I think she’ll
never make partner,” Jane told me, “but it’s her inability to
take feedback, not her performance, that’s the biggest red flag
for me.” Jane feels especially baffled because she thinks she’s a
really, really nice person. She works hard to be so. She reads
books on management at night. She strives to sound superpos-
itive. But to no avail. After several months, Jane stopped giving
feedback altogether. She would rather let the junior colleague
think she’s a great lawyer—but keep her off important cases—
than deal with the taxing emotional labor. “She’s just hurting
herself.” The junior associate wasn’t promoted, and the firm
wasted hundreds of thousands of dollars on a failed hire.

What Do These Problems Have in Common?

Both the teacher-principal problem and the junior-senior
lawyer problem are versions of the mentor’s dilemma. They
also have the same underlying solution: transparency.

In both cases, the mentors cared about their mentees and
provided support (in the form of feedback) to help them meet a
high standard. That’s a good start. The mentors had the right
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mindset. In both cases, however, they miscommunicated with
mentees, who felt threatened. Then the miscommunication
spiraled into hurt feelings and distrust. To resolve this prob-
lem, each could have been more transparent about their
meaning. After all, if the root of the generational divide is the
fight over meaning, then we need to make the meaning of our
mentor-mindset practices exceptionally clear.

We can see how this works in a powerful study conducted in
an entirely different context: police officers talking with civil-
ians on the street.

The Transparent-Policing Project
Kyle Dobson is now an award-winning assistant professor of
public policy at the University of Virginia. In 2021, he led a
landmark study along with Andrea Dittmann, a lauded as-
sistant professor at Emory University’s Goizueta Business
School. (I collaborated on the study as well.) Dobson and
Dittmann’s simple yet profound study, which focused on com-
munity policing, compellingly illustrates the power of
transparency.

When officers are engaged in community policing, they’re
encouraged to get to know the community and proactively
solve problems with community members, rather than only
stepping in to investigate crimes. By taking this proactive and
positive approach, in contrast to a more aggressive stop-and-
frisk approach, officers hope to build more trust in the commu-
nity. However, many experiments have evaluated community
policing, and they found, on average, that it’s unreliable and
rarely effective. Civilians frequently continued feeling threat-
ened. Crime rates stayed high. And as far as Dobson and
Dittmann could tell, nobody could explain why.
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The Threat Cycle

Dobson and Dittmann first decided to get to the bottom of the
community policing conundrum when they were graduate stu-
dents at Northwestern University’s Kellogg School of
Management. They didn’t start out by judging all officers as
bad or untrustworthy, nor did they consider officers blameless.
Instead, they presumed that the officers’ well-intentioned ef-
forts were somehow getting lost in translation.

To diagnose the issue, Dobson and Dittmann rode along in
the backs of police cars with officers in the community policing
units in Evanston and Chicago, Illinois. Out in the field, the
problem immediately presented itself to them, even though it
wasn’t apparent to the criminologists and policymakers exam-
ining spreadsheets in their offices. Dobson and Dittmann
quickly observed that when officers approach citizens on the
street and start making small talk, people feel intimidated.
They get evasive, give short answers, and try to exit the conver-
sation as quickly as possible. Officers, noting people’s evasive-
ness, sometimes go into gumshoe mode and start investigating
them for crimes. These dysfunctional interactions trigger a cy-
cle of threat, suspicion, and interrogation that undermines the
very trust the officers hoped to nurture.

One day, a pair of officers bragged to Dobson and Dittmann
that they were about to charm some members of the communi-
ty. They walked up to a family, all Black adults, having a picnic
at the park. Supremely confident, the officers, both white, un-
loaded a barrage of questions: What are you doing here? What
are you eating? Do you live nearby? Where are you going
next? The officers stopped when they felt satisfied and walked
back to their patrol car, high-fiving each other for doing a good
deed. Dobson, who is Black, snuck back around and asked the
adults at the picnic what the interaction was like for them.
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They told him that they didn’t feel at ease. They felt violated,
threatened, at risk of being arrested, and lucky to have escaped
with their lives. Why did they experience so much apprehen-
sion? Because they knew all too well that police officers, espe-
cially in the city of Chicago, have a history of misusing their
power, either by making unnecessary arrests or by physically
harming civilians who have not committed a crime.

You can see this dysfunctional cycle in a transcript from a
conversation in Dobson’s experiment (described later) between
a fully uniformed and armed on-duty female police officer and
a twenty-one-year-old woman she questioned on the street. As
you read it, ask yourself: Is the officer creating the kind of rap-
port she’s aiming for?

OFFICER: Can I talk to you for a second?

CIVILIAN: Yes.

OFFICER: I’m Officer [Last Name] with the [town/city]
Police Department. What’s your name?

CIVILIAN: [Name].

OFFICER: [Name]? Um, are you a student?

CIVILIAN: Yes.

OFFICER: Yeah, is it okay if I sit down and talk to you?

CIVILIAN: Yeah.

OFFICER: Cool.

CIVILIAN: Did something happen?

OFFICER: No, no. I just wanted to talk to you.

CIVILIAN: Oh…

OFFICER: Just wanted to say hey.
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CIVILIAN: Something happen?

OFFICER: No something, nothing happened. No. Just
wanting to talk to you, say hey.

CIVILIAN: Hi.

How would you characterize this exchange? Most say awk-
ward—or cringe, as younger people would put it. Also, note the
fear in the young civilian. She asks twice if something (a crime)
has happened, highlighted in bold. Dobson knows for a fact
that this officer wanted to put the civilian at ease and have a
nice conversation because Dobson interviewed her after. What
went wrong?

The Transparency Observation

After a year of ride alongs, Dobson observed that a few officers
had simply and elegantly solved the threat cycle. Any time they
approached a civilian on the street, they explained in clear
words that they were just going to ask some questions to get to
know and help the community. (And they meant it.) They an-
nounced their benevolent intent up front. That’s all.
Amazingly, the officers engaged in pleasant conversations and
sometimes helped solve people’s problems. After one interac-
tion in a low-income housing project—where residents often
come to distrust the police—Dobson overheard a civilian ex-
claim, “Now that’s what policing should be about!”

Dobson called this solution a transparency statement: a
simple and clear declaration of your intentions at the start of
any potentially threatening interaction. In a way, it functions
like a wise-feedback note. Recall that in the Post-it Note study,
wise feedback helped students feel less threatened by critical
feedback. Teachers clarified that they intended to support stu-
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dents’ growth, not blame or condemn them. Because students
so often feel judged, evaluated, and shamed, they needed to
hear the teacher’s intentions stated clearly. Dobson realized
that officers practicing community policing needed to over-
come the same apprehension. In general, people feel threat-
ened by officers wearing weapons who ask them questions.
When people feel threatened, it puts up the barrier of mistrust.
Then they assume the worst—unless they are given clear rea-
sons to think differently. Only then might they be open to a
new and different narrative.

The Transparency Experiment
Dobson, Dittmann, and I decided to put their clever observa-
tion to the test in a rigorous experiment. We recruited young
adults from eighteen to twenty-five years old, the age group
that has the most encounters with law enforcement, to partici-
pate in an experiment about “real-life interactions.” We didn’t
tell the young people that they’d be interacting with officers.
They sat in different places where people in the community
were likely to encounter police officers, as we knew from prior
scouting. They wore physiological-stress-detection devices on
their wrists, and hidden microphones recorded their conversa-
tions. After a few minutes of waiting, Dobson arranged for a
fully uniformed and armed on-duty police officer to approach
the young people and start asking them questions.

Dobson instructed half the officers, the control group, to in-
teract with the civilians as they normally would. (The tran-
script above is an example from the control group.) He in-
structed the other half of the officers to start with a short trans-
parency statement, such as, “Hi! I’m Officer [name]. How’s it
going? I’m walking around trying to get to know the commu-
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nity. Can I talk to you for a minute?” See the study setup in fig-
ure 5.1 below.

Figure 5.1. The procedures for Dobson’s transparency experiment.

Would that transparency statement really make a differ-
ence? Prior to the experiment, Dobson’s partner officers told
him that it wouldn’t. After all, they thought it seemed obvious
that they were trying to get to know the community (rather
than trying to harass people). Their department shield says
KEEPING YOU, YOUR FAMILY, AND THE COMMUNITY SAFE. Why would
people think anything differently? But if civilians come to the
interaction with a barrier of mistrust, maybe the officers’ posi-
tive intentions wouldn’t be so obvious.

In the control condition, the stress monitor showed that
people felt threatened. Informed by electrical signals from the
sweat on people’s skin, we found that people went into fight-
or-flight mode, trying to escape. We also used complex statisti-
cal procedures to analyze their language. In the control condi-
tion, people used short, evasive, formal language—all signs that
they felt threatened and wanted the conversation to end as
quickly as possible. On a survey at the end of the study, fully 70
percent said that they felt threatened.

How about the transparency condition? Starting with a
short transparency statement transformed the officers’ interac-
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tions with young people. The stress-physiology signals showed
that the participants were emotionally engaged. Linguistic
analyses found more positive words in the transparency group.
The officers and the participants engaged in more complex
back-and-forth conversations (that were ultimately twice as
long). And both sides spoke in a more informal tone, like you
tend to see in a conversation between two friends, rather than
two antagonists.

Here’s an example transcript of a conversation between an
officer and a civilian in the transparency group, both women.
(This excerpt is from the end of the conversation, a few min-
utes after the transparency statement.)

[Minutes after the transparency statement]

CIVILIAN: Are you here all summer?

OFFICER: Yes, I’m here 365 it feels like.

CIVILIAN: I’ll probably see you then because I’ll always be
at [my job] every day for some reason. Working those
doubles.

OFFICER: [Laughter] Yeah, I’m going to come in and just
say hey to you now because I feel like—

CIVILIAN: Yes, I’m at the front desk. Just come.

OFFICER: You’ll just like need it to, like—

CIVILIAN: To get through the day, honestly.

OFFICER: Yeah, to like just switch it up, flip it up.

CIVILIAN: No, you should. You should definitely come in.
I’m always at the front desk.

OFFICER: I will. I will. Next time, I’m, I’m working tomor-
row. You work tomorrow?

CIVILIAN: Yeah. No, I actually do.
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OFFICER: I’m going to come say hey.

CIVILIAN: Yeah, come say hi. Literally. Okay.

OFFICER: Well, it was nice to talk to you.

CIVILIAN: It was nice meeting you. I’ll see you later.

What difference do you notice? Most people notice the easy,
serve-and-return dynamic between the officer and civilian.
Prior to this study, the civilian said that she distrusted police
officers. But with the transparency statement, we see a striking
shift. She’s asking the officer to come visit her at work!

People may assume, Oh, well the officer in the second tran-
script was just a nicer person than the officer in the first tran-
script. But in fact, it was the exact same police officer in both
transcripts. In the latter conversation, the officer gave a ten-
word transparency statement about the reason why she was
striking up a conversation. Nothing else changed.

Another common objection I hear is Well, what if the officer
just pretended to be nice to get the civilian to put her guard
down so the officer could take advantage of her? Sure, that’s a
possibility in the real world. Sometimes officers could have
poor intentions. In this case, however, the officer said prior to
the study that she wanted to form good relationships with civil-
ians in the community. Her efforts in the control group failed.
But when she added the transparency statement, she succeed-
ed in meeting her goals. In general, transparency works best
when you seek to achieve positive relationship goals, not when
you aim to manipulate people.

Note that the transparency statement can be flexible. It’s not
one-size-fits-all. In Dobson’s study, he allowed the officers to
customize a statement for each interaction so it didn’t feel fake
or forced. Even with different wording, the transparency state-
ment proved effective so long as (1) it came right at the begin-
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ning of the interaction, to build trust swiftly; (2) it made a clear
declaration of benevolent intent; and (3) it referred to the offi-
cer’s own intentions and behavior, not something abstract
about their role. An officer had to say, “I’m out trying to get to
know the community,” rather than “Officers are out here get-
ting to know the community.”

The Sergio of Policing
Dobson is a relentless scientist. After completing his trans-
parency experiment, he started planning how he could get
transparency training into the hands of more officers. He
found a collaborator in the police force: Officer Jeremy
Bohannon, who works on community policing initiatives for
the Austin Police Department. Bohannon is Black, in his
midthirties, and deeply reflective about his role in the commu-
nity. He’s fair and equitable and against racialized divisions in
criminal justice. Dobson found Bohannon by analyzing the de-
partment’s statistics, similar to how we found Sergio.
Bohannon has the lowest rate of civilian interactions that esca-
late into arrests. He told me that some of his colleagues consid-
er that a bad thing. They measure success by how many arrests
officers make. Bohannon thinks their attitude comes from an
enforcer mindset—the belief that young people are fundamen-
tally risks to manage, and so the more of them you put away,
the better off society is. Bohannon doesn’t think that way. He
believes that many young people make mistakes and end up in
tough situations, sometimes escalated by the arrival of police.
Confronted by officers, young people might run away or act
suspiciously. But if officers start off an interaction the right
way—for example, with transparency about their mentor-like
approach—then they can prevent many criminal behaviors
from happening.
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What does a transparent mentor-mindset approach look like
for officers like Bohannon? One Friday, Dobson and I got
Officer Bohannon and Sergio Estrada together for a beer in
Austin to find out. Bohannon told us about the time he and his
partner were called into a convenience store where a Black
teenager was loitering. The clerk behind the desk, concerned
about shoplifting or an armed robbery, had called 911. How
would the officers respond? Their training had taught them to
prioritize safety by incapacitating the suspect as quickly as pos-
sible. A typical officer might start yelling, On your knees! or Lie
down! immediately upon entering the store. Alternatively, they
might come up behind the suspect and wrestle him into hand-
cuffs. Once they had handcuffed the subject and contained the
threat, they would ask questions such as, What are you doing
in the store? and assess him for shoplifting. Bohannon’s part-
ner expected him to take the enforcer-mindset approach their
training had instilled in them. But Bohannon took a drastically
different approach. He made eye contact with the teen and
walked up slowly. He did not touch or draw his weapon. Then
he explained his intentions. “I’m here because of a 911 call,” he
said. “But I want you to know we’re not accusing you of any-
thing. My goal is to understand what you need and help you get
it. If you wouldn’t mind, could you tell me what’s up and then
we can see if I can be helpful?” Note what he didn’t say. He
didn’t ask, Did you shoplift? or Are you going to rob the store?
—questions that would have put the teen on high alert. Even if
the teen was innocent, he might have worried that the officers
would unfairly accuse him of a crime, and he might have fled.
If he had run, officers might’ve shot or arrested him. Instead,
Bohannon’s transparency statement put the teen at ease.

What happened next? The teen told Bohannon that he was
trying to take the public bus home. He’d missed the free school
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bus because he had to run an errand for his mom that after-
noon. He walked to the corner store to catch the city bus, but
he didn’t have any money to pay the fare. He was waiting for
someone who might be willing to give him the $1.50 for the
bus. Yes, he was loitering, but he didn’t know what else to do.
Bohannon listened intently. He said, “Okay, thanks. I do still
have to check your pockets because it was a 911 call, but after
that we’ll figure out how to get you home.” Sure enough, the
kid’s pockets were empty. No stolen goods. No weapons. Note
that because Bohannon made it clear that his job was to help
the kid figure out his situation, the kid had no problem with
the routine search. What happened next shocked Bohannon’s
partner. Bohannon gave the kid a ride home in the squad car.
As the teenager got out of the car, he said, “No cop has ever
treated me with respect like that before. Thanks.”

Lessons from Dobson’s Transparency Studies
Power disparities. Transparency statements prove especial-
ly important in situations that involve both a power disparity
and a history of conflict or poor treatment. Those are the cir-
cumstances that cause the barrier of mistrust. In the policing
example, an officer has the authority to use lethal force. Quite
literally, a civilian’s life rests in the officer’s hands. Naturally,
the civilian feels threatened and on high alert—unless given
very good reason to feel completely safe and secure from harm.
Unfortunately, public opinion surveys show that trust in the
police has fallen to an all-time low. Given this history, officers
need to use transparency statements to hit refresh for each
interaction.

Likewise, Andrew, the junior teacher, needed a transparency
statement from the principal who was observing his class. A
power disparity exists between an established principal and a
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new teacher. The former has authority to fire (or reward) the
latter. Moreover, teachers in general tend to distrust adminis-
trators, in part because admin no longer interacts with kids in
the classroom on a day-to-day basis. When a principal walks in
the room to observe a teacher, a teacher will reasonably sus-
pect that the principal will use their power to evaluate or po-
tentially reprimand the teacher. A transparency statement
could take that possibility off the table and set the stage for a
more trusting interaction.

The same logic applies for the senior attorney, Jane, who
had more power than her firm’s junior associates. Jane can’t
hire or fire junior associates, but she can tell the partners if
they’ve performed poorly. Her negative reports could get them
fired or at least kept off important cases until they’re laid off.
Mired in law firms’ toxic, all-or-nothing, genius-or-idiot cul-
tures, a junior associate would reasonably presume that nega-
tive, critical feedback was just thinly veiled code for you’re an
idiot—unless Jane made it crystal clear that she did not mean
her feedback as an insult.

In short, transparency statements are needed when, in the
absence of additional information, a lower-power person feel-
ing vulnerable and uncertain of their status has a legitimate
reason to suspect reputational or physical harm from a higher-
power person.

Timing. Dobson’s policing study also offers the lesson that
that early distrust breeds future conflict or withdrawal.
Transparency enabled the officer to break the cycle of threat
and mistrust. Instead, we got a high-quality relationship in a
short amount of time. To demonstrate the importance of tim-
ing, Dobson did an extra analysis of the officer-civilian tran-
scripts. In cases where officers made transparency statements
at the end of three-minute conversations, the transparency
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came too late. People didn’t say, Oh, I’m totally fine with being
terrified for my life for three minutes now that you explained
what you were doing. They needed to hear it in the first few
sentences.

How can adults craft transparency statements to reach the
young people in their lives? For the last few years, we have
worked with Sergio Estrada to find an answer. Our findings ap-
pear in a new experiment that we call the first-day-of-class-
speech study.

Transparency Speeches

Sergio Learns to Be Transparent

Even Sergio Estrada didn’t automatically come across as a
mentor-mindset superhero. Some students looked at his excep-
tionally high standards—pushing students to the limits of their
understanding, requiring them to own their learning and fix
their mistakes—and thought he was being mean. After all, oth-
er Riverside teachers don’t expect very much. To avoid losing
students, Sergio had to learn to infuse his class with supportive
messages about why he held them to high standards, and how
his class provided opportunities for all to meet these standards.
He did this from day one and continued it throughout the year.
One experience that instilled this practice in him came from
Mia, a student in his college-level physics class in the 2021–
2022 school year.

Mia Lagunas was a straight-A student. When she was young,
her family moved from Mexico to El Paso. Nobody in her fami-
ly had gone to college. She cared a lot about doing well in
school and making her parents’ sacrifices for her worthwhile.
But in Sergio’s class, “the first two months were so brutal for
me,” she said. “I had never been so academically challenged as
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I was in that class.” Unlike in her other classes, Mia routinely
earned Bs and Cs in Sergio’s class—or even worse. She strug-
gled to adjust to the first school year back in person after the
COVID-19 pandemic. “My brain was working at only twenty-
five percent during online school.” That quarter-power brain
ran head-on into the high expectations of Sergio’s mentor
mindset. “There were times where I felt so lost.” She hated the
class at first.

Sergio’s experience with Adam (recall chapter 4) had taught
him to listen to students and be self-critical. He decided to
change his approach. Working with me and my team, Sergio
wrote a speech that would transparently and succinctly lay out
his philosophy of instruction. Rather than make students like
Mia guess why his class was different from every other class at
Riverside, we would make his mentor mindset abundantly
clear to them.

Sergio organized his speech around five key questions that
he knew students were asking themselves.

1. What is it like to learn in this class? Sergio start-
ed off by explaining that learning isn’t supposed to be
easy. It’s not all As and 100 percents. It will require
hard work at first, but the effort pays off. He said, “By
the end of the unit, questions that once seemed im-
possible will feel manageable.”

2. What is the meaning of struggle in this class?
Students assume that teachers look down on them for
mistakes. Sergio had to clarify that “everyone will
make mistakes in this class, and we will make those
mistakes into teaching moments for the class. It helps
me be a better teacher when you make mistakes.”
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3. Can I ask questions? Most students refrain from
raising a hand to ask a question because they fear
broadcasting their ignorance in front of the class.
Sergio had to explain that “you are never wasting class
time with questions. Don’t look around and say, ‘Why
is nobody else asking a question?’ I guarantee you are
not the only one with that question.” He even makes
questions high status by praising students who ask
them: “You might be the only one who’s courageous
enough to ask it.”

4. Why do we have to redo our work so much?
Sergio doesn’t let the first quiz or test grade stand be-
cause he wants students to fix their misunderstand-
ings. He says, “You are allowed to redo any assign-
ment in the class [because] analyzing your mistakes is
an important step in learning to not make that mis-
take again.”

5. What do my test scores mean? Lastly, Sergio
knows that most students walk into a classroom
thinking that tests represent an all-or-nothing oppor-
tunity to confirm whether you are a good student or a
bad student. He says, “Tests are checkpoints in time.
Tests do not determine your future, your potential, or
even what you truly know at that moment. You are
more than a number.”

In addition to delivering this speech to the class, he printed
it out and re-reads it all the time. He referred to it at the start
of each new unit and before and after each big exam.

By the end of the fall semester, Mia and the other students
in Sergio’s class began to come around. They started to appre-
ciate his mentor-mindset approach. “When we failed a test—
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and believe me we did that all the time,” Mia told me, “instead
of giving us that grade, he would call us in during advisory and
say, ‘Okay, let’s look at the mistakes you made, try to see why
you made them, and fix them.’ ” Collaborative troubleshooting!
“Now I appreciate those teachers who value you as a student,”
Mia said. “I knew he cared about us, and he was going to give
us the tools and resources to be successful. That’s why I didn’t
drop the class.”

Because of Sergio’s mentorship, Mia was admitted to a pres-
tigious summer internship at NASA. A year later, she was se-
lected as a QuestBridge scholar and received a full scholarship
to Boston College, where she is now the first in her family to go
to college.

Messages and Opportunities

Dr. Cameron Hecht is an award-winning scholar at the
University of Texas at Austin who’s worked under top psychol-
ogists like Stanford’s Carol Dweck and the University of
Wisconsin–Madison’s Judy Harackiewicz. Hecht and I have
conducted experiments on the Sergio transparency speech with
thousands of teenagers.

Hecht identified the two critical pieces to this type of speech.
One piece is mentor-mindset messages—the statements about
what you believe. For example, Sergio says he believes that all
his students can understand physics deeply if they learn from
their mistakes. For the second piece of the speech, his class
needs to hear about opportunities—the possibilities for growth
and improvement given to students and the structural deci-
sions that enable them. Sergio’s examples include his revision
policy—anyone can revise any test, quiz, or homework—and his
availability during off periods to go over assignments with stu-
dents. Following up messages with opportunities is critical,
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Hecht found, because not doing so amounts to hypocrisy. A
teacher would look like a jerk or a liar if they said Everyone
can improve! but then had a grading policy where you’re stuck
as an F student for the whole semester if you fail at the begin-
ning. After all, teenagers are evolution’s perfectly designed
hypocrisy detectors.

This two-pronged approach aligns with what I saw when ob-
serving Stef Okamoto as a manager at ServiceNow and
Microsoft (chapters 2 and 4). She transparently explained to
her direct reports that she provides critical feedback because
she thinks they can meet a higher level of performance. The
opportunities, however, are the incentive and bonus structures.
If people were praised for growth but only rewarded for abso-
lute performance on their first try, there would be a misalign-
ment. As we seek to be transparent about our mentor mind-
sets, it’s important to remember the value of both messages
and opportunities.

The Importance of Repetition

Dr. Stacy Sparks, who teaches introductory chemistry to nearly
three thousand college freshmen each year, opened her class
with a clear message about her beliefs (“In this class everyone
is capable of meeting the high standards”) and opportunities
for growth (“You can come to office hours to talk about your
confusion or mistakes”). But then the first exam rolled around.
Students avoided office hours. They didn’t ask questions. They
felt like Stacy was sorting them into med-school material or
not.

Stacy approached me with this problem. We realized that
she couldn’t assume that clarifying her mentor mindset once
would suffice. She needed to repeat her message at difficult
moments, such as hard exams. Those are the moments when
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students doubt themselves the most. They’re feeling vulnerable
and so they fall back into their old default assumption that pro-
fessors don’t care about them and just want to sort them into
genius or idiot buckets. Timely and repeated transparency
statements can reassure students of our mentor-mindset
intentions.

Once Stacy reasserted her transparent message about her
mentor mindset—far more often than she initially thought she
should have to—then she saw more and more students coming
to office hours and improving.
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Chapter 6

Questioning

I shall only ask him, and not teach him, and he shall share the enquiry with
me.

—Socrates in Plato’s Meno

Two Challenges

Kate’s Story

Kate is a mom of two and lives in Chicago. One night, her old-
est son, Jared, then a high school sophomore, came home from
a party drunk and high on marijuana. Kate responded with a
combination of yelling and prosecuting. “What were you think-
ing? Where were you? Don’t you know how mad this makes
me? Don’t you know how scared we are? Don’t you know how
grounded you’ll be?” She instigated an interrogation, not a
two-way conversation. What happened next? Jared knew that
he couldn’t have an honest discussion about alcohol or mari-
juana with his mother, so he got better at hiding his substance
use. He snuck around her. Then his habit got worse. A few
years later, Jared dropped out of college because of his low
grades.
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Gary’s Story

Gary lived alone with his teenage daughter, Charlotte, after his
wife moved out and stopped communicating with them. For
years, Charlotte had struggled with eating disorders, self-harm
(e.g., cutting), anxiety, and depression. Increasingly, Charlotte
spent her time online, eventually starting a relationship with
an older boy who lived in Canada. Gary worried about the rela-
tionship and wanted Charlotte to find someone closer to home.
What did he do? Nothing. He feared any conversation about
her dating life would turn into a fight. With Charlotte’s mom
gone, his was the only positive adult relationship his daughter
had left. A fight would jeopardize that. He didn’t want his
daughter to lose her relationships with her mom, dad, and
boyfriend all at once. So he adopted a protector mindset and
avoided the topic altogether. Over the next few months, Gary
saw Charlotte lose sleep, sacrifice more of her face-to-face
friendships, show less interest in field hockey, and become
more depressed. Feeling isolated and alone, Charlotte spent
even more time late at night with “the only person who under-
stood” how she felt: her Canadian boyfriend.

Meet Lorena Seidel

Kate’s and Gary’s stories share one important feature: both are
examples of the mentor’s dilemma. Kate and Gary, like many
of us, feel a tension between critiquing our children’s choices
and maintaining a good relationship with them. Interestingly,
this commonality means that the mentor mindset can help in
both situations. Indeed, Kate and Gary learned what to do next
from the same parenting coach, an expert in the mentor
mindset.

Kate and Gary’s parenting coach, Lorena Seidel, is the
Sergio of parenting. She is one of the most in-demand parent-
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ing coaches in the United States. If you desperately want a
household free of slamming doors, I hate yous, shaming, blam-
ing, guilt, or embarrassment, then you call Lorena.

Lorena was born in Brazil to an enforcer-mindset mother.
Lorena told me that her most vivid memory as a child was a
time when she and her brother broke a valuable item while
playing. After a verbal lashing, her mother forced the children
to literally kiss her feet as a sign of deference and respect. Then
and there, Lorena vowed to be nothing like her mother.

Twenty-five years later, Lorena was living in Connecticut.
She was a mother of two young children. A successful teacher.
A master’s-educated professional. She thought parenting
would be a breeze. She considered herself an expert. One day,
after her children broke a rule, she blew up. “Respect your
mother!” she screamed. When the tornado of rage died down,
she surveyed the wreckage. Tears. Fear. Humiliation. She had
become her mother! That day she made a new vow. She would
figure out what she had learned as a child, and she would un-
learn it as a parent. She would have to learn how to change her
mindset. A decade later, she has succeeded, and she’s on a mis-
sion to share her insights with others.

As a scientist, I am often skeptical of parenting experts—and
really anybody peddling secret knowledge about the next gen-
eration. Sometimes, it feels like parenting is the only area of
self-help that’s worse than dieting, which is notoriously driven
by fads and contraditions, not science. When it comes to men-
tor-mindset parenting, how can we tell the difference between
common sense and common nonsense?

Over the last three years, I became confident in Lorena’s ad-
vice for three reasons. First, I have personally witnessed, with
envy, one of her clients’ households. They have four children
just as energetic and difficult as my own, but in that house the
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children modeled proactive helpfulness and respectful inde-
pendence. Second, her advice aligns well with the behaviors of
the mentor-mindset exemplars and decades of research. Her
philosophy is not a fad—it’s a more practical version of what
Baumrind (chapter 2) has been saying for decades about men-
tor-mindset (i.e., authoritative) parents. Nevertheless, she has
a new way of tying powerful ideas together into a sensible
framework that even busy, stressed-out parents can pull off.
Third, I’ve tried her advice with my own children, and it’s
helped quite a lot. Of course, most parents, myself included,
don’t want to spend a lot of money on a parenting coach or
can’t afford to. Here I’ve tried to identify the principles of
Lorena’s methods so that anyone can access this information.

What did Lorena say to Kate about her enforcer mindset and
Gary about his protector mindset? She started by helping them
see why their initial responses, while growing out of their love
for their children, were nevertheless short-term strategies.

Kate, for example, saw the danger of drugs and alcohol. She
wanted to nip the problem in the bud. She was also offended
that her son would so flagrantly disrespect her house rules. She
wanted to teach him a lesson about respect. Her enforcer
mindset taught him the wrong lesson. It taught him that he
should not get caught. The enforcer mindset backfired in the
long term.

Gary wanted to protect his daughter from the distress of
feeling like she lost both parents—one physically, one emotion-
ally. Therefore, he avoided a difficult conversation. But this
short-term strategy never helped his daughter cope with her
deeper issues of loneliness or abandonment.

Lorena feels compassion for parents who resort to these
short-term strategies. She understands how parents can suc-
cumb to the urgency to look like a good parent, and how this
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can lead to the enforcer or protector mindsets. Whether our
kids partake in drinking, unhealthy dating, or something else—
cutting, disordered eating, or suicidality—we feel like terrible
parents for having out-of-control children.

We also fear the invisible audience of parents who judge us
for being public failures, either because we are too firm on
poor behavior (in Kate’s case) or too soft (in Gary’s case). We
internalize this imaginary jury of our peers from the moment
we learn we’re expecting a baby. Parenting judgment starts
with our choice of name-brand versus generic prenatal vita-
mins and continues through each developmental milestone,
from the amount of plastic in your baby’s first stroller to where
your teen goes to college.

Lorena thinks parents rush to solve problems with the
quick-fix enforcer and protector mindsets partially because
these approaches send a clear signal to the imaginary jury of
our peers that we’re not being neglectful. We obsess over what
our child’s behavior means for us as parents, in the eyes of this
imaginary audience, rather than considering what our child ac-
tually needs for healthy development.

Of course, the audience is imaginary. Therefore, parents of-
ten fixate on their guesses of what others might be thinking,
not what they’ve actually heard. “The problem is never the
problem,” Lorena is fond of saying to clients. “It’s what we
think of the problem.” When we think the problem is that other
parents will condemn us, then we can fall into the quickest
short-term mindsets.

In a strange twist of irony, Lorena thinks parents often act
like teenagers. We react impulsively with enforcer or protector
mindsets to look good in front of peer parents, just like our
own children who take huge risks because of what they imag-
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ine their peers might think of them if they don’t attend a party
or do something dangerous.

Lorena explains that we’re mostly fighting over the meaning
of a situation, not the situation itself. It’s a version of the battle
over meaning (chapter 3). To kids, the situation means they’re
not getting what they need. To parents, it means they’re the
kind of people who get disrespected by their kids. Meanwhile,
nobody fixes the underlying conflict.

This problem is simple to understand but difficult to over-
come. Here’s an example. Lorena’s kids, aged ten and twelve,
sometimes bicker loudly at home, like all kids. It doesn’t bother
her that much. When they fight in public, however, she feels
mortified. One afternoon, her kids fought on a crowded train
car full of strangers. Humiliated, she panicked. In enforcer
mode, she ordered one kid to stop acting selfish, the other kid
to stop overreacting. Stop! Stop! Stop! Stanford emotion scien-
tist James Gross calls this strategy suppression. Lorena told
her kids to suppress the feelings they were having because
their conflict made her uncomfortable. Suppression is a classic
enforcer-mindset tactic—it follows from the idea that your kids’
emotions are illegitimate, so you can simply tell them to stop.
In a moment of clarity, Lorena flashed back. She had turned
into her mother again!

Determined to try something different, Lorena addressed
her kids in a low voice: “I don’t know what to do right now, and
I need your help to find a solution. I feel uncomfortable. I feel
embarrassed, like all these people are thinking I’m a not a good
mom and that my kids are running the show. I know your pri-
ority right now is to figure out who’s right about your argu-
ment, but my priority is to be considerate to all these other
people on the train. Can you help me figure this out?” She
spoke in a puzzled, curious voice without a hint of anger or sar-
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casm. “I’d like us to get on the same page so we all get what we
want. Do you have any ideas?” Note that she opened up to the
kids about her own feelings, then she asked them about their
actions. She invited them to join her in the collaborative-trou-
bleshooting mode. It’s a treaty-coauthorship session. They fig-
ured out how to resolve the conflict without going down the
path of shaming, blaming, punishing, and bribing.

Asking questions—particularly ones that launch us into joint
problem-solving, collaborative-troubleshooting mode—can
show young people that we need to work together to under-
stand the mismatch of priorities. Questions also send a re-
spectful signal that we as parents aren’t simply demanding that
our children comply and suppress their feelings. Instead, we le-
gitimize children’s perspectives and demonstrate a willingness
to work with them. In sum, Lorena shows us that it’s better to
ask than to tell.

Question Asking and the Mentor
Mindset
What does legendary NBA coach Chip Engelland say when a
player misses a shot in practice? He doesn’t yell, Wrong, stop,
do it this way! He asks, “How did that feel?” and he waits for
an answer.

How does Sergio Estrada react when a student misses a
physics problem? He doesn’t say, You got this wrong because
you forgot to multiply the force. He asks, “Can you tell me how
you got this answer?” Then he starts collaboratively trou-
bleshooting, building on the student’s understanding.

And what does Stef Okamoto say to an employee on track
for a poor performance review? She doesn’t declare, You’re do-
ing everything wrong. She asks, “Can you tell me where you’re
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getting stuck and what you’ve tried so far so we can try to fix
the problem?” Then she runs interference.

Again and again, I saw that questioning, rather than telling,
constituted a core mentor-mindset practice. And it reminded
me of the best manager I ever had: Jennifer (Jen) Wu.

Jen Wu is now one of Silicon Valley’s most influential edu-
cation-technology venture capitalists. She controls a portfolio
worth hundreds of millions of dollars at Reach Capital. Fifteen
years ago Jen worked at an underfunded nonprofit in the San
Francisco Bay Area dedicated to educational equity, called
Partners in School Innovation. For one amazing summer, I in-
terned there. With Jen as my manager, it proved the most pro-
ductive summer of my life.

What made Jen so great? Here’s what she didn’t do. She
didn’t show up every morning and tell me how to organize my
day (even though she was a trained project manager). Nor did
she leave me alone to do whatever I felt like, which would have
been a disaster. As a twenty-five-year-old PhD student, I usual-
ly had complete control over my time—so nothing forced me to
be organized. I was inefficient and unrealistic. I didn’t need a
manager to babysit me, but I needed help working on a team
deadline. Jen decided that she would meet with me for fifteen
minutes every morning throughout my twelve-week internship
to help me prioritize. Our meetings usually went like this:

JEN: So, David, what are you planning on working on
today?

I describe something that was unrealistic and would
take three weeks.

JEN: Okay, so which part of that is most important to do
now?
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I say that nothing I had just said was that important,
but something else would be more important.

JEN: Great, so if you did that more important thing,
would you have the resources you need to get it done?

I say I don’t have what I need at all.

JEN: Interesting. If I got you what you needed, and you
worked on the first step toward the big project, how
much could you get done today?

I finally put it all together and lay out a well-organized
and reasonable plan that links to what I would need to
pull it off.

JEN: Try that and then come check with me. If you get
stuck I’ll see if we can get you what you need to stay
on track.

Without fail, I accomplished my entire list and then some by
about 3:00 p.m. each day. I finished my project weeks ahead of
schedule, without much stress. What’s more, I learned to ask
myself Jen’s questions. She gave me the enduring gift of a
“manager in the head.”

Why did it work? Look back at Jen’s questions in the tran-
script. They sounded curious and authentic. They weren’t judg-
mental or condescending. They built on my answers until she
fully understood what I was saying. Further, Jen was no
pushover. She could be demanding—she squinted and looked
at me sideways when I said something unrealistic—but she was
never adversarial. Her demeanor made it clear to me that she
just wanted to understand how in the world I planned to fit
everything into eight hours. Her challenging questions made
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me feel like she was taking me seriously, as though I had it in
me to make a strong plan, not like she was undermining my
competence. These questions motivated me because I wanted
to impress her.

This style of questioning is a mentor-mindset practice. Jen
demonstrated high standards (because she expected me to ex-
plain my thinking logically) and high support (because she re-
sponded nonjudgmentally and tried to understand my thinking
while troubleshooting with me until I had a realistic plan).

What makes Jen Wu’s mentor-mindset questions especially
important today? Millions of new graduates, after spending
years in college with total control over their time, entered a
mostly work-from-home workforce during and after the
COVID-19 pandemic. They needed a mentor-mindset manager.
They rarely got one.

When I interviewed dozens of Gen Z employees for this
book, I heard about managers’ apathetic mindsets. The new
hires reported that their managers neglected them for months,
then fired them for underperformance. Many managers prac-
ticed extreme enforcer mindsets, even mandating nanny-cam
software to track employee productivity so that they could pun-
ish truants. Derisive CEOs such as Elon Musk accused at-home
employees of pretending to work.

I wonder how many of these supposedly lazy young people
just needed a manager like Jen Wu. If a mentor sets aside fif-
teen minutes a day (or even fifteen minutes a week) to ask you
authentic, open-ended questions about how to optimize your
time, you’ll feel motivated. On the other hand, having a manag-
er who doesn’t give you any meaningful time or attention is de-
motivating. Who knows how much money businesses could
save—and how much more respected young employees would
feel—if new hires got the Jen Wu treatment. They would prob-
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ably work more efficiently, overperform, and want to stick
around at their jobs.

When Lorena Seidel went back to school to complete her
master’s degree, she read a century’s worth of parenting ad-
vice. Individual psychology, Alfred Adler, 1927. Attachment
theory, Mary Ainsworth, 1978. Positive discipline, Jane Nelsen,
1981. Positive psychology, Martin Seligman, 2000. And so on.

Lorena’s tour through the history of parenting research sur-
faced two themes. First, just about every expert said some ver-
sion of the same thing: Understand and address the underly-
ing cause of the child’s behavior; don’t just respond to the be-
havior. Second, parents rarely do it. Positive parenting and ad-
diction have a lot in common, Lorena noticed. Everybody’s
constantly falling off the wagon.

A hundred years’ worth of research on parenting has grant-
ed us important theories that have proved frustratingly diffi-
cult to apply to the complexities of our daily lives. By and large,
child psychologists’ big theoretical insights in the twentieth
century didn’t occur to them when the macaroni was burning
on the stove, the repairman was knocking at the door, and four
kids were fighting over an iPad. Their revelations occurred in
quiet offices, surrounded by books. Parenting advice therefore
tends to be impractically tailored to hypothetical parents who
have endless attention and patience, no constraints on their
time, and logical, compliant children. That’s not the reality
most parents live in.

I admire the expertise of people like Lorena, who took the
scientific evidence and said, How can I actually use this? And
how can I get other parents to use it? She spends time in many
households. She sees parents at their most honest and vulnera-
ble, not how they’d describe themselves in therapy sessions.
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She swears by questioning as a mentor-mindset practice be-
cause she’s seen it work in all manner of families.

How does Lorena coach parents to ask questions effectively?
She focuses first on parents’ mindsets.

Even before I told her about the premise of my book, Lorena
said to me, “We know how to be kind and firm. We are natural-
ly one or the other. It’s the nice-and-nasty dance. But we can’t
find the sweet spot of being kind and firm at the same time.”
Lorena knew that we’re inclined to become either enforcers or
protectors. When circumstances are calm, parents cater to
kids’ needs. We fill the piggy bank with kind deeds, hoping our
kids will show their gratitude by listening the first time we ask.
We’re protectors. Then when we need some behavior to change
(e.g., pants on or punches pulled), we ask once. We ask twice.
We give a warning. We give a second warning. We ask a third
time. We’re ignored. Then we go nuclear. We yell, we threaten,
we blame, we shame. We take away privileges. Screens are
gone. Then we go back to acting nice again because we feel
guilty. The nice-and-nasty dance. Protector to enforcer and
back again.

Sometimes, both parents feed into the problem. One parent
is the enforcer, the other the protector. They’re partners in the
nice-and-nasty dance.

Lorena thinks that a mindset shift is the key to escaping this
dance because she sees parents trapped in the dichotomy of
good parent versus bad parent—a fixed mindset of parenting.
Parents think, I went to the seminar, and I read the book, and
I still ended up blowing up at my kids. I guess I’m a bad par-
ent. They fall back into the protector mindset. But the protec-
tor’s indulgence prevents kids from learning how to be self-di-
rected—which inevitably leads to repeated behavior, another
enforcer explosion, and more guilt.
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Lorena wants to free parents from that cycle, using a simple
but profound concept: the do-over. Lorena teaches parents
that after they fall into either protector or enforcer mode, they
can try again. They’re not stuck being bad parents. They could
knock on their kid’s door and apologize for failing to uphold
the family’s standards and for failing to help the kid meet the
standard. They can explain that they should’ve tried to figure
out what their child needed because they care about the child’s
welfare and the health of the family. By taking this approach,
do parents cede too much control to young people? No, be-
cause parents lead the conversation with a tough-but-loving
mentor mindset.

During the do-over, Lorena coaches parents to ask authentic
questions with uptake. For example, “I know you yelled that
you hate your brother. Although I don’t want that behavior in
our house I also suspect it’s coming from somewhere impor-
tant. Can you help me understand what you really needed in
that moment so that I can help you get it next time?” This out-
reach opens the door for collaborative troubleshooting and
treaty writing.

Sometimes the kid responds obstinately. They might say, “I
really needed my brother to feel pain because I hate him.” You
can answer that easily by countering, “Could it be anything
else?” This is important because most kids get mad about what
something meant, not what happened. For instance, the parent
might learn that the siblings started fighting over an injustice,
rooted in the parent being too permissive with screen time for
one child (who needs to be distracted) versus another (who is
more self-directed). Kids are effective hypocrisy detectors, after
all. The parent might then ask, “Now that I understand what
you needed, what could I have done to make sure you got it?”
In that moment, the child feels heard, validated, and support-
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ed. But the child also has to think. Next, Lorena coaches par-
ents to plan for the future so kids own this process next time.
“What can I say to you next time so that we just quickly figure
out what you need, rather than having a fight? I want to say it
in a way that doesn’t offend you, so could you tell me what
you’d like to hear from me?” Now the parent and child have in-
sider shortcuts for cutting straight to the problem-solving,
skipping the I hate yous. This strategy works better than the
paternalistic approach of saying “Cut it out.”

Allow me to emphasize something profound about Lorena’s
questioning. She doesn’t assume that parents can stop while
their hair is on fire and suddenly turn into a mix of Mary
Poppins and Atticus Finch. She thinks that most parents, even
great ones, have bad instincts and tend to resort to using an
enforcer or protector mindset, largely because the culture they
grew up in gave them two bad options. Thus, most parents will
need do-overs. The do-over, in turn, lays the groundwork for
solving the next crisis more efficiently. A do-over takes a bit of
time—five or ten minutes—but it offers a much better alterna-
tive to having another forty-five-minute meltdown four times a
week. If you do it enough, then kids start knowing what you’re
going to say to them. You can give them their own “coach in the
head” like Chip Engelland or Sergio Estrada. This tactic doesn’t
prevent all conflicts, but it makes de-escalation easier.

These days, when Lorena hears bickering two rooms over,
she announces, “Girls, what am I going to ask you?” After a
pause, a sigh, or a grunt, they say, “You’re going to ask us if
we’re fighting over what we really need… and if we could find a
way to have both of us get what we need… and that in our
house we’re supposed to solve our own problems respectfully…
because you love us and you want us to be successful adults af-
ter we grow up and move out.” “Okay,” Lorena replies, “can
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you have that conversation and work it out?” “Fine!” they yell
and huff off, better friends than before and more equipped for
the future. What used to be an exhausting forty-five minutes—
followed by hours of guilt for having such acrimonious children
—became fifteen seconds. A little questioning saved far more
time and grief in the long run.

“I got tired of refereeing,” she told me. Her kids would fight,
and she’d take away the toy or whatever. But her mindset was
wrong. She was depriving her kids of the chance to learn skills
like resilience and responsibility. “I resolved to never referee a
fight again,” she said. That decision to shift toward a mentor
mindset and start asking questions (mostly during do-overs)
saved her hours and countless headaches. That realization in-
spired her to coach parents to ask, not tell when they’re in a
conflict.

Although questioning can prove highly effective, many peo-
ple instinctually pursue the opposite approach. They do so be-
cause of something I call the compulsion to tell.

The Compulsion to Tell
The compulsion to tell is the tendency to tell young people ex-
actly what to do. Although this compulsion comes from a good
place, it gets in the way of respecting young people. Our failure
to show respect then feeds into the adolescent predicament,
widening the generational divide.

Where does the compulsion to tell come from? Telling
someone information is efficient. If we adults have relevant ex-
pertise or wisdom, we can quickly impart what we know by
telling it to another person directly, rather than gradually
building a young person’s understanding via questioning.
Giving information also feels polite. We rush to tell someone
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the information they need when they are confused, stuck, mis-
taken, or in distress. For example, if a stranger became lost in
the neighborhood and pulled over to ask for directions, most
people would tell them how to find their way. Or if a child
asked a question about how to do fractions, most people would
explain it to them. Withholding the answers would seem cruel.
By contrast, it feels good to offer people information that helps
them out.

Telling clearly works well in many circumstances. But we’re
fooling ourselves if we think that telling is always a good deed.
Consider this: Although telling usually feels good, being told
often feels bad. Especially when someone tells you what you
should do in the domain of personal choice.

Let’s think about it. How would you feel if someone told you
whom to befriend, which joke to tell, or how to dress? Many
people would feel disrespected, like they were being talked
down to or treated like children. When we impose our will on
adolescents, we thwart their desire to be agentic learners who
figure out how to have meaningful, respectworthy roles in their
cultures. They need to learn for themselves how to gain and
maintain status and respect—how to earn prestige—in their
milieu.

Being told undermines that. You can’t tell an adolescent
what will get people to respect them any more than you can tell
a child how to ride a bike. Status and respect have to be experi-
enced and adjusted across many small interactions, just like
the tiny muscles that have to adjust to keep your balance on a
bike. Telling, in many cases, can deprive young people of valu-
able learning experiences. Further, it can be demotivating be-
cause it feels disrespectful.

Kate’s compulsion to tell didn’t help her son find a different
way to fulfill whatever needs he was trying to meet by partying,
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such as his need to have social status in his friend group. A
parent can’t wish away a teenager’s need for affiliation with
friends, or any other need, any more than they can wish away a
crying baby’s need for milk or sleep. Kate told and didn’t ask
questions. So she didn’t find out how her son’s needs were dri-
ving his behavior. Then his behavior got worse.

How can we overcome the compulsion to tell?
Lorena believes we must acknowledge where this compul-

sion comes from, such as our need to impart our knowledge to
young people to keep them safe. That’s a good thing, and we
should hang on to it, she says. Then we must choose a different
way to meet our needs, one that better aligns with adolescents’
needs: questioning.

When we ask instead of tell, we can indirectly accomplish
the same goal of imparting knowledge. Young people are less
likely to interpret our desire to help them as a desire to control
them, making them more open to our (indirect) suggestions.
Although questioning feels unnatural at first—because it goes
against the compulsion to tell—it eventually becomes uncon-
scious. In fact, most of the mentor-mindset exemplars I talked
to didn’t even realize how frequently they asked questions.

To build that unconscious habit, we need to understand the
styles of questioning that engage young people effectively.

The Science and Practice of
Questioning
The question—aka the interrogative clause—has many
purposes.

The question’s most obvious function is information ex-
change. A knowledgeable answerer educates an ignorant ques-
tioner. The question also has a secret double life when wielded
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for social purposes. A question can befuddle and belittle, or it
can elevate the unknowledgeable. Questions can harass and
prosecute, or they can grant agency and power and form the
bases of meaningful relationships.

These diverse social purposes of questions are on display in
Plato’s famous work of philosophy named the Meno. In that di-
alogue, a haughty know-it-all named Meno poses a puzzle to
Socrates: Is virtue (aretê in the Greek) something that is
taught (i.e., told to you by a teacher) or something that is ac-
quired (i.e., learned through experience)? Over the next ten
thousand or so words, Socrates never answers this question.
Instead, Socrates asks questions that twist the prideful Meno
into a pretzel, until Meno admits he doesn’t even know what
virtue is. Socrates’s purpose was to reveal Meno’s ignorance
and, by implication, enhance Socrates’s perceived wisdom.
Socrates used questions for a social purpose: to put Meno in
his place (Plato, the author, knew Meno would later condemn
Socrates to death).

Plato’s Meno also shows the kinder social purpose of ques-
tioning. In the most memorable section, Socrates asks ques-
tions of an uneducated servant until the boy understands a
complex proof of a geometric theorem. Socrates purports to
show that we all have knowledge in us already, and with the
right experiences—in this case, leading questions—we can
build on our assets and become smarter. “There have always
been true thoughts in him,” Socrates says, “which only need to
be awakened into knowledge by putting questions in him.”
Socrates’s questions enhance the status of a child because they
reveal underappreciated knowledge.

Plato could’ve just had Socrates answer Meno’s question by
saying, Virtue comes from a mix of knowledge we already
have and experiences we have, which can be guided by a good
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teacher or mentor. The lesson could have been a lot shorter.
Plato wrote it as a dialogue, however, to demonstrate how
questioning as an experience leads to deeper learning. He
shook the audience out of their compulsion to tell by showing
them how to construct knowledge. By contrast, declaring that
knowledge is constructed wouldn’t work. People, in general,
are so committed to the compulsion to tell. Thus, questioning
in the Meno serves as a classic example of the English teacher’s
advice that it’s better to show than to tell.

Not all questions are created equal. Although some brands
of popular psychology tend to spread oversimplified, one-size-
fits-all versions of practices like questioning, it’s important to
remember my refrain: most common sense is in fact common
nonsense.

Think about Kate, the mom from Chicago whose son came
home drunk from partying. Kate asked questions alright, but
not the mentor mindset kind. What were you thinking? is a
question, but it’s not an authentic question. When we ask,
What were you thinking? we mean, You’re an idiot who
wasn’t thinking. I don’t care what your excuse was because it
was wrong and you should listen to me. Young people respond
to what we mean, not what we say.

Think about teenagers getting grilled by officers during
flawed community policing outreach, like in the control group
in Dobson’s study described in chapter 5. Peppering people
with questions about their present, past, and future usually
didn’t endear the police to their community. To the contrary,
civilians felt threatened.

To solve the puzzle of questioning, we can turn to decades of
reliable research in the field of linguistics. The large and di-
verse field of linguistics has identified a particular type of ques-
tion with special power: an authentic question with uptake.
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Authentic Questions with Uptake
In an authentic question, the question asker does not know the
answer and legitimately wants to know the answer. Kate
yelling, “What were you thinking?” at her son is not an authen-
tic question because she thinks she knows the answer (You
weren’t thinking), and she’s not interested in his answer. A
more authentic question would ask the child to explain their
thinking.

A question with uptake means that the asker has been influ-
enced by, or incorporated, information from the answerer. The
asker has tailored their questions to that conversation—and
ideally to the answerer’s needs. Authentic questions with up-
take can initiate collaborative troubleshooting. For example, if
Kate had asked her teenage son, I hear you that you were des-
perate to be with your friends tonight, but can you explain to
me why it made sense to you, at the time, to break the family
rules to be with them?, that would have been an authentic
question with uptake. For maximum effectiveness, she could
use the question as a launching-off point for a serious conver-
sation about status and respect in the peer group.

Authentic questions with uptake are effective, in part, be-
cause they build relationships. Linguists such as Dora
Demszky, a professor at Stanford University, note that authen-
tic questions with uptake create a common ground and a sense
of collaboration. That’s important because young people are
constantly trying to make sense of how they’re being treated.
When asked a question, a young person wonders: Does the
questioner want ammunition to use against me, or do they
want to work together as equals? Authentic questions with
uptake imply the latter, which serves as a foundation for a bet-
ter relationship.
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Authentic questions also have a beneficial effect on cogni-
tion. Young people have to think harder to answer authentic
questions. Putting their brains to work helps them learn more
and own the ideas.

Note that these two benefits work together. Authentic ques-
tions build trust, and that in turn helps young people feel safe
enough to embrace the challenge to think deeply. This helps
explain why asking authentic questions with uptake is a men-
tor-mindset practice. Authentic questions with uptake provide
high support (because the questions don’t directly challenge or
threaten a young person’s status by telling them that they’re
wrong) so that young people can meet high standards (because
the questions demand original thinking from the young
person).

How do authentic questions with uptake help leaders bridge
the generational divide? Asking questions is the starting point
when negotiating a treaty (rather than a truce) in the war over
meaning. A successful treaty is built on an understanding of
what each party needs. Asking questions surfaces that under-
standing; dictating terms doesn’t. When we tell, we launch a
conquest of meaning. We are saying: my meaning matters;
yours doesn’t. We leave kids to choose either compliance or re-
bellion. We don’t open a negotiation; we issue an ultimatum.
That ultimatum fails when our kids won’t respect it. They will
do what they want as soon as we turn our backs, possibly hurt-
ing themselves or humiliating us. Therefore, we need to negoti-
ate a treaty that both parties can live with. Asking authentic
questions with uptake is critical to this process because it al-
lows both parties to negotiate successfully.

This is why negotiation experts excel at asking questions. A
good example comes from Chris Voss, who for a time was con-
sidered the best hostage negotiator in the world. He shares
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many of his secrets in his popular book Never Split the
Difference (and in his excellent MasterClass videos).

Voss’s most interesting practice is mirroring. When you
mirror someone, you repeat the last three or so words that they
said, turning them into a question. (If you mirrored me now,
you would say, Into a question?) Voss’s mirroring constitutes
the purest and simplest form of an authentic question with up-
take. It takes very little effort. You just repeat words you’ve
heard. Therefore it works for busy or frazzled parties of a nego-
tiation. Mirroring also builds relationships, communicating, “I
heard every word you said word for word, and I’m proving it
because I just repeated it back to you,” Voss says. And it makes
the other side think because they have to explain themselves.
Mirroring is a simple mentor-mindset practice anyone can do.

Mirroring works because of a basic principle of communica-
tion described by sociolinguist Gail Jefferson in 1972. Jefferson
observed that a repeat—or mirroring a word or phrase back to
someone—is interpreted by the other person as a correction or
a request for clarification. Jefferson gives the example of two
young children talking to each other. The first, still learning to
count, says, “Six, eleven, eight, nine…” and the second child,
noting the error, simply says, “Eleven?”—prompting the former
to offer the correction of “Seven, eight, nine…” A repeat,
phrased as a question, is an indirect and subtle way to call at-
tention to a mistake. Even very young children understand it.

Voss uses mirroring to prompt the other side to tell him how
they might be mistaken about their preferences. Then they re-
veal what they really want out of the negotiation, so Voss can
offer a deal they’ll accept. By repeating the subject’s words
back to them, Voss subtly implies that their previous explana-
tion was insufficiently detailed. That prompts them to say
more, while avoiding a direct request. Voss finds mirroring
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useful because two adversarial sides in a negotiation often have
different pictures of what’s at stake. This makes the different
sides unlikely to comply with a demand for more information.

For example, imagine a parent who said, Why do you care
so much about spending time with your friends? Their mean-
ing would be clearly insulting. The kid could respond, How
dare you question my priorities! By mirroring the child in-
stead, the parent could avoid directly challenging them to ex-
plain themselves because the child would understand the un-
spoken question (Why did you say…). When children are mir-
rored, they pick up on the subtle expectation to communicate
clearly. They humor the parent, and they share the critical in-
formation for the negotiation.

The mirroring technique can help adults reach across the
generational divide when they are at risk of misunderstanding
what young people are thinking. Consider this example from a
negotiation between a mother and her teenage daughter:

TEEN: Mom, why won’t you let me go to the party? I need
to spend time with my friends!

MOM: [Mirroring] Spend time with your friends?

TEEN: Yeah, I’m worried they’re going to do something
fun without me, and then I won’t be invited the next
time!

Before initiating this conversation, the mom might have be-
lieved that her daughter wanted something wild out of the par-
ty: to cut loose, to act irresponsibly, maybe to drink or get high.
But look at how much she learned from her mirroring ques-
tion! Mirroring prompted her daughter to admit to the fear of
missing out (FOMO). She worried that her friends would have
an epic time, make a million memories, and then try to recre-
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ate those memories in a small group that excluded her.
Terrified of social death, she felt like going to the party repre-
sented a do-or-die ultimatum. After questioning, the mother
had good information to negotiate with. She might next try to
address the source of her daughter’s acute FOMO (e.g.,
through Socrates-like questioning of her assumptions). Or she
might offer a compromise, such as going to the party for a lim-
ited period of time or inviting some of the girls over that night.
One bit of mirroring put the mother in a stronger negotiating
position, while making her daughter feel heard, valued, and
respected.

Questioning works in other settings beyond parenting.
Stanford psychologist Mark Lepper, who pioneered the con-
cept of intrinsic motivation, made a fascinating observation
about expert tutors in the mid-1990s. Expert tutors used au-
thentic questions with uptake in two ways. First, they always
started off the tutoring session with questions about how the
kid was doing and what they were up to. To novices, this small
talk seems like a waste of time. But the expert tutors knew that
they needed to establish a relationship of trust before they
could push the students. Authentic questions with uptake help
them do that.

Second, expert tutors asked questions to collaboratively
troubleshoot a student’s misunderstanding. Tutors never di-
rectly pointed out students’ errors. They didn’t say, That’s
wrong, do it over. Instead, when a student got the problem
wrong, tutors spoke indirectly. They would say things like
Hmm, does that work? That question encouraged kids to try
out the formula or calculations themselves. Or the tutor would
say something like That’s interesting. Is that the right answer?
Here, the question achieved the exact same communicative in-
tent as saying Wrong, try again. Students clearly understood
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when they had gotten something wrong. But students didn’t
feel offended. Tutors also used the indirect-questioning
method because it put the onus on the students to do the
thinking. It helped students develop a “coach in the head” go-
ing forward. After all, most tutors only work with individual
students for one hour per week, but students do many hours of
homework. Tutors can’t possibly do everything for students. So
if they’re doing their jobs correctly they instill in young people
skills to use on their own.

Evaluations of classroom teachers have likewise found that
questioning can promote learning. In the mid-1990s,
University of Wisconsin–Madison researchers Martin
Nystrand and Adam Gamoran observed over 110
English/language arts classes four times per year for two years.
They examined hundreds of hours of footage, tracking how
much time teachers spent asking questions that built on a stu-
dent’s contribution and took the student seriously. The more a
teacher asked those kinds of questions of students, the more
those students learned. The Nystrand study wasn’t an experi-
ment, however.

In an experiment published in 2023, Dora Demszky and her
team randomly assigned teachers to use an online tool that in-
corporated natural-language-processing technology to give
them a simple statistic: the percent of the class time they spent
asking authentic questions with uptake. This tool increased
teachers’ use of the questions, and the students learned more.
Demszky’s experiment proved that authentic questions with
uptake can have a causal effect on student learning.

Mentor-Mindset Exemplars’
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Questioning
We can see the power of questioning at work in the practices of
Sergio Estrada, mentor-mindset exemplar. I often saw Sergio
question his students rather than tell them information. He
didn’t answer when they asked, “Is this correct?” Instead, he
asked them what they thought. He did this even when talking
with students who were stressed and at their limit.

One evening, an earnest but vulnerable physics student con-
tacted Sergio through Remind, the class’s secure online home-
work tool.

“I’m so lost and confused. I don’t understand this problem
at all. I’m crying,” she typed.

“Okay, show me what you’ve done so far,” Sergio said. She
uploaded a screen capture of her work. Then, Sergio typed, “I
see that you have the first part, but what happens if you [de-
scribes physics concept]?”

The time stamp shows a fifteen-minute break. Then a reply:
“Okay, I see it now. I got it. Thanks so much. I was so over-
whelmed but I’m fine now.”

The restraint! How in the world did Sergio manage to not
answer the question of a crying student at night? How did he
ask, not tell?

“I would never deprive a student of an opportunity to know
that they’re capable of understanding the hardest concepts in
physics,” Sergio explained to me.

Three months later, after the COVID-19 pandemic shut the
world down and locked this student in her house, away from
her friends and teachers, she passed Sergio’s course and be-
came the first in her family to earn college credit.

Sergio’s example shows why authentic questioning with up-
take is a manageable practice that anyone can do. His response
to his student cost little in terms of time and effort. He merely
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had to tap out a question on his phone while watching Netflix
on the couch with his wife. But his support proved massive in
terms of its psychological effect. It made the difference be-
tween his student spiraling out of control with anxiety all
night, worrying that she would disappoint her teacher and fail
a college-level course, versus going to bed confident and
poised. Questioning, like transparency, shows that the mentor
mindset often depends on small but mighty acts.

Managers like Stef Okamoto also use authentic questions
with uptake.

Stef’s former direct report Salonee Shah described a conver-
sation with Stef early in her time at Microsoft. Stef had given
Salonee a big job with high expectations for a junior employee:
overseeing the onboarding process for every new Microsoft
employee—eight thousand people per year at the time. Stef
could already tell that running the logistics of a big organiza-
tion wouldn’t satisfy Salonee, an overachiever. About a month
after they started working together, Stef asked Salonee what
her stretch project should be. At first Salonee felt taken aback.
Wasn’t she already on track for a great performance review,
doing something impressive that benefited the whole compa-
ny? Sure, but she could do more, Stef explained, and her cur-
rent job would eventually make her bored. Stef asked, “What’s
something you’d want to brag about on your performance eval-
uation? What kinds of skills do you want? And what skills do
you want to build on?” After some negotiation, they landed on
a new data dashboard that would enable Microsoft to keep bet-
ter track of every new employee’s onboarding progress. With
Salonee as the lead, they developed the new tool, creating a
game changer and a money saver. More importantly, the
project built on Salonee’s experience with data dashboards
from her previous job as a teacher. It also gave her valuable
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new experiences leading a software-development project.
Later, Stef made sure Salonee presented the new tool to senior
management and got the credit for it.

Think about the important role questioning played in this
case. If Stef had simply told Salonee, I’m adding tons of work
to your already full plate, the extra responsibility might have
felt crushing and unjust. But because Stef asked, together they
could design a new project to build on Salonee’s interests and
experiences, align with her goals, and give her the chance to
earn prestige. Questioning proved core to Stef’s respectful
mentor mindset.

Organizational scholars Dr. Edgar Schein and Peter Schein
call Stef’s questioning approach humble inquiry. (Others have
called it respectful inquiry.) The Scheins define humble in-
quiry as “the fine art of drawing someone out, of asking ques-
tions to which you do not already know the answer, of building
a relationship based on curiosity and interest in another per-
son.” Many successful managers commonly practice this kind
of inquiry.

Parental Questioning Routines
Lorena Seidel has a beautiful little routine she teaches parents
to follow when in conflict with kids. She gives them a six-ques-
tion guide for coauthoring a treaty in the war over meaning.
Her guide reflects clinical psychology advice (e.g., cognitive be-
havioral therapy and motivational interviewing), and it’s sim-
ple enough for any parent to use when their kids are upset. See
it below in table 6.1.

The first three questions help the child recognize that their
way of seeing things poses a problem. The second three ques-
tions help them come up with a better, more motivating way of
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seeing things. Lorena finds that changing how we see things
helps us resolve problems because kids (and adults) tend to re-
act to the meaning of a situation, not its reality. They think, I’m
upset because the situation is objectively terrible. They rarely
consider, I’m upset because how I’m seeing the situation is a
problem, but I could choose to see the situation differently,
and that would help me achieve my goals. With Lorena’s guid-
ed questions, however, we can train our kids to do the mental
work to get to the latter place. Not only does this approach help
in the moment, it also equips kids to think in a more opti-
mistic, troubleshooting-oriented way in the future.

Table 6.1. A Questioning Routine for Parents to Use with Young People in a
Crisis

PART 1: QUESTIONS ABOUT THE OLD, BAD MEANING OF THE SITUATION

Question: What
does this mean
to you?

Typical answer: You think I’m bad./You’re bad./They’re bad.
(i.e., overgeneralization)

Question: How
is that meaning
making you
feel?

Typical answer: It makes me feel worse.

Question: Is
that serving
your goals?

Typical answer: No, it’s getting in the way of what I want.
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PART 2: QUESTIONS ABOUT THE ALTERNATIVE, BETTER MEANING OF
THE SITUATION

Question:
What’s some-
thing else it
could mean?

Typical answer: You love me, and that’s why you’re saying no./
We had a misunderstanding. (positive reappraisal)

Question: How
would it make
you feel if you
thought that?

Typical answer: I’d feel a lot better/more optimistic.

Question:
Would that
serve your
goals?

Typical answer: Yes, it would be motivating.

As I said, I’m skeptical of most parenting advice, so I had to
try this one out myself. I chose my third child, Jack-Jack, as
my test subject. See box 6.1.

Box 6.1. What Happened When I Used Lorena’s
Questioning Routine with Jack-Jack

Like his namesake, the lovable character from Pixar’s The Incredibles, my
third child, Jack-Jack, is mostly adorable but sometimes turns into a fire-
breathing beast when provoked. The day after one of my interviews with
Lorena, I took Jack, who was six at the time, to a busy park downtown. As
we were leaving the park, he demanded a toy. “Absolutely not,” I told him.
“You just played with the best toy in the world: a pile of sand and a slide.” “I
want a toy!” he screamed. Jack’s precocious skill is his volume. We once
took him to the doctor to see if he had a hearing impairment. The doctor re-
assured us it was not a physical problem, it’s just a character flaw.

At any rate, that day my imaginary audience was massive. Every parenting
instinct said, Scoop him up and hide him in the bathroom until he stops cry-
ing, or Buy him the damn toy! I decided to give it the full Lorena, even though
I felt like a phony. Here’s more or less a transcript that I wrote down immedi-
ately after:
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Me: Jack-Jack. I see that you’re really angry. What do you think it means
that I’m saying no to the toy?

Jack: It means you hate me!

Me: Hmm, okay. Could it mean anything else?

Jack: It means you’re a terrible father!

[Ten to fifteen spectators start googling the number for child protective
services.]

Me: Okay, and how does it make you feel when you think that’s why I
said no?

Jack: It makes me feel sad that my only father doesn’t love me!

Me: Wow, and does thinking that serve your goals? Like, is it helping you
feel happier?

Jack: Ummm… [decrease in volume]

[Ha! He wasn’t ready for that question!]

Me: Here’s a question. I’m curious. Is there anything else it could mean?
Like, another reason for why I’m not buying the toy, but that doesn’t
mean I don’t love you?

Jack: Well… [long pause]… Maybe you want me to be a good and grate-
ful person who appreciates the nice things I already have.… And maybe
you don’t want me to buy a plastic toy that I’m going to break and cry
about later.… And maybe you don’t want to put more plastic in the
landfills.…

[I had definitely scolded him with these lines in the past, but all of a sud-
den they were his ideas?]

Me: That’s interesting. And how would it make you feel if those things
were true?

Jack: I guess it would mean that you love me so much that you care how
I grow up… and you care about the environment because you want the
earth to be clear for me.

Me: Wow, and if that was true, then would it serve your goals? Would it
help you be happier?
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Jack: Yeah it would make me feel good to know that my dad is a good
person who’s always looking out for me.

[Game, set, match, Lorena Seidel! I couldn’t believe it had worked. Five-
star review.]

Me: Cool! Want some ice cream?

Jack: Yes!

Sometimes, parents need to be asked the authentic ques-
tions, not the kids. Why? Because in the war over meaning that
causes our generational divide, parents can get it wrong.
Sometimes, parents need to come around to a new way of see-
ing things in order to help their child change their behavior.

An extreme illustration of this point comes from research
conducted by Dr. Daphne Bugental at the University of
California, Santa Barbara. Bugental’s 2002 study focused on
new parents with a high risk of engaging in infant abuse. She
divided these parents into three groups: a control group that
received no treatment, a standard treatment group that re-
ceived about seventeen visits from a health care professional
each year, and a group that received the standard treatment
plus an enhancement—which involved training the home visi-
tors to ask authentic questions with uptake.

Bugental designed the questions to give parents new ways to
make meaning out of their own or their child’s behavior when
problems arose. For instance, if a child cried excessively, the
moms might say that the child cried so much because I’m a
bad mother or the baby is mad. These negative ideas could
lead to hopelessness in the first case or reciprocal anger at the
baby in the second, followed by neglect or abuse. During the
enhanced home visits, the specially trained health care profes-
sionals asked questions until the parents came up with differ-
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ent, better explanations for their babies’ challenging behaviors.
When parents eventually landed on explanations such as, The
baby is tired, or The baby has gas, or I haven’t been respond-
ing to the baby quickly enough, then the home visitor would
build on that until the parents had their own plans for doing
better the next time. Each visit continued this collaborative
troubleshooting. One year later, when the researchers visited
the families’ homes, they found that the control group and the
standard-treatment group both showed serious levels of abuse:
23 percent to 26 percent, with no difference between the treat-
ment and control groups. In the enhanced-visit group, the rate
of abuse was just 4 percent. The questioning had made a strik-
ing difference.

Asking parents the right questions can prevent child abuse.
Can it prevent teen suicide? That’s what I observed happening
with the counselors at Encircle, the LGBTQ+ after-school cen-
ter in Salt Lake City, Utah (see chapter 3).

One senior administrator at Encircle told me, “We want the
most religious parent in the world to walk through the front
door and say, ‘I want my kid here.’ ” To achieve this goal, the
Encircle team begins by asking, not telling. “We don’t say,
‘You’re so dumb for thinking your child is screwed up for being
gay,’ ” one counselor told me. Instead, they start with questions
to establish common ground: the importance of family, loving
one another, and happy relationships. Agreeing on the impor-
tance of these values goes a long way with parents who arrive
suspicious that Encircle wants to indoctrinate their child into
an anti-family agenda. The counselors don’t greet skeptical
parents with lectures. “I don’t like to be told what to believe,”
one counselor told me, just like parents don’t want to be told
what to think. “So the only thing that works is to give someone
space to question.”
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Counselors ask parents, “As you think about your child be-
ing gay [or trans, or nonbinary, etc.], what does it mean to
you?” Usually, parents respond with something extreme: their
child’s identity means they won’t have eternal life, or their
child’s identity is “just wrong.” But the Encircle team keeps
asking, just like in the Bugental study. They don’t convey judg-
ment, only curiosity. They mirror. Eventually they ask a ques-
tion like, “What scares you about your child being gay?” At this
point, parents usually open up. They say things like, “My kid
will never be happy because they won’t get married and have a
family,” or “It means that all my parenting for fifteen years was
wrong, a waste, and a failure because they have no morality.”
That meaning scares most parents.

The Encircle team then moves into the second stage of
Seidel’s guide, using questions to shift the meaning while stay-
ing authentic. The counselors say, “Okay, could you ever imag-
ine a future where your [gay/trans/nonbinary] child is happy?
What would that look like?” Usually, the parents land on a vi-
sion of their child in a loving and committed relationship, con-
fident that their parents accept them. An Encircle counselor
who grew up in the Mormon faith told me, “The best parents
hold them accountable and create boundaries, in a healthy en-
vironment with unconditional love.” Encircle’s internal mantra
is as profound as it is psychologically wise: “Do the right thing
[of loving your child], for your reasons.”

Gary and Kate

Gary’s Story, Part Two

Charlotte was staying up later and later to chat online with her
Canadian boyfriend. She started missing even more assign-
ments, skipping more field hockey practice, and even staying



211

home from school to sleep. The consequences loomed large.
Would she quit field hockey—and lose her chance for a scholar-
ship to college? Would she fail her classes? Gary’s instinct told
him to avoid the whole issue, but he suspected that instinct
was wrong. He turned to parenting coach Lorena Seidel for
help.

Lorena started by asking Gary why his daughter might be so
committed to this relationship. They realized that because
Charlotte is socially anxious, this one-on-one online relation-
ship felt safe and comfortable for her. It gave her an easy way
to feel accepted. Once Gary understood that her online rela-
tionship came from a reasonable place, he saw that it wouldn’t
work to come to her with shaming, blaming, yelling, and
telling. He couldn’t delegitimize her by demanding she stop
wanting a way to feel accepted. That’s an enforcer tactic. It
wouldn’t make her social anxiety go away. He’d have to find
another way.

Lorena and Gary planned to say two things to Charlotte.
Gary first needed to acknowledge all the good things that came
from her online relationship. He didn’t have to worry about her
going out with a drunk driver or getting STIs. “I’m glad that
you’re not out partying, drinking, and driving. You’re such a re-
sponsible teenager,” he said when they finally talked. By lead-
ing this way, he didn’t put her on the defensive.

The second step was for Gary to ask questions. Rather than
directly commanding her to break up with her boyfriend,
they’d collaboratively troubleshoot around her health and well-
being. “You know that I love you so much,” Gary said to her,
“and because I love you so much I need you to get the sleep you
need, to get your grades up, and to feel good about field
hockey. I also want to make sure you have friendships and rela-
tionships here as well as online. I’m concerned that you’re los-
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ing out on friendships here. Can we talk about some solutions
that make me feel good and at peace with your happiness but
that also work for you?” Gary didn’t feel that confident going
into the conversation. To his surprise, it went shockingly well.
They collaborated on some guidelines for screen time and in-
person friend time that worked for Charlotte.

What happened? Six months later, she’d broken up with the
Canadian boyfriend and started dating someone Gary liked, in
the real world. Not only that, but she was more competent and
responsible in her relationships because she was the one exer-
cising her agency. They had curfew rules that Gary felt good
about.

Their progress offered a beautiful example of what I’ve been
calling treaty coauthorship, not truce signing. Nobody’s mean-
ing dominated. Questioning was, in Voss’s terms, key to the art
of letting the other side have your way.

Kate’s Story, Part Two

Kate knew that her problems were just beginning. Her other
son, Damien, was just a few years younger than Jared, and he’d
soon be starting high school. Kate turned to Lorena for coach-
ing. They debriefed the Jared experience and prepared a plan
for responding better in the future. Sure enough, a few years
later, Damien repeated his brother’s behavior. This time, his
parents felt ready. “Yeah, we got this,” Kate’s husband said.
“I’m so glad this happened while he’s at our house.” Most par-
ents, me included, live in fear of terrible scenarios like an out-
of-control teenager coming home drunk from a party. But Kate
and her husband relished the opportunity. Why? Because their
mentor mindsets set Damien up for success in the future. They
did that by troubleshooting collaboratively, using authentic
questions with uptake.
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Kate and her husband put their drunk son Damien to bed.
The next morning, they started the conversation by saying that
normally they would ground him for two months, and that
would be the end of the conversation. If they did that, however,
then he wouldn’t learn any skills that would help him handle
the situation differently. They loved him too much to let him
keep behaving the same way, they said, so instead they would
have a series of conversations with him over the next two
months. “You might wish that we had just grounded you,
rather than talk about it,” they told him. He would have to be
honest with himself, and that would be uncomfortable. But
they promised to listen to what he said and work with him on a
solution.

For the next two weeks, Damien wasn’t grounded per se, but
he was effectively grounded. He had to talk honestly and open-
ly with his parents, answering questions about what he was
trying to accomplish by going out and getting drunk and stay-
ing out past curfew.

This series of conversations helped Kate and her husband
see that Damien’s partying behavior came from a good place.
He’s a very social kid who thrives on connecting with friends.
Damien was afraid that his friends would all have fun without
him and realize that they don’t need to invite him places any-
more. To him, the meaning of missing a party is the beginning
of a long, slow social death that ends in him having nobody to
turn to for the rest of his life. “Telling a teenager not to want to
go to a party is like telling a baby to not want to play with toys,”
Kate told me. With that understanding, she and her husband
didn’t fall into their typical good cop/bad cop, protector/en-
forcer dynamic. Instead, they sought to mentor Damien so he
could find other ways of meeting his need to be social, while
living within the family rules.
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First, they told Damien they admired his social side. They
reminded him of the time, a year earlier, when he went to a
New Year’s Eve party and talked to a girl who felt suicidal.
Damien talked her off the metaphorical ledge. The girl’s moth-
er called Kate to say thanks for helping her keep her daughter
alive. Thus, Kate didn’t shame or blame Damien’s social side.
She honored and respected it.

Second, Kate and her husband entered collaborative-trou-
bleshooting mode. They told Damien their goal was for him to
earn back their trust. “We want to be able to go to sleep at
night and not worry that you’ve snuck out and are in danger of
being killed. We can’t deal with that stress and fear. And you
probably want our trust so you can have more freedom. So
we’re ready to talk with you and understand you for as long as
you need until we figure this out.” They started troubleshooting
by debriefing the fateful night a day or two after it happened.
How did he get so drunk so quickly? The authentic questions
gave them a new insight. That evening Damien had brought a
backpack filled with hard seltzers to the party. Normally he
could only fit a few seltzers in his pants. But that night the ex-
tra storage space in the backpack made it easier for him to
drink too much. They came up with a solution: don’t ever take
a backpack. They came up with a few other principles, some of
them mundane and logistical, that Damien agreed could work
for him. After a few weeks, when he started going out with
friends again (with a short leash), they continued to debrief
and renegotiate the rules and expectations. They started having
the most honest conversations they’d ever had. Damien
stopped hiding or lying or sneaking. He began sharing. He
didn’t have many other problems throughout high school. He
grew into a happy, healthy, mature kid. This mentoring ap-
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proach ultimately made him far more prepared for the free-for-
all of college than most of his peers were.

What happened to Damien’s older brother, Jared? Lorena
helped Kate realize that she could get a do-over. Kate took the
opportunity. Once Jared moved back home during the COVID-
19 pandemic, she didn’t blame or shame or yell or tell. She
asked authentic questions about his plans and about what
wasn’t working for him. They now have the best relationship
they’ve ever had.

“I’m so grateful to have him home,” Kate told me, because
“the parent-child relationship gets frozen in that rough high
school phase, and you never have time and space to live togeth-
er as adults in a relaxed environment.” They’ve had time to
heal. Kate’s newfound mentor mindset made all the difference.
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Chapter 7

Stress

Although stressful experiences feel unpleasant in the moment, they are the
path through which everyone who ever became really good at something got
to where they are.

The synergistic-mindsets intervention

Talking About Stress
The last decade has ushered in a revolution in the science of
stress, revealing that most of us take the wrong way of thinking
and talking about stress. To see the old and new way of think-
ing, consider this message sent from an undergraduate student
named Hawi to her college professor in the spring of 2022:

I am emailing you to let you know that after nine months
of fighting, my mother lost her battle to cancer this week-
end and has passed away. Being back home knowing that
my family is not doing well, and that my mother just died,
my mental health is at an all-time low. She is literally the
closest person in my life. I do not have the emotional ca-
pacity to attend class for the rest of this week, or possibly
more. I let my group know about my situation, and they
understand. I will not be able to do any of the daily as-
signments (including the one due last night), so I sincere-
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ly hope that this will not negatively impact my grade in
your class. Please understand.

If you got this email, how would you respond? Obviously as
a first step we need to acknowledge the incredible grief and
loss Hawi must be going through. But we also have profession-
al roles that involve deadlines, expectations, and grades. On
any given day a student will experience many different outside
stressors that have nothing to do with our class—with the loss
of a loved one being among the most rare and extreme. How
should we balance our responsibilities regarding those acade-
mic stressors in the midst of Hawi’s broader experiences of
grief?

Many people feel like they have two options. Should we re-
duce stress by telling Hawi not to worry about the class? This
option extends compassion, but if we made it our policy to let
students off the hook for any and every stressful situation, it
could lead to chaos. Should we hold Hawi responsible for com-
pleting her assignments? Trapped in this tough dilemma, we
feel like we can either choose to accommodate young people’s
stress (while harming their learning and growth) or help them
move along their professional trajectories (while suffering
poorer mental health). But it doesn’t seem like we can do both.

Leaders face this dilemma more and more frequently, not
just with their mentees’ experiences with grief but with many
other serious outside stressors. In the years since the fall of
2020, my university colleagues and I have received more than
triple the number of emails regarding stressful nonacademic
issues that could legitimately derail a promising student’s
career.

Our students’ experiences are part of a bigger trend.
Scientific surveys of mental health in the United States show
that every year since 2008, the year the Great Recession began,
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youth mental health problems have risen. In the two years af-
ter the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, the rate of clinically
significant anxiety rose another 300 percent. That’s an aston-
ishing change. An international survey sponsored by Salesforce
found that 76 percent of students named well-being as their
top concern; well-being was also the most pressing issue
named by 73 percent of university administrators in a survey
from the American Council on Education.

Stef Okamoto described the same concern among managers
at Microsoft. With greater regularity, young employees email
managers asking for flexibility on deadlines, responsibilities, or
time at work due to stress or mental health challenges. So
many of Microsoft’s managers struggled to respond appropri-
ately, Stef told me, that her team had to create emergency
manager trainings.

Even trained psychologists have a hard time with problems
like Hawi’s. I learned that when I gave a talk to a large group of
PhD-level social psychologists. These experts have spent years
studying the subtleties of human emotion and social relation-
ships. I asked them what they would have said to Hawi.
Without exception, they gave some form of the answer: Don’t
worry about the class. Just focus on your family and mental
health. Take an incomplete and finish later. I get it. It seems
like the safe thing to say. But if you knew anything about Hawi
and what she was trying to accomplish, you would realize that
nothing could be further from the right answer. I know this be-
cause I interviewed Hawi a year later to ask her what she ap-
preciated and what she didn’t about her professors’ responses,
and she said she wouldn’t have wanted the PhD social psychol-
ogists’ reactions.

Interestingly, people’s ideas about stress can be just as
wrong when we move from intense, life-altering stressors to
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everyday stressors, such as feeling excluded, judged, or left out
by others. There, too, much of our society’s common sense
about stress is nonsense.

Contemporary Western culture has tended to give people
problematic beliefs about stress. Stanford University psycholo-
gist Dr. Alia Crum, a key architect of the scientific revolution in
the study of stress, calls it the stress-is-debilitating belief. This
is the belief that stress inevitably harms our performance and
health. That belief in turns leads to the conclusion that we
should avoid stress whenever possible.

Often, the stress-is-debilitating belief leads us to a protector
mindset. If someone we care about is experiencing stress and
we believe stress is bad, then it makes sense to encourage them
to take action to reduce their stress (e.g., scaling back ambi-
tions). Or we intervene to protect them from stress (e.g., taking
away their responsibilities). The social psychologists sought to
protect Hawi from stress by giving the advice to focus on men-
tal health rather than classes.

Other times, the stress-is-debilitating belief can make us en-
forcers. We say or think something like, I know that what
you’re doing is very stressful, but you need to be gritty and
power through it [or give up] because I can’t do anything to
help you. Stress is either a bad thing to avoid or a bad thing
that one must suffer through alone.

Crum’s work has shown that our culture’s stress-is-debilitat-
ing belief is both untrue and unhelpful. It’s untrue because
stress is often the natural by-product of us choosing to do
something hard that’s important to us. Examples include get-
ting a college degree, giving an important presentation at work,
or having a difficult conversation with a loved one. In fact,
stress can often help us for the better. For example, our worries
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about passing a class, giving a good speech, or having a diffi-
cult conversation could make us prepare more thoroughly.

The stress-is-debilitating belief is unhelpful because when
we believe that stress is debilitating, and then we notice our
stress, we feel even more worried. We may think, What is
wrong with me that I am the kind of person who gets so
stressed? We stress about being stressed.

What ideas can replace our culture’s stress-is-debilitating
belief? Crum has proposed a stress-can-be-enhancing belief.
With this belief, stress can serve as a source of energy to fuel
improved performance. With that belief, you can encourage
people to lean into their stress—to use it as an asset. You’re not
lowering standards. You’re just helping them see how their
body’s stress can act as a resource to help them meet a higher
standard.

When we teach a stress-can-be-enhancing belief, it can con-
vince young people to see some forms of stress as a positive re-
source. What’s more, when we emphasize that stress can be en-
hancing, and it actually helps them do well, then they remem-
ber it. This mentor-mindset approach to stress—embracing
stress, rather than running from it or getting crushed by it—
helps impart a nugget of wisdom that reinforces resilience in
the long run. An example of how I’ve tried to apply this in my
own parenting with my daughter, Scarlett, appears in box 7.1.

Box 7.1. Applying the Stress-Is-Enhancing Mindset in
Parenting

On the morning of her big sixth-grade cello audition, my daughter, Scarlett,
got in the car and said, “Daddy, I’m worried I’m not going to do well on the
audition. I feel so stressed and nervous that my stomach hurts.” I didn’t want
her to suffer. Should I tell her that she didn’t have to do the audition? No,
then she wouldn’t get the satisfaction of a job well done after the months of
rehearsal. The protector mode was out. Should I tell her to just ignore it? No,
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suppressing bad feelings, pushing them down, usually doesn’t help you and
could do harm. Besides, girls in our culture are already told far too frequently
to ignore intense feelings. I didn’t want to perpetuate that. Enforcer mode
was out. How could I respond with the mentor mindset?

I turned to Scarlett and asked, “What do you think I’m going to say?” To
my surprise, she replied, “Oh, you’re going to tell me that the fact that I’m
nervous means that I really care about doing well on the audition. I’ve chosen
to do something important. And you’re going to say that my racing heart is
just getting more oxygen and adrenaline in my blood to my muscles and my
brain so that I can remember what I practiced and do my best.” I was
shocked. She said it better than I could! “Yes, that’s exactly what I was going
to say. How did you know that?” I replied. Scarlett said, “Oh, you told me
that two years ago when I was about to water-ski, and I was nervous and
floating in the water with butterflies in my stomach. You said that the stress
would make my muscles strong enough to hold on to the rope. Then I got up
and had the most fun skiing ever.” “Okay, wow,” I replied, “so do you think
you can keep that in mind when you go to your audition today?” “I guess
so,” she said. And guess what? She nailed the audition!

Because the stress-is-debilitating belief is so pervasive—and
the stress-can-be-enhancing belief is relatively unknown—
teachers, parents, and other youth-serving professionals face a
seemingly impossible version of the mentor’s dilemma. This
dilemma was at the heart of the question of how to respond to
Hawi’s situation in school.

On the one hand, many of young people’s most potent stres-
sors come from school, or more generally the challenge of
keeping their skills relevant in an ever-changing labor market.
Young people need to work hard and persist in gaining ad-
vanced technical skills, not only to have a career path but also
to have a foundation of logical reasoning and problem-solving
for any career path. We shouldn’t tell young people to give up
on their most demanding courses. But if we maintain impossi-
ble demands, as in an enforcer mindset (bottom left of figure
7.1), the chronic stress could crush them.
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Figure 7.1. Three alternative responses to a young person’s stressful
situation.

On the other hand, youth today are experiencing exceptional
levels of stress and mental health problems. Spurred by our
culture’s stress-is-debilitating belief, adults feel compelled to
take stressful demands off the table. Teachers, managers, and
parents resort to the language of self-care: take a break, focus
on mindfulness, deprioritize your achievement goals. The pro-
tector-mindset response (middle of figure 7.1) is often the op-
posite of what young people need to hear. It doesn’t help them
to persevere through the normal and inevitable negative feel-
ings of confusion or frustration as they grow and develop in
school or at work.

What if we didn’t have to choose? What if we could maintain
rigorous standards without causing unbearable stress—for ex-
ample by increasing support (bottom right of figure 7.1)? Let’s
return to Hawi and see what the mentor-mindset approach to
stress could look like.

When Hawi was in elementary school, her family emigrated
from Amhara, a region in northern Ethiopia, to a suburban
neighborhood near Dallas, Texas. She excelled in high school,
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making the honor roll each semester, while leading the debate
team and playing in the chamber orchestra. She was elected
president of the student council during her senior year. Hawi’s
mother was proud when Hawi was admitted to a selective hon-
ors program at the University of Texas at Austin. In college,
she threw herself into her studies and her leadership roles. She
joined the University Leadership Network, the Black Business
Student Association, and many other clubs. She studied urban
economic development in South Africa. Her senior year, while
she was living at home with her dying mother and caring for
her brother and father, she finished both an honors thesis and
an independent research project to help Black students feel
comfortable and be successful when studying abroad. She had
lined up a job at a large financial services company in their
competitive two-year program. It would rotate her around
every major consumer division and launch her career into the
stratosphere.

Hawi was competent, motivated, and goal driven, and she
had a vision for her future. The class in question was the last
one she needed to graduate in her major, and she wanted to
graduate on time to start her job. After all, Hawi’s mother
wouldn’t have wanted her death to derail her daughter’s bright
future. But of course, Hawi was still grieving. She needed flexi-
bility on the assignments along with reassurance that she
wouldn’t be made to feel guilty or ashamed for falling behind
or letting her group down. She didn’t need a handout—a fake
A. Hawi viewed this class, and her final project in it, as a step
toward achieving her career goals and making an impact in the
world.

How did Hawi’s professor reply? The professor maintained
the high standard for the most meaningful part of the course—
the final project—but supported Hawi by relieving her of most
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small assignments—the daily work. Said another way, the pro-
fessor maintained intellectual rigor while offering logistical
flexibility. The daily assignments served to keep students on
task, but Hawi was already self-motivated, so it made sense to
emphasize the rigorous thinking needed to complete a high-
quality final project. Rather than just telling her to forget about
the class, the professor emphasized to her that during a time of
crisis, doing something that matters to you and the world
around you can provide a sense of meaning that can help you
cope with stress. The professor paired the high standards of the
mentor mindset with high supports: the professor met with
Hawi and her classmates multiple times to give feedback on
their group project, sharing resources to help them refine it.

What happened next? Hawi came back to class after a few
weeks and got to work on a superb final project. She and her
team developed a novel method for coaching teachers to have a
more understanding and empathic approach to discipline in
middle school, allowing them to practice using large language
model technology (e.g., OpenAI’s GPT-4), over a year before
most of the public knew about generative AI. Her group’s pre-
sentation became the model shown to new students in subse-
quent semesters in the class. Hawi’s contributions proved inte-
gral to the project, and the content she learned in class also
helped her finish her senior thesis. A few weeks later, she grad-
uated with honors. The graduation celebration was everything
she could have asked for, as she was surrounded by her loved
ones, bittersweet tears in her eyes, knowing that her mom
would be proud of her.

This is what the mentor-mindset approach to embracing
(rather than fearing) stress can be about. Hawi wouldn’t have
made it to that moment if her professor had taken a protector
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approach to stress or mental health (you’re too stressed, take
an incomplete) or an enforcer approach (suck it up).

The New Science of Stress
We don’t always realize it, but the purpose of the human stress
system is fundamentally good. It keeps us alive. Imagine a per-
son crossing a busy intersection when a car suddenly speeds
toward them. If the person experienced no stress response,
they wouldn’t jump out of the street and out of danger. A well-
functioning stress response mobilizes energy to help us get to
safety. To experience stress is to be fit for survival.

The way people tend to talk about stress obscures this point
because it confuses different terms. Affective scientists—the ex-
perts who specialize in stress and emotions—are careful to dis-
tinguish a stressor from a stress response. A stressor is simply
any demand that your body or mind responds to. You can have
a material demand, such as a speeding car, or a psychological
demand, such as an important presentation for your boss at
work. A stress response is how your body or mind reacts to a
stressor. Stressors, especially psychological stressors, are often
neither good nor bad. The ways in which we respond to our
stressors, however, can be better or worse. A person can stand
frozen in the street and get crushed (a negative response), or
they can jump out of the way (a positive response). Similarly,
someone can feel completely overwhelmed by a presentation (a
negative response), or they can focus on their excitement to
show what they’ve accomplished (a positive response).

Common ways of talking about stress conflate these two.
When people say, I’m stressed out, they usually mean, I’m hav-
ing a negative response to this stressful demand. A listener,
however, can mistakenly interpret that statement as, This per-
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son’s stressor is bad and needs to be removed. Due to that
miscommunication, people default to the stress-is-debilitating
belief and the protector mindset that follows from it.

What causes a negative stress response? People’s appraisals,
or interpretations, of stressful situations lead them in positive
or negative directions. Figure 7.2 shows a simple pathway
building on the work of Stanford University affective scientist
James Gross. First, when people encounter a stressor, they
must appraise the severity of how demanding the task is.
Factors that make a stressor more demanding include how
much effort a task requires, how uncertain the outcome is, or
how many things we have to deal with. Second, people also ap-
praise the resources available to cope with the stressful de-
mand. Examples of resources include skills, preparation, time,
or the amount of help people get from others.

Importantly, people’s appraisals of demands and resources
aren’t fully determined by the situation. They’re subjective, and
subjective perceptions can differ. For example, a calculus exam
might feel highly demanding for someone just learning calcu-
lus. It’s less demanding for a professional mathematician. The
questions on the exam are the same, but the subjective level of
demand differs. People perceive resources subjectively as well.
A shy calculus student might think they can’t turn to their
peers for help. An outgoing student might think the opposite.
Both individuals are surrounded by the same number of class-
mates to possibly study with, but the appraisals of whether
those peers are helpful resources can differ.
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Figure 7.2. The path from stressors to stress responses goes through
appraisals.

What makes appraisals the key to good or bad stress re-
sponses? After people have appraised demands and resources,
they can respond to a stressor in one of two ways: a threat-type
or a challenge-type response. See figure 7.3.

The human stress system shows a threat-type stress re-
sponse when a person makes an appraisal that the high level of
demand from a stressor exceeds the available resources for
coping with it (left side of figure 7.3). This threat-type stress
leads the body and the mind to prepare for damage and de-
feat. First, the blood vasculature becomes more constricted,
keeping more blood centrally and less blood in the extremities.
This vascular constriction is a holdover from our evolutionary
ancestors. They primarily faced physical threats. Preparing for
damage and defeat meant minimizing blood loss by keeping
more blood in the body’s core. Next, with a threat-type re-
sponse, people release more of the hormone cortisol. Cortisol
reduces inflammation in damaged body tissue. Threat-type
stress evokes a cortisol response because the mind expects to
suffer physical harm, and therefore have damaged tissue to at-
tend to. Threat-type stress also tends to reduce testosterone
because being defeated tends to decrease testosterone, in both
men and women. Further, people experience more negative
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emotions, such as anxiety, because they worry about their sur-
vival. Finally, people underperform because the neurons in
their brains receive less-oxygenated blood.

Figure 7.3. Demand/resource stress appraisals lead to threat- versus
challenge-type responses.

As shown on the right side of figure 7.3, the human stress
system can instead show a challenge-type stress response. This
happens when people make an appraisal that they have suffi-
cient resources to meet the high demands of a stressful situa-
tion. When the mind expects to rise to meet the challenge, then
the heart pumps more blood throughout the body. That brings
more oxygenated blood to the muscles and the brain. The body
doesn’t produce as much cortisol because the mind doesn’t ex-
pect damage and defeat. Instead, the body produces more
testosterone because the mind expects to earn the prestige that
comes from being successful at something difficult. Challenge-
type stress also tends to make people feel less anxiety and more
confidence. Motivation and performance go up. This is why af-
fective scientists seek to promote challenge-type responses as a
solution to threat-type responses—and as an alternative to giv-
ing up (which would eliminate the stressor altogether).
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Simple (but Powerful) Interventions
Jeremy Jamieson, now a professor of psychology at the
University of Rochester, grew up in a working-class family in
the Boston area. He’s the kind of scientist with a rare ability to
apply his considerable work ethic to a single-minded focus on
technical details that most other people find too mundane. He
applied this personality quirk to his two passions: Boston pro-
fessional sports teams and the minutiae of the body’s cardio-
vascular and neuroendocrine responses to stress. He hit the
jackpot when he landed a postdoctoral fellowship in Boston,
working with one of Harvard University’s top affective scien-
tists, Dr. Wendy Mendes. Jamieson arrived at Harvard eager to
test a simple idea with profound implications. Why not tell re-
search participants that their stress responses are fuel to im-
prove performance?

Jamieson’s reasoning aligned with Crum’s research on the
stress-can-be-enhancing belief. It contradicted society’s typical
view, which is that when we feel stressed—when our hearts
race and our palms sweat—it means we don’t have the re-
sources to cope with our demands. Jamieson wondered: What
if he could convince people that their stress responses weren’t
additional demands, but additional resources? By changing
their appraisals, he might help people realize that they had the
resources they needed to meet their demands. That is, if he
gave people a challenge-type appraisal of their stress, it might
lead to a physiological challenge-type response. This idea was
too good not to try.

Jamieson wrote a scientific article for research participants
to read before they took a stressful exam. The information was
basically what I’ve said in this chapter (see box 7.2).
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Box 7.2. Excerpts from Dr. Jeremy Jamieson’s Stress-
Can-Be-Enhancing Scientific Article

People generally think that feeling anxious will make them do poorly.
However, our research indicates that being nervous does not hurt
performance, but actually helps because our body releases hor-
mones called catecholamines which are associated with better cog-
nitive functioning.
When people are stressed or anxious, the sympathetic nervous sys-
tem (SNS) tells the body to release energy. This results in an in-
creased heart rate, which is vital because it delivers oxygen to the
brain. Thus, a racing heart rate signals that your body is moving
blood to where it is needed.
The SNS also affects breathing. Breathing becomes faster and deep-
er because of our body’s need for more oxygen. Sometimes, breath-
ing can become irregular and cause harmless but unpleasant symp-
toms, such as breathlessness.
Finally, SNS activation increases sweating, which cools the body to
prevent it from overheating and allows the person to address the
anxiety-provoking situation without collapsing from heat. So, sweat-
ing during stressful situations is perfectly normal and helped our an-
cestors survive.
During the test today it is important to remember that your body’s re-
sponses to stress are both helpful and normal. Please try and re-
member this if you find yourself feeling nervous.

Jamieson evaluated his scientific article’s impact with two
different groups of students in two different papers. One was
composed of Harvard juniors and seniors who were studying
for the Graduate Record Examinations (GRE), the exam you
must pass to be admitted to graduate school. These bright stu-
dents felt threatened by a high-stakes test. The other group
consisted of older adults taking remedial (high school) math at
a community college in Cuyahoga County, Ohio. These low-
achieving students experienced confidence issues. They often
reported having “math scar tissue” from decades of feeling like
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they’re “dumb at math” or have a “bad math brain.” To these
adults, remedial math presented a demand that far exceeded
their perceived coping resources. But what happened when
Jamieson convinced both groups that their visceral stress re-
sponses were actually assets, not liabilities?

Jamieson’s results proved astounding. For the Harvard stu-
dents, the stress-can-be-enhancing article boosted math GRE
scores from an average of 705 in the control group (on a scale
of 800) to 770 in the treatment group. That’s the difference be-
tween being admitted to a mediocre graduate program versus a
top-flight graduate program. In the community college experi-
ments, which were replicated three times, Jamieson gave the
treatment right before the second (of three) major in-class ex-
ams. He found that students in the treatment group performed
better on the final two exams, compared to the control stu-
dents, who spiraled into worse and worse performance.
Jamieson also analyzed students’ saliva for cortisol. He found
that the stress-can-be-enhancing treatment reduced cortisol
(and increased testosterone) for the rest of the semester—but
cortisol remained elevated in the control.

Jamieson’s study shows that the Cuyahoga students would
have been stuck in a cycle of worsening performance, spiking
cortisol, and spiraling threat. But his treatment caused stu-
dents to view their stress and anxiety as a resource, not a
deficit. It slowed or even reversed the threat cycle. Putting the
two studies together, Jamieson showed how a stress-can-be-
enhancing appraisal of our body’s stress physiology can power-
fully benefit both high achievers and struggling students.

Jamieson’s brief interventions took about five minutes to
complete. How could such a short exercise have made such a
difference? The reason comes from the power of appraisals.
When people face a stressful event, their appraisals determine
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their responses (figure 7.2). One can therefore target some-
one’s appraisals and break the link between a demanding stres-
sor and their threat-type response. In the case of unavoidable
stressors (like hard exams), the appraisal approach unlocks a
powerful class of possible interventions.

The benefits of targeting appraisals, however, tend to be
narrow. For example, in Jamieson’s studies he found that his
intervention helped people think differently about test anxiety.
But that same message wouldn’t necessarily work as well for
other kinds of stressors, like giving a presentation at work or
feeling lonely at college. Our culture constantly bombards us
with negative, stress-is-debilitating beliefs, and so people will
fall back into that belief eventually. The challenge of overriding
our culturally inherited belief system is called the transfer
problem.

Recently, I teamed up with Jamieson and other scientists to
try and overcome the transfer problem in stress. To do so, we
developed what we call the synergistic-mindsets intervention.

Synergistic Mindsets
In 2018, I got a call from Danielle Krettek Cobb, a creative de-
signer at Google. A few years earlier, she started a small up-
start group within Google’s machine-intelligence unit, called
Empathy Lab. Empathy Lab brought together philosophy, art,
literature, and technology with Krettek Cobb’s infectious ener-
gy. Cobb had an impressive track record in tech. She was a de-
signer at Google X, Google’s “moonshot factory.” Before that,
she worked under Jony Ive and Steve Jobs at Apple, helping to
launch iconic products such as the iPad. And prior to that, she
worked on the Air Jordan line under Phil Knight at Nike.
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In 2018, Krettek Cobb saw the future, and the future was ar-
tificial intelligence (AI). (This was four years before the public
release of ChatGPT and other generative-AI language technolo-
gy). Krettek Cobb worried that the rush to create machines that
could do the work of humans would fail to account for what
makes us human. She thought AI could function as a support-
ive friend to help us become better humans, not replace our
humanity. Empathy Lab’s sweatshirts proclaimed, THE FUTURE

IS FEELING, and touted being on TEAM HUMAN. (Snarky Google
engineers retorted they were on “team robot.”) To elevate the
team-human agenda within Google’s machine-intelligence
group, Krettek Cobb picked a demonstration case study. She
decided that Empathy Lab would design AI systems that could
help people anticipate and deal with stress. Krettek Cobb won-
dered: What if someone’s ecosystem of devices—smartwatches,
phones, and apps—could detect negative stress and say some-
thing in response to help us deal with our stress before it spi-
raled out of control? If she could bring this possibility to life,
Krettek Cobb reasoned, she could create a powerful case study
of how to integrate machine intelligence with human empathy.

Krettek Cobb called me because she had a problem. Suppose
your personal AI could detect negative, threat-type stress re-
sponses. What should it say to you to help you cope with stress
better? Should it tell you to stop being stressed? Give you di-
rections to the closest yoga studio? Remind you to breathe, as
though your brain stem wasn’t already taking care of that?
Krettek Cobb rejected these obvious, superficial ideas. She un-
derstood that our culture’s stress-is-debilitating belief system
was likely to generate all kinds of nonsense advice about stress,
but she needed help identifying a viable alternative. I didn’t
know how to answer her question either. And so, we created a
team with affective scientists Jeremy Jamieson and James
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Gross, and leading social psychologist Christopher Bryan, to
generate the basic scientific breakthroughs.

Together, we developed the theory of synergistic mindsets.
Not only has this theory yielded one of the most effective treat-
ments we have ever developed, but it’s also turned out to be a
key practice of mentor-mindset teachers, parents, and
managers.

When we looked at the literature, we saw two kinds of mes-
sages that could help people thrive during stressful situations.
One was a growth mindset: the idea, growing out of Carol
Dweck’s research, that abilities are not fixed but can be devel-
oped with effort and coaching. The growth mindset causes peo-
ple to view difficulty as a positive challenge—a chance to learn,
grow, and improve—rather than as a threat. Crum’s stress-can-
be-enhancing belief gave us the second idea. As we saw in the
Jamieson experiment, the stress-can-be-enhancing belief caus-
es people to view their own bodily stress responses as assets—
resources that help them deal with stressful demands—thereby
promoting challenge-type stress responses. Krettek Cobb want-
ed to know which of these two ideas we should consider.

One day it dawned on us: the answer was both! The two be-
liefs go together. They’re synergistic. Together, these ideas can
help people overcome two different terrifying barriers to their
development. The first barrier is, Oh no, I can’t do this, and the
second is, Even if I did do it, I would be so stressed and over-
whelmed that I would fail. The growth mindset helps people
positively engage with a challenge that will cause stress. The
stress-can-be-enhancing belief helps people channel the in-
evitable negative feelings that stress causes.

Imagine you were a college student taking hard classes, or a
young employee preparing a presentation for a senior vice
president. Suppose you had a growth-mindset belief and em-
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braced intellectual challenges, but still had a stress-is-debilitat-
ing belief. As your growth mindset led you to labor at the edges
of your abilities, your stressful demands would increase. If you
thought that demanding stress was a bad thing—a sign that
you’re doing something wrong—then you might cope poorly.
Maybe you would procrastinate; maybe you would self-handi-
cap or just avoid the situation altogether. The stress-is-debili-
tating belief could undermine your growth-mindset belief.

Now imagine the opposite. Suppose you had a stress-can-
be-enhancing belief and a fixed-mindset belief. In this scenario
you would believe that your stress could serve as an asset for
performance, but you wouldn’t bother trying hard because you
believed you couldn’t improve your areas of weakness. A fixed
mindset prevented you from putting your stress-can-be-en-
hancing beliefs into practice. See table 7.1.

The synergistic mindsets was a scientific breakthrough be-
cause it showed how complementary these two ideas were (as
shown in table 7.1). But before we would be ready to spread the
word (or bake it into a product), we needed hard evidence that
it worked. We got the proof from one of the most immersive
experimental methods in social psychology.
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Table 7.1. The Synergistic-Mindsets Framework

STRESS BELIEFS

  Stress-is-debilitating beliefs Stress-can-be-enhancing
beliefs

Ability beliefs
Growth-mind-
set beliefs

I could grow from this chal-
lenge if I could handle it, but
the stress is going to make
me fail.

Synergistic Mindsets
I could grow from this chal-
lenge by using my stress re-
sponses as a resource for
learning and performance.

Fixed-mindset
beliefs

This challenge is hard be-
cause I lack ability, and my
stress response is making me
perform even worse.

I might be able to my use my
stress responses as a re-
source, but they can’t help
me grow because ability is
fixed.

In 1993, biopsychologist Clemens Kirschbaum published an
ingenious way to study social stress. Social stress refers to
stressors that threaten our feelings of status or respect by mak-
ing us feel like our social selves are being judged and evaluated.
Kirschbaum created the Trier Social Stress Test (or TSST for
short). At the time, researchers had designed far more methods
for studying physical stress than for social stress. In the cold
pressor test, participants submerge their hands in an ice-cold
bucket for a minute or longer. In the carbon dioxide (CO2)
challenge, participants use an inhaler to fill their lungs with
CO2, temporarily creating a sensation of suffocating. But how
could researchers study the social stressors that regular people
experience in their modern social lives? To find an answer,
Kirschbaum came up with his uniquely socially painful (but ul-
timately harmless) TSST procedure.

Here’s how the TSST works (see figure 7.4). Researchers
bring participants into a psychology laboratory. (In our studies
they’re usually aged eighteen to twenty-three.) Researchers



237

connect them to devices that monitor their blood flow, their
breathing rate, the electrical activity in the sweat on their skin,
and their blood pressure, among other things. These provide
the stress measurements. The participants rest a bit to get sta-
ble measures (the baseline period). Then researchers take them
through any intervention (or control) materials (the treatment
period). In our studies they complete the synergistic-mindsets
intervention. Then the social stress begins. Surprise!
Participants have to give a speech in front of two evaluators.
The topic is what makes someone popular and likable at your
age. The evaluators, participants are told, will judge their
speeches based on whether they know what they’re talking
about. The participants don’t know that the evaluators have
been trained by us, the researchers, to be impossible to im-
press. Participants then have three minutes to prepare their re-
marks (the prep period) and five minutes to speak (the speech
period). While participants give their speeches, two stone-
faced evaluators sit in front of them with clipboards, judging
their every move. The speech period is a double social stressor.
Most people find extemporaneous public speaking to be highly
demanding. In addition, the topic creates a strong implication
that if you give a poor speech, you must not be popular or lik-
able. The unimpressed evaluators therefore seem to confirm
your low social status.

After the speech, we spring another surprise: It’s time to do
mental math! You must count backward from 968 in incre-
ments of seventeen as fast as you can. If you make a mistake,
the two evaluators stop you and make you retry each number.
Again, they are unrelenting and unforgiving. This is a potent
social stressor because most people in Western countries such
as the United States dislike doing mental math in front of oth-
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ers. After five minutes of math, participants take a break and
recover.

Figure 7.4. The Trier Social Stress Test (TSST) and the corresponding
biopsychological measurements.

Kirschbaum designed the TSST to simulate real-life social-
emotional stress in its most concentrated form. Suppose you’re
in a meeting and your boss’s boss puts you on the spot. They
ask you to provide an analysis of a complicated problem in
front of a room filled with senior managers. Failure could
mean you’re no longer in line for a promotion. That’s a lot like
the TSST. So is the experience of being in a college calculus
class. The professor cold-calls you to answer a challenging
question in front of the whole class, seemingly outing you as
someone who doesn’t belong. These scenarios, like the TSST,
frighten us because they carry the risk of humiliation. But
they’re also great ways to study positive, challenge-type stress
versus negative, threat-type stress. If you think about these sit-
uations in the right way—with a positive appraisal—they
present opportunities to make positive impressions on people
whose opinions really matter.

A healthy response to the TSST (and the situations it is
meant to represent) is a challenge-type stress response. In a
challenge-type response, participants embrace the stressful ex-
perience. They engage with the speech and do their best on the
math. By contrast, in a threat-type response, participants with-
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draw. They avoid. To figure out which of these two responses
people are showing, the researchers look at differences in how
constricted the participants’ blood vessels are, which, as noted,
is a telltale sign of whether people are showing challenge- or
threat-type responses. Specifically, researchers are looking at
total peripheral resistance, or TPR. TPR is the amount of pres-
sure on the blood vessels in your periphery—when blood ves-
sels constrict (as in a threat-type response), pressure rises;
when blood vessels dilate (as in a challenge-type response),
pressure falls. Thus, lower TPR indicates that you possessed
the resources to meet the demands of the speech and the men-
tal math—you had a challenge-type response.

The TSST was a great way to evaluate the synergistic-mind-
sets intervention (i.e., growth-mindset beliefs plus stress-can-
be-enhancing beliefs) before recommending it for Google’s
stress products. Therefore, in a 2022 study published in the
journal Nature, we ran several hundred young people through
our intervention and the TSST. Half of participants completed
the synergistic-mindsets materials (see excerpts in box 7.3)
and half of them completed a control protocol prior to com-
pleting the TSST’s speech and mental math tasks.

Box 7.3. Excerpts from the Synergistic-Mindsets
Intervention

The synergistic-mindsets intervention included two kinds of messaging:
growth mindset and stress-can-be-enhancing. (Chris Bryan and I were the
lead authors; Danielle Krettek Cobb, Jeremy Jamieson, James Gross, and
Meghann Johnson contributed key ideas.)

Growth-Mindset Messaging
When you’re faced with difficult challenges and you keep trying until you get
better, your brain grows new connections and becomes better at taking on
new challenges in the future.… When something does feel really difficult,
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your brain learns how to respond more effectively to that challenge. It’s a lot
like the way rigorous exercise makes your muscles really sore at first but,
with training, your muscles don’t just get stronger, they also recover more
quickly when you push them to their limit.

Stress-Can-Be-Enhancing Messaging
People often mistake their body’s stress response for a sign that they’re in a
situation they can’t handle. It’s easy to do—racing heart, fast breathing,
sweating—these are also ways our bodies respond in emergencies, when
we’re in real trouble. This is a mistake that actually can cause you to perform
worse because, if you think your stress response is a problem, you’re more
likely to be worried about it and get distracted from performing.… You can
use your body’s stress response effectively next time you feel it kicking in
while you’re trying to perform or master something difficult. When you start
to feel anxious, try to remind yourself that this is your body’s way of helping
you to rise and meet the challenge you’re facing. That should help you to
spend less time worrying about the fact that you feel anxious. Then you can
focus on what you’re doing and let your body’s stress response give you the
extra boost you need.

Our study’s results were clear. Among young people in the
control group who didn’t get the synergistic-mindsets interven-
tion, we saw a striking increase in TPR. That was a threat-type
response. Some felt so threatened that they just stopped talk-
ing halfway through the speech, as though they’d rather say
nothing than risk saying something dumb. Among participants
in the synergistic-mindsets group, however, we saw a strikingly
different pattern of results. They showed much lower TPR re-
activity. That meant more blood could be pumped through
their blood vessels (see figure 7.5), bringing more oxygenated
blood to their brains and muscles, powering better perfor-
mance. These results were important because they showed that
the treatment didn’t remove stress. Those participants were
still sweating; their hearts were racing. They looked stressed
from a nonscientific perspective. But this stress was positive; it
was fuel for optimal performance. This happened because the
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synergy of the growth mindset and the stress-can-be-enhanc-
ing mindset allowed participants to make a challenge ap-
praisal. The growth-mindset belief helped participants to see
the speech and the math less as something terrifying to escape
and more as an opportunity to challenge themselves and per-
haps develop new skills. From there, the stress-can-be-enhanc-
ing belief helped participants to recognize their bodies’ stress
responses as sources of extra resources that they could channel
to meet the challenge before them.

Our synergistic-mindsets treatment helped participants to
see the daunting speech they were being asked to give as some-
thing they had the resources to handle. That prevented their
minds and bodies from thinking they would fail. Instead, they
were directing their attention toward the prospect of success
(see box 7.3).

A follow-up experiment showed that both beliefs were im-
portant. When we removed either the growth-mindset or the
stress-can-be-enhancing content, we didn’t see the same bene-
fits for stress responses as the synergistic treatment that put
both mindsets together. Thus, it was truly the complementary
nature of the two mindsets that made the difference. (Note that
each solitary mindset on its own yielded benefits in other stud-
ies; it was just the response to the extreme social stress of the
TSST that required both.)

Did the synergistic-mindsets intervention overcome the
transfer problem and show effects that lasted over time? In an-
other experiment, we gave the intervention (or a control) to
ninth- and tenth-grade students at a public school in the
Rochester, New York, area that almost exclusively served Black
and Latinx students who lived in a poor community. The stu-
dents experienced many physical and social stressors, includ-
ing threats of violence, food insecurity, and cultural stereotyp-
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ing. Could a short online intervention focused only on academ-
ic stressors help them cope with their everyday stressors? It
did. We measured emotional well-being and collected saliva
samples (to analyze for cortisol levels) three times per day,
over five days after the intervention. We found higher well-be-
ing and lower cortisol levels, consistent with reductions in
threat-type stress responses. We also found that students
passed their classes at higher rates—especially their most chal-
lenging science and math classes—a year later. Thus, when we
targeted overall beliefs about stressors and stress responses,
the students transferred their synergistic mindsets to new situ-
ations far into the future.

Figure 7.5. The effect of the synergistic-mindsets treatment on threat-
type stress responses during the Trier Social Stress Test (TSST) (y axis
is TPR reactivity).

Language that Supports Synergistic
Mindsets
Our studies showed that synergistic mindsets had great poten-
tial, even from a short intervention (see box 7.3) lasting only
twenty or thirty minutes. A problem remained, however. We
needed to know: Can you say something shorter to support a
young person’s mindsets?

We next examined the natural language that could help
young people deal with stress. Dr. Cameron Hecht, a postdoc-
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toral fellow at my research institute, led a research study on the
supportive language that helps echo the synergistic mindsets.
He showed that a short online synergistic-mindsets treatment
proved twice as effective when it was accompanied with a sup-
portive statement from the professor. What was the supportive
statement? The professor explained that they had designed
hard timed quizzes to help students build their skills and learn
to cope with stress, in a low-stakes setting that didn’t count for
much of their grade. When students received this mindset-sup-
portive message, they felt like they could truly grow and learn
in the class, even if stressed. That match between their person-
al beliefs and the ideas in the classroom culture doubled the
benefits of the synergistic mindsets. When professors didn’t do
this, students saw a mismatch between their synergistic mind-
sets and the classroom culture. The intervention was half as
potent.

Hecht’s study also gave us a window into the best things for
students to say to themselves before a hard quiz. The results
were illuminating. Examples from the most successful students
—those who used the synergistic mindsets effectively for the
rest of the semester and coped better with stress—appear in
box 7.4. They tended to focus on embracing stress, not shying
away from it. The least successful students in the synergistic-
mindsets experiment didn’t do that. They suppressed their
stress, telling themselves to fake like they aren’t stressed, or
saying to themselves that they shouldn’t feel stressed. When
people retained the old view that stress is debilitating—and
should be suppressed—then participants didn’t profit from the
intervention.

Box 7.4. What the Most Successful Students Said to
Themselves About Stress Before Taking a Hard Timed
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Quiz

“Before I take each quiz, I remind myself that nerves are normal and
that I am prepared. I tell myself, ‘You did the reading, and any
nerves/increased heart rate is your body’s way of helping you. Try
your best and the results are not a reflection of you as a person.’ ”
“Instead of spiraling into a frenzy over my increased heart rate, I be-
gin to think of that feeling as my body pumping the adrenaline need-
ed to pull through a challenge. I used to get so hung up on the jitters
leading up to/during tests and quizzes, but I am slowly starting to
recognize that feeling as a learning experience that I can grow from.”
“As I start to feel my stress or anxiety increase during a quiz, I re-
member that these are meant to challenge me. Through this chal-
lenge, it will reinforce my studying and note-taking habits. My results
will continue to improve.”
“Before every quiz, my body starts to panic. I wonder if I studied effi-
ciently enough or if I retained any of the important information.
However, I know now that that feeling is actually beneficial for me.
That feeling is going to help me grow. It’s going to strengthen my
brain and set me up for learning in the future. And that thought, it’s
comforting for me. It almost helps me relax while I am taking the
quiz. It used to be when I panicked, I would read as fast as I could in
hopes of getting the question over with. But that would then lead to
me failing to comprehend it, wasting my time. That doesn’t happen
to me anymore.”

Hecht’s study showed that leaders need to align their lan-
guage with the synergistic-mindsets message, and that young
people need to echo it when they talk to themselves before a
stressful situation. What does synergistic-mindsets language
look like in the real world, when a leader speaks freely to a
young person? To get to the bottom of this question, we exam-
ined one of the most stress-inducing rites of passage in modern
society: the college-application process.
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The Sergio Trifecta
Every year, millions of high school students apply to college.
And every year, millions confront the stress of finding out
where they will get in. Why? Because college admissions is of-
ten presented to kids as a referendum on their ability and po-
tential. To parents, it can feel like the final verdict on whether
they’ve done a good job. If young people feel overwhelmed by
this pressure, they could struggle or give up during the applica-
tion process. That could dash their dreams and underutilize
their potential. What can adults say to help students overcome
the stressful demands of college applications?

That’s the question we asked ourselves when we launched
into the next phase of synergistic-mindsets research. We stud-
ied thousands of text messages that stressed-out high school
seniors sent to an app that uses AI to give college-application
advice. An AI-powered app for college students could be a god-
send, if it worked. For example, youth who are the first in their
families to apply to college can’t rely on college-educated fami-
ly members to guide them through the daunting process. If AI
could address even a fraction of the concerns applicants have,
it could benefit thousands or even millions of people hoping to
climb the socioeconomic ladder. If the AI-powered advice
doesn’t help, however, then they wouldn’t see this benefit.

College applicants normally ask mundane questions, such
as, What’s the deadline to pick a major? AI can answer those
types of questions easily because it responds by parroting what
public websites already say, or humans can prewrite answers to
a set of common questions. Interestingly, applicants often raise
profoundly personal questions that the Internet can’t readily
answer. The app escalates these questions to human advisers,
not AI. Examples include:
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“What if I am not good enough for college?”
“I’m a first-gen college student. My parents both
dropped out of high school. I feel so alone in all this.”
“I recently lost someone, and it has been hard to find
motivation to continue my work.”

How would you reply to these? Hopefully you would do a
better job than the advisers in our dataset. For instance, in re-
sponse to the third text above, an adviser wrote:

Hi ------, you are connected to a college adviser, and a live
person here. I’m so sorry to hear this. We want to make
sure you get the support you need. If you need to, you can
contact The Crisis Text Hotline by texting HELLO to
741741. They are available 24/7 to respond to any kind of
crisis. I understand how you are feeling—it can some-
times be difficult to focus, especially during a time like
this, but it’s extremely important that you continue to put
your best foot forward. Here are a few tips [website] on
how to stay motivated. Please let me know if you have any
follow-up questions. Thank you!

In general, the human advisers followed this outline:

1. Sympathizing in a way that downplays the applicant’s
feelings

2. Offering a laundry list of advice without specific
guidance

3. Sending the student off to go take care of things
themselves

These responses didn’t address the applicants’ underlying
fears and beliefs. The applicants worried that (1) their struggles
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—their lack of confidence, support, or motivation—would con-
tinue indefinitely even after they turned in their applications
(i.e., a fixed-mindset belief), and (2) that their intense negative
feelings—self-doubt, loneliness, or grief—meant that they
would be overwhelmed and fail in college (i.e., a stress-is-de-
bilitating belief).

What should the text message responders have said instead?
To find out, we asked our most reliable source of mentor-
mindset wisdom, Sergio Estrada, to answer the texts. I call his
response the Sergio Trifecta. As shown in box 7.5, it has three
parts: (1) validate and reframe, (2) seek to understand, and (3)
offer to collaborate.

Box 7.5. The Sergio Trifecta: Language for Synergistic
Mindsets

1. Validate and reframe: Sergio always validates where a person is
coming from, why the source of their stress is legitimate. He never
minimizes, he never diminishes, he never asks you to hide it away.
Usually, he comes up with an external reason for your stress—for ex-
ample, something that society or culture has put on you. He does
that to avoid insulting young people. It also makes them open to re-
framing their stress. He wants them to see that the cause of their
stress is not permanent and fixed. In addition, he finds a way to com-
pliment young people so that they see the fact that they’re stressed
as a good sign—for example, as a sign that they care.

2. Seek to understand: Sergio never gives young people the fire hose
—spraying advice from a high-pressure hose in a way that’s impossi-
ble to digest. Instead, he asks questions. He tries to figure out what
they’ve already tried, what’s not working, and what’s the next step.
He does that to avoid telling them to try something that already
hasn’t worked.

3. Offer to collaborate: Last, Sergio doesn’t tell young people to go it
alone. He offers to collaboratively troubleshoot, just like he does in
his classroom on a physics problem.
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Once we had Sergio’s responses in hand, we worked with
psychologists to make them even more rooted in synergistic-
mindsets ideas. Together with Carol Dweck—who developed
the growth-mindset concept—and Chris Bryan, Jeremy
Jamieson, Danielle Krettek Cobb, Meghann Johnson, and
James Gross—who codeveloped synergistic mindsets—we
came up with replies like those shown in box 7.6. It shows the
Sergio Trifecta in action.

Box 7.6. Responding to a College Applicant’s Question
with a Synergistic Mindset

Applicant: Am I enough for college?
Sergio/Dweck/Bryan/Gross/Yeager: I’m really glad you brought this ques-
tion to me. It’s a profound question, and I think it’s really important that we
think about it in the right way. This is a question that many students probably
ask themselves at this stage, but not everyone is brave enough to ask some-
one else [validate]. I think the main reason so many people worry about this
is because people in society talk too much about who got into which col-
leges as if getting into college is a test of how good or smart you are. College
isn’t about judging or measuring how good or smart you are. It’s about giving
you opportunities to grow and develop your knowledge and your mind [re-
frame: growth mindset]. Don’t get me wrong. Those feelings of worry are very
real, and they can be overwhelming at times. But from my perspective the
fact that you’re worrying about this says something very important: it shows
you care a lot about this and you want to do well at it—and that’s a key in-
gredient for success. I wonder if you could even try to think of your worries
as a reminder that you care, and then use that caring to focus on becoming
as prepared as you can for the exciting opportunities to learn and grow in
college [reframe: stress can be enhancing]. Can I ask you to share a bit more
of your own thinking with me? What are the main things you think about
when you start to doubt that you’re enough for college [seek to understand]?
Let’s see if we can help you focus on things that make you feel more confi-
dent [collaborate].

In a study led by Michaela Jones and Mac Clapper, we
shared the original adviser responses and our Sergio Trifecta
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responses with one thousand young people. They rated the
Sergio Trifecta responses to be superior. That study gave us
hard evidence that the Sergio Trifecta proved more effective
than the alternative.

I wanted to hear from young people who have experienced
stress and grief, so I caught up with Hawi. I asked her what she
thought of the Sergio Trifecta responses. Specifically, I asked
her how they compared to what people said to her in the weeks
and months after her mother died. “I think Sergio’s approach is
amazing,” Hawi told me. She loved how he made people feel
validated and heard, while suggesting better and more opti-
mistic ways to think about stress. Hawi thinks that Sergio’s
questioning—his desire to understand—helps young people
mired in stress or depression hear how their thinking sounds
out loud, so that they can correct it if they sound too hopeless.
Hawi called the Sergio Trifecta “realistic empathy.” She meant
that Sergio didn’t try to fool young people into thinking that
everything would be fine. He spoke honestly about their chal-
lenges. He legitimized where they came from. But he also used
his honesty to get the young people to a more hopeful, opti-
mistic place.

I asked Hawi if she had received any unhelpful responses
when her mother first died. She had. Classmates and profes-
sors had offered her hollow advice like the human responders
to the college-applicant text messages. They spent their time
giving Hawi platitudes and false optimism. She hated the
catchphrases It will get better, It takes time, and Everything
happens for a reason. She thinks people say these platitudes
when they want to convince themselves that they’re being an
empathic friend. In fact such words don’t help. She wanted
honesty and bluntness, not catchphrases. “Realistic comfort,”
she said.
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Last, I asked her if her professor from the beginning of this
chapter had sent the right response, now that she’d had a year
to reflect on it. I was motivated to know that, in part, because
Hawi was my student. I wanted to know if I had done the right
thing. At the time, I was guessing. I wondered if my strategy of
rigorous intellectual demand but logistical flexibility was the
right philosophy.

“It helped me a lot,” she said, “and it sent the message that ‘I
understand what you’re going through, but I still want you to
get something meaningful out of the class.’ ” The final project
gave her something to work toward. “As much as it was work, it
was meaningful work to me, and it was also a bit of distraction
from the trauma of my mother dying.”

Hawi is an inspiration. After all she’s been through, she’s
thriving in the fast-track financial services program and travel-
ing the world. Her heart still aches for her mother, but she
knows her mother would be proud of what she’s accomplished.
Hawi also takes comfort in the idea that her story might help
future mentor-mindset leaders learn to talk about stress more
effectively.
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Chapter 8

Purpose

A [person] who becomes conscious of the responsibility [they] bear toward a
human being who affectionately waits for [them], or to an unfinished work…
knows the “why” for [their] existence and will be able to bear almost any
“how.”

—Viktor Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning (1946)

The Purpose Problem
Damon Munchus is now a leader in J.P. Morgan’s machine-in-
telligence unit, but earlier in his career he worked as a manager
in J.P. Morgan’s home-mortgage division. Munchus’s team ana-
lyzed market trends to help the bank set the right price for a
mortgage. It’s detail-oriented work, mostly carried out by twen-
ty-two- to twenty-five-year-old analysts, right out of college.
“People were cranking hard-core on spreadsheets, grinding,
working long hours,” Munchus told me. The stakes were high:
Imagine a family sitting down to close on a house thinking they
would pay 4 percent interest and instead being told they have to
pay 6 percent. That interest-rate jump would significantly raise
monthly payments, and people plan their entire financial situa-
tions around their rates. Munchus’s fact-checkers for home-pur-
chase loan applications had to be 100 percent accurate. How
could he motivate his employees to take every single application
seriously, without coming across as an authoritarian jerk?
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Parents (me included) often face a version of this problem.
We sit at the dinner table, trying to get our kids to do any of
their homework—let alone dedicate themselves to perfecting
their English essays or social studies projects. Teenagers have a
way of looking fiercely into our eyes and saying, What’s the
point of this? They turn us into babbling, unconvincing idiots
who come up with lame rationales like, Because I said so, or
Because your teacher said so. Can we do better?

If you applied all the lessons in the book so far, the young
people in your life would know that they could meet high stan-
dards with the right support. But they still might ask, Why
should I meet your high standards? After all, growth is hard. As
we’ve seen, it can be stressful. If we don’t help them discover a
satisfying answer to this question, they could say the stress or
discomfort of growth aren’t worth it. They could end up disen-
gaged or disillusioned. Can we develop mentor-mindset prac-
tices that give young people a deeper, more meaningful reason
to grow and learn from our mentorship?

Pearla faces this challenge in her math classroom. She teach-
es eighth-grade Algebra I in a small town in northeast Texas,
population forty-two hundred, located halfway between Tyler,
Texas, and Shreveport, Louisiana. I met her six weeks before the
state’s Algebra I test. She had six weeks left to prove to her prin-
cipal, her community, and herself that this year’s students
would perform even better than the last year’s.

Though she wears large pink glasses and decorates her class-
room with pink-patterned curtains, no one would call Pearla
soft. “I’m a military wife. If you ever ask me a question, you bet-
ter be prepared to hear the truth,” she told me. She knew that
too much of her self-worth was wrapped up in how a few dozen
eighth graders would score on the state test, but she couldn’t
help it. She loved her students and knew the stakes; her com-
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munity was socioeconomically challenged, with just 14 percent
of adults receiving four-year college degrees.

Success in her Algebra I class represented a critical fork in
the road for students. If they didn’t do well in Algebra I, they
wouldn’t get admitted to rigorous high school courses (e.g., ad-
vanced sciences or math tracks ending in precalculus or
calculus). A rigorous high school curriculum, in turn, predicts
who will go on to earn college degrees. Unfortunately, in her
community, only about 10 percent of eighth graders pass state
tests at or above grade level. The test served as more than an as-
sessment—it determined whether she had created a future rich
in opportunity for the thirteen- and fourteen-year-olds in her
classes. And she didn’t know how it would turn out.

Pearla hoped that she could sustain the gains she had made
the previous year, when her working-class students, especially
those learning English as a second language, had performed the
best they had in years. She attributed the previous year’s success
in part to the transformation in her classroom culture that came
from her participation in the inaugural cohort of our program,
called FUSE (Fellowship Using the Science of Engagement).
This was a program we developed to scale the mentor-mindset
practices from expert teachers like Sergio Estrada. She loved the
program because it helped her change kids’ minds about hating
math. “I’m not a touchy-feely person by nature,” she told me,
but the mentor-mindset program emboldened her to start valu-
ing her students’ perspectives. She let them talk about their con-
fusion and mistakes in class. That’s something she never would
have done before because she was afraid of ceding the floor to a
gaggle of eighth graders. Pearla even asked for students’ opin-
ions on how the class was going and how she could support
them to meet her high standards. These changes represented
small but important steps for someone like her who was previ-
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ously disinclined to take them. They contributed to her best
classroom culture ever.

But as the test date approached for her second cohort of stu-
dents, a problem remained. Students seemed to be forgetting
concepts they were taught earlier in the year—proportions, ra-
tios, exponential functions, polynomials. She suspected that the
kids had sometimes memorized a set of algorithms for solving
problems on autopilot and then forgotten them after each unit
test. Pearla needed to motivate students to master the deeper
meaning behind the math concepts, not just plug and play.

Why were Pearla’s students stuck at the surface level? They
“don’t see the purpose of math,” she told me. Although her men-
tor-mindset culture had succeeded in convincing her students
that they could learn, they still didn’t know why they should
learn. Pearla had tried everything she could think of. She told
them how valuable the tests were for her, for the school, and for
their future. She hosted her own career day, inviting local adults
to explain how they use math at work. And, like most teachers,
she generously distributed candy. She could motivate students
to turn in homework, but not to deepen their learning. Time was
running out. Exasperated, Pearla asked me for my advice as a
developmental psychologist: “How do you create the idea that
math is meaningful?” She exhaled, on the verge of tears. “They
just don’t see a use for math at all.” And the kids at her school
weren’t alone. “I’ve taught in ten schools in ten states. It’s the
same thing everywhere.”

Even exceptional teachers struggle to support students who
haven’t identified their purposes for learning yet. Recall the
bright-spot teachers that we located (the group from which we
identified Sergio Estrada). When we surveyed their students, we
saw a strong mentor-mindset culture. Fully 83 percent of stu-
dents agreed that “it’s okay for us to make mistakes and get con-
fused,” and 76 percent agreed that their teachers “motivate me
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to keep persisting and trying hard even when I’m confused or
discouraged.” But when we asked about a deeper purpose for
learning and remembering the hardest content, not just the easy
stuff, the numbers dropped. They ranged from just 51 percent to
57 percent. In even the best classrooms, just under half of stu-
dents failed to see the purpose of learning.

As adults, we recognize that learning Algebra I taught us logi-
cal reasoning, which became important in realizing our ultimate
career goals. But making that connection takes a cognitively so-
phisticated leap of abstraction. A person has to jump from fac-
toring polynomials to logical reasoning. That’s a big leap. Do
young people naturally make that leap?

In another study, we asked students in each year from fifth to
tenth grade, in both poor and affluent schools, to explain why
it’s important to learn and retain the concepts taught in their
core classes (English, social studies, math, and science). Not a
single student volunteered a link between the specific content
they were being taught and the abstract skill they wanted to
have in the future. Instead, we heard students say things like, “I
don’t know why I’m learning English,” or “My science class is
pointless and boring.” Students had a very concrete view of
what it meant for something to be relevant. When we asked a
student why a math word problem about proportions and rates
involving clowns getting in and out of cars might be relevant for
their future, the student said, “I won’t be working at a circus, so
it’s not relevant.”

When students occasionally offered reasons for working hard
in school, they talked about the exchange value of their success,
but not the actual skills they were gaining. Their reasons for try-
ing hard were things like, “To get good grades,” or “To show my
little brother that I can be a success.” Students don’t necessarily
need to learn and retain information to achieve those goals. In
fact, a decent strategy to get good grades is often to do the mini-
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mum possible to please each teacher so you have more time to
spend on the other teachers’ assignments.

In Western culture, adults tend to present young people with
two sorts of rationales for learning: short-term self-interest and
long-term self-interest. Short-term self-interest can take the
form of an enticement, such as, What you’re learning is fun and
interesting because it’s related to something you enjoy, or a
threat, such as, If you don’t do this, then I’m going to yell at you
or embarrass you or punish you. Long-term self-interest typi-
cally follows a pattern like this one: memorize this material,
then earn a good grade on the test, then do well in school, then
get into a good college, and then lead a happier life when
you’re an adult.

Curriculum and instruction designers who seek to gamify the
classroom embrace the short-term self-interest enticement
strategy. These technocrats tend to think of relevance like mar-
keters think of favorite colors. If marketers know you like blue,
then they show you ads for blue shirts. I recently attended the
ASU+GSV Summit, a conference for educational technology ex-
ecutives and investors. One designer proudly told me that his
product uses AI to change the content of math word problems
according to students’ interests. If a baseball fan had to solve for
X, the computer could turn X into a player’s batting average. If a
student liked TikTok, X might be how much money their fa-
vorite star makes in a year, or how many followers they need to
increase ad revenue. This device is unlikely to be effective.
Relevance isn’t contagious. You can’t manufacture enjoyment
just because a task is adjacent to something enjoyable. Playing
baseball is a blast. Calculating statistics about baseball isn’t—
unless you already love math. The weak intrinsic interest gener-
ated by superficial relevance simply can’t compete with the al-
ternatives: giving up, playing with friends, or even tuning in to
the sports channel.
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Appealing to long-term self-interest is perhaps even less ef-
fective, due to the well-known phenomenon of temporal dis-
counting. Temporal discounting refers to the fact that
rewards/punishments in the future tend to have less value than
rewards/punishments in the present. Would you rather have
five dollars now or ten dollars in a year? Many people would
rather have five dollars now. Economists would say this means
that you’re willing to pay five dollars for the right to have your
money now—that is, that the value of ten dollars is discounted
by five dollars in a year. Different people can adopt different lev-
els of discounting. Would you rather have five dollars now or
fifty dollars in a year? Some people would say five dollars now,
and others would say fifty dollars in a year. Researchers repeat
this line of questioning with many combinations of now and lat-
er, until they can draw a line that pinpoints the exact ratio at
which someone is willing to take a reward now versus in the fu-
ture. That is the individual’s temporal discount rate.

Economists recognize that some amount of discounting is ra-
tional because there’s value in being able to use money now
rather than later. For example, you could invest money now in
capital that appreciates over time, while inflation decreases the
value of money in the future. However, participants in economic
studies tend to discount the value of future dollars far more
than could be justified by such calculations. Researchers have
furthermore found that young people in particular have a more
“hyperbolic” rate of temporal discounting compared to older
adults—that is, they depreciate the value of future rewards even
more. Thus, young people think in a way that is considered
more irrational by economic models, as it pertains to the trade-
offs between the present and future value of
rewards/punishments.

In light of temporal-discounting research, one can see why
the conventional, long-term self-interest rationale won’t work
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for young people. An adult is asking them to forgo certain plea-
sures now for the sake of uncertain pleasures in the distant fu-
ture. Don’t play with friends, goof off online, or try to impress
someone you’re attracted to now, so that in your midthirties
you can have a job that barely allows you to make your mort-
gage payment and only gives you two weeks of vacation per
year, the argument goes. Don’t eat the marshmallow now, so
that in twenty years you will get two marshmallows. I find it
hard to imagine that even the most self-controlled and trusting
teenager would think you’re offering a good bargain.

But wait. Doesn’t this temporal-discounting evidence mean
that teenagers’ brains are flawed, shortsighted, or irrational?
That they’re wholly incapable of making rational decisions?
That excessive testosterone turns them into impulsive pleasure-
seekers? Not exactly. The long-term rewards of learning in
school (e.g., college, career, salary) may simply be too abstract
for young people to understand. If these rewards were more
concrete, then young people might be able to delay gratification
in a way that appears more rational. Researchers have made this
kind of mistake before. For decades, biologists thought that
nonhuman animals (such as rhesus macaques) were impulsive
and only focused on immediate rewards. But once they gave a
version of the temporal-discounting task that was more relevant
to the macaques’ daily lives—foraging for food—then the
macaques proved willing to give up modest immediate rewards
for more rewards later.

Likewise, developmental scientists now believe that it’s possi-
ble to overcome young people’s seeming shortsightedness by
presenting them with rewards and punishments that are com-
mon in their daily social lives. If young people’s brains seek so-
cial rewards—status, respect, prestige—and hope to avoid social
failures—shame, humiliation, rejection—then we can turn these
motivations into assets, not liabilities, for healthy development.
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Young people’s social sensitivities fuel an engine of learning that
can help them fit into—or even change—their social surround-
ings. Evidence for this comes in part from the success of the EL
(Expeditionary Learning) Education model.

The Purpose Solution
At Polaris Charter Academy, a kindergarten-to-eighth-grade
public school in Chicago, Illinois, students don’t ask, Why
should I have to do this? Their ambition stems from the school’s
mantra—“We work together to get smart for a purpose”—and
how it comes to life in students’ classroom projects.

When Ameera Rollins was in seventh grade at Polaris, her so-
cial studies class covered the US Constitution. They didn’t just
memorize the Bill of Rights. They examined what the document
meant for active contemporary citizenship. After discussing how
they were the citizens the document talked about, Ameera’s
class decided to exercise their rights to improve their communi-
ty. Gun violence was, and remains, a tragic regularity in her area
of Chicago—96 percent of her class knew a victim. Ameera’s
class launched a series of coordinated projects, interviewing
community heroes dedicated to peace, recording their stories,
and publishing them in an edited volume. Then the seventh-
grade class wrote, directed, and produced anti-violence public
service announcements that were shown on local television sta-
tions. Next, they organized a day of peace, asking people in
Chicago to put down their guns for one day and volunteer.
Ameera’s class of middle schoolers succeeded in stopping gun
violence in her large area of the city for that day.

Along the way, Ameera and her peers didn’t complain about
getting critical feedback on how to make their prose sharper or
more compelling. They actively enjoyed digging into the records
to identify local leaders, preparing meticulous notes for the in-
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terviews, rewriting and editing their drafts, and calculating bud-
gets and cost projections for the public service announcements.
They wanted to get smarter at history, writing, speaking, and
math because each subject had a purpose.

Polaris is just one school in the larger EL Education network,
which serves more than 450,000 students in one thousand
schools across thirty-two states. A Mathematica evaluation
study published in 2019 found that EL students learn about ten
months’ more math than peers in comparable public schools
over three years. But what really stands out about EL is how
much their students love learning the hardest material. EL
doesn’t motivate kids through threats of failure, bribes of candy,
or turning homework into a video game. Instead, in EL schools
students complete meaningful, real-world projects that are held
to exceptional standards, in the service of a deeper purpose,
such as contributing to the community.

In an Oakland EL school, teenage students used math and
science to test the water quality in Lake Merritt, survey the pub-
lic, and inform city council members about a proposed $198
million bond issue on the ballot. In Vermont, students used
math and interviews to calculate the carbon footprint of the
school and propose alternative energy sources (e.g., wind, solar,
biomass) as part of a report delivered to the school board. In
San Diego, middle school math students wrote a novel to help
struggling students apply math, with each chapter explaining a
different core concept to the protagonist. In Asheville, middle
schoolers mastered the concepts of proportions and ratios to
create a scale map of the world using a metric other than land-
mass, illustrating the magnitude of social issues such as electric-
ity usage, HIV/AIDS deaths, or economic development. Sixth-
grade students at Genesee Community Charter School in New
York led the Reshaping Rochester project. They designed, field-
ed, analyzed, and reported on the public’s opinions about the
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city’s plans to rewater the Erie Canal waterway. Students inter-
viewed more than one thousand citizens and produced complex
statistical analyses in a final report that they presented to the
mayor. Within a few years, the city adopted many of their rec-
ommendations and committed millions to the urban revitaliza-
tion project. Like in Chicago, the EL students didn’t say, Why
should I compute these statistics using algebra? or Why are
you critiquing my work? They knew exactly why they needed to
learn hard, new concepts and why they needed to receive relent-
less critical feedback. Their community—and their earned pres-
tige—depended on it. The teens in EL schools are not purely al-
truistic. These projects are also full of social interactions that
grant status and respect. Yes, when they’re out testing the wa-
ters the work is meaningful, but they’re also laughing and flirt-
ing and trying to impress one another by looking smart and
competent. Those immediate social rewards can motivate them
to endure the rigors of giving their brains new skills for long-run
success.

Ron Berger is one of the architects behind EL Education’s ap-
proach of giving deeper learning a purpose. During his twenty-
eight years of teaching, he was a mentor-mindset legend. He
would occasionally bring students to tears in class because the
work was so hard and the standards so high. But he would form
such a deep bond with his students that, to this day, when he
sees them on the street, they always greet him with a joyful hug
or handshake, even normally stoic guys in their fifties. Berger
has spent the last twenty years articulating and spreading EL’s
philosophy.

“It’s not about interest, it’s about meaning,” Berger told me.
He thinks curriculum designers are far too reliant on short-term
interest, and long-term delay of gratification as ways to moti-
vate kids. Neither is quite right, in Berger’s view. “As a society
we often say, ‘Study now, get a good job later.’ We’re telling fifty
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million kids in the U.S. every year to wait for the second marsh-
mallow.” Berger thinks that it’s far more effective to give young
people meaning and purpose right now by asking them to learn
skills to achieve something that has a direct impact on the com-
munity and on their social reputations. Because those skills are
also what students need for success later in secondary school or
college, it’s also good for their long-run self-interest—even
though that’s not how it’s framed. When this is done, students
take their work seriously, Berger explains:

If you tell kids to study World War II history because it’s
important to their lives someday, or because it’s on a test,
the kids who are people pleasers will do it, but the kids
who don’t care will say, No way. However, if you tell the
kids that they’re going to interview a WWII veteran in
three weeks, and this person has never been interviewed
before, and you’ll be able to honor them by being the first
to uncover their stories, then there is an incredible pres-
sure to learn—and the threat of an awful shame if you fail
to honor the veteran because you were unprepared. That’s
powerful. Kids will read and read, they’ll ask for feedback,
they’ll work in groups, they’ll do the grueling work, not be-
cause it’s interesting, but because it’s meaningful. It’s im-
mediate gratification, but for a sense of self-respect and
accomplishment, not candy or points.

The EL Education network of schools grew out of the popular
Outward Bound program, which takes young people on survival
expeditions in the wilderness. A core tenet of Outward Bound’s
philosophy is that young people are capable of far more than we
give them credit for. Furthermore, when we treat young people
like they can make meaningful contributions, they will become
highly motivated. Outward Bound was founded by Kurt Hahn,
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who like Viktor Frankl, author of Man’s Search for Meaning,
was a Jewish man captured by the Nazis during WWII. He later
escaped to the UK, where he cofounded many successful
schools. Berger thinks the success of EL’s approach can be
summed up in Hahn’s famous quotation:

There are three ways of trying to win the young. There is
persuasion, there is compulsion, and there is attraction.
You can preach at them: that is a hook without a worm.
You can say, You must volunteer, and that is of the devil.
You can tell them, You are needed. That appeal hardly
ever fails.

You are needed. When we communicate that, we say to
young people, Your skills, your energy, your talents, your con-
tributions are all essential. They matter. In Frankl’s terms, this
gives young people a why for their existence, and it helps them
bear almost any how.

The EL Education story suggests a simple solution to the
challenge of motivating young people. In general, we adults tend
to tap into the wholly wrong sources of motivation for young
people. We appeal to frivolous or pragmatic motives, such as
immediate enjoyment or long-term self-interest, likely because
of our society’s collective focus on their neurobiological incom-
petence. Yet this cultural worldview blinds us to the fact that
young people will forgo many pleasures on their quests for
meaning, significance, or contribution because these offer
routes to status and respect. Berger often cites the example of
older adults who visit the shopping mall and complain about the
immature, lazy, unruly teenagers loitering about. Then mo-
ments later they sit down at a restaurant and are waited on per-
fectly by a polite, competent, and prompt teenage server—but
hardly notice. In general, Berger thinks we have the wrong cul-
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tural belief about young people, which traps us in the wrong ap-
proaches. That flawed cultural belief system is called the norm
of self-interest.

The Norm of Self-Interest
Dale Miller, a psychology professor at the Stanford Graduate
School of Business, coined the term norm of self-interest. At
least since Enlightenment-era philosopher Thomas Hobbes
wrote his treatise Leviathan, Western society has believed peo-
ple to be selfish by nature. But Miller proposed another perspec-
tive. What if people only seem to behave in self-interested ways
because they think everyone else is self-interested? People tend
to conform to what they perceive to be the norm, Miller argued,
so a perception of self-interest spurs a cycle of copycat self-
interest.

This distinction matters. If people are by nature purely self-
ish, then the only way to motivate them is to appeal to their self-
interest (readers of chapter 4 will recognize this as Theory X).
But if people only appear to be selfish because they perform
self-interest to match what they believe to be the norm, then it’s
possible to offer other, more beyond-the-self rationales that
might engage them.

As one illustration of the norm of self-interest, Miller cites a
study of blood bank donations he conducted in the 1990s. While
canvassing for potential blood donors, Miller’s team asked half
the participants if they would sign up to donate their blood for
free. They asked another half if they would donate blood for a
payment of fifteen dollars (about thirty dollars today). Miller
also asked all the participants whether they thought offering
payment would make other people more likely to donate blood.
The offer of money—that is, the appeal to material self-interest
—didn’t affect people’s likelihood of agreeing to donate blood.
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However, the participants thought that everyone else would be
twice as likely to donate if they were paid. On the basis of this
study and others like it, Miller concluded that in the U.S. people
often think the motivational impact of self-interest is greater
than it truly is.

To the extent that many adults—teachers, parents, coaches,
managers, and more—also conform to the norm of self-interest,
they may have a narrow and imperfect view of what motivates
young people. For instance, teachers who think that students
are fundamentally self-interested could invoke self-interested
rationales to entice them to learn. Students who privately care a
great deal about social justice and contributing to their commu-
nities in turn learn that teachers only care about self-interest,
which discourages students from ever discussing their purposes.
Therefore, teachers may not say anything about more meaning-
ful reasons for learning. The norm of self-interest limits the
scope of rationales teachers draw from when they try to moti-
vate young people.

In addition, students may look around at their peers and see
that they never talk about justice or contribution—at least not in
school. They may feel even more out of step with others’ ratio-
nal, self-interested motives. These ineffective rationales may not
motivate students. Next, the frustrated teachers may try to in-
crease the pressure with offers of more rewards or more threats
of punishment. That could strengthen the negative feedback
loop. And so it goes until we end up with a school that is more
or less bereft of more profound motivations for learning.

This cycle can be stopped. The EL Education example showed
this. Also showing this is a set of scientific experiments we con-
ducted to promote a sense of purpose in young people. These
experiments provided direct evidence that teenagers’ temporal-
discounting brains are not inevitably shortsighted. They can be
influenced in powerful and long-lasting ways when adults ap-
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peal to deeper, more meaningful, and self-transcendent
purposes.

Purpose and Healthy Eating
Youth obesity has been increasing for decades, with drastic con-
sequences: diabetes, heart disease, and even premature death. A
person’s diet has five times more impact on obesity than physi-
cal inactivity. Ultraprocessed, high-calorie junk food (e.g.,
Cheetos, Oreos, Twinkies, Lunchables, soda, and energy drinks)
account for an outsize proportion of the problem. According to
some calculations, even a 1 percent reduction in hypercaloric
food intake, if it could be sustained, would stop or reverse the
United States’ obesity crisis. Therefore, public health experts
have spent millions developing a wide array of programs to
change teenagers’ food and drink choices.

Unfortunately, the programs don’t work. Dr. Eric Stice, a sci-
entist at the Oregon Research Institute, examined the effects of
all past programs and found that they don’t show any benefits,
on average. In fact, teenagers who participate in these programs
tend to gain more weight than those who don’t. Healthy-eating
interventions, similar to anti-smoking programs (chapter 1), are
another black eye on the face of the conventional public health
approach.

Many conventional anti-obesity programs have the same
flaws as a middle school health class. They include lectures
about the long-term health impact of today’s dietary choices,
coupled with half-hearted attempts to incentivize healthy eating
(e.g., points, prizes, games, and competitions). These pragmatic,
self-oriented arguments are doomed to fail. The future risk of
becoming overweight or developing diabetes in twenty or thirty
years is simply too abstract to motivate young people. Frivolous
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trinkets can’t compete with the billions spent by food companies
on making junk food addictive.

I saw this firsthand during my time as a middle school
teacher. A skinny and tall seventh grader named Elizabeth had
the same thing for lunch every day: Flamin’ Hot Cheetos and a
root beer. I told her that such unhealthy snacks could come back
to hurt her when she grows up. “Yeah, but I’m skinny right
now,” she retorted. “And it’s delicious.” Argument over.

In 2012, Chris Bryan, Cintia Hinojosa, and I ventured into
this problem space. We asked: If the conventional, pragmatic
argument wouldn’t work, what would? This problem interested
us because it offers such a good example of the behavior-change
challenges discussed throughout this book. Food scientists in
laboratories engineer ultraprocessed foods to be addictive.
Consuming them awards a clear and immediate payoff to kids
while abstaining from them extracts a hedonic cost.

Eating healthy also has a social cost. Imagine a thirteen-year-
old plopping their tray down at the lunch table with a salad and
a glass of water. In many schools, they’re asking to get teased by
friends eating Nutella and Frito pies and drinking Red Bull or
Prime. And for what? Is that healthy thirteen-year-old supposed
to say, I’m having salad so I don’t get diabetes in my fifties?
That explanation would go over like a lead balloon.

Bryan, Hinojosa, and I reasoned that if we could solve this
challenge, then we might be able to apply our approach to a
broad category of adolescent-behavior-change problems.

Our first foray into changing eating behaviors came from
consulting work Bryan and I conducted to design an attraction
to promote healthy habits in Disney World’s Epcot theme park.
At the time, Epcot had just suffered a failed launch of their
Habit Heroes attraction, which had been designed with the sup-
port of conventional public health researchers. In the original
Habit Heroes exhibit, the visitor was an overweight child who
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was guided through three rooms by fit and attractive trainers
(Will Power and Callie Stenics) as they fought the bad guys, who
were all overweight. The Snacker was a round, heavy fairy who
spewed tasty treats, and Leadbottom was a heavy man who
broke every couch he sat on. Kids who went through the Disney
attraction defeated these bad guys by, for example, shooting
them in the head with a broccoli gun to make them drop their
cupcakes. In the end, the avatar got skinnier. The Montreal
Gazette ran the headline, “Disney anti-fat attraction called ‘hor-
rifying.’ ” Epcot promptly shut the exhibit down.

Soon after, they brought in Bryan and me as experts to retool
the attraction, using insights from behavioral science. That’s
how we ended up living at Epcot for a few weeks at a time,
working with the Imagineers to create an improved attraction.

Bryan and I decided to flip the script. Rather than make an
argument about long-term health, we wouldn’t talk about health
at all. Instead, we would try to increase the social-status appeal
of healthy eating. We would rebrand healthy eating. It should no
longer be a sacrifice you had to make because grown-ups said
so. Instead healthy eating should be an impressive undertaking
that would earn admiration in peers’ eyes. If we could do that,
we reasoned, we could give adolescents an immediate, concrete
social reward for eating healthy.

We changed the exhibit to focus solely on healthy behavior
(eating right), not on consequences (weight). Then we depicted
the protagonists with all different body shapes, all striving to be
healthy. Next, we turned the antagonists into evil ghouls who
prevented citizens from achieving their healthy inclinations. The
blocker, for example, stole the healthy and wholesome foods
that you really wanted to eat and replaced them with addictive,
ultraprocessed foods. Unlike the old Habit Heroes, which had
depicted teens who wanted cupcakes but had to resist and use
self-control to eat fruits or veggies, we depicted citizens diving
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toward healthy food, with ghouls like the blocker trying to bar
their way. We sought to convey the idea that people who ate un-
healthy food had been robbed of their freedom to choose an al-
ternative. Healthy eaters, meanwhile, demonstrated autonomy
and independence.

The retooled attraction was a success. Newspapers praised
the attraction’s “kinder, gentler” approach. Millions of families
over the next four years visited Habit Heroes.

Even so, Chris Bryan and I thought it would have been better
to depict the ghouls, such as the blocker, as the junk food com-
panies themselves. After all, these were the real-world culprits
who lured kids away from their natural inclination to eat nutri-
tious foods and toward unhealthy diets. As detailed in extensive
journalistic reports such as Michael Moss’s Salt Sugar Fat:
How the Food Giants Hooked Us, companies spend a lot of
money to make food addictive to children, and then they market
it to them at a young age, especially in poorer communities.
Bryan and I knew about the success of Bogusky’s “Truth” cam-
paign, which worked so well with teen smoking in the early
2000s (chapter 1). Building on those ideas, we thought that we
could infuse healthy eating with a broader purpose—namely,
that of fighting for social justice and making the world a better
place. At Disney World we couldn’t portray real companies,
probably because the negative depiction would anger advertis-
ers. Therefore, Bryan and I joined up with Hinojosa, at the time
a senior in college working on her honors thesis. We spun the
idea out to test in contexts where we had the freedom to draw
on what we thought would be an even more powerful source of
motivation.

Our post-Disney intervention program took the form of an
exposé of the food companies’ manipulative marketing prac-
tices. Students read and responded to the exposé on a computer
during their health or physical education classes. Our exposé ar-
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ticle, titled “Food in America: The True Story,” explained “what
food companies do behind our backs and how teens can take a
stand to make the world a better place.” It described, for exam-
ple, how food scientists create snacks like Flamin’ Hot Cheetos
to have the most addictive possible combination of cheesiness,
meltiness, crunchiness, and spiciness, bypassing your brain’s
natural satiety mechanisms. The article further reported how
food companies use cartoons and mascots to sell junk food to
young children, such as Chester Cheetah or Tony the Tiger. In
addition, the article revealed that top executives at Kraft and
Yum! Brands—many of whom used to work at tobacco compa-
nies—knew full well how unhealthy their products were and of-
ten forbade their own children and grandchildren from eating
them. This conveyed the hypocrisy of the food companies, which
would hopefully draw the ire of the teens. The content of the ar-
ticle was factual and based on meticulous reporting. An over-
view appears in figure 8.1.

Our exposé had two rhetorical goals. First, it framed healthy
eating as a way to “stick it to the man.” Eating healthy became a
way to take a stand and stop the executives at food companies
from controlling their choices through lies. Second, it empha-
sized the social justice consequences of food marketing. The in-
tervention framed healthy eating as a way to stand up for people
in need. Because autonomy and social justice are both core val-
ues for young people, we suspected that this new framing would
increase the social-status appeal of healthy eating—and there-
fore motivate the desired change in behavior. In summary, our
exposé aimed to shift the identity of a healthy eater. Instead of
healthy eaters being lame nerds who do what adults tell them
to do, they were independent-minded people who fight to make
the world a fairer place.
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Figure 8.1. An excerpt from the exposé values-alignment intervention.

Our exposé intervention had three key elements to drive the
message home. First, we presented quotes from high school stu-
dents, which we had gathered during our pilot testing, and
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which explained how to turn their anger into action. For exam-
ple, the kids in our study read this:

Those guys are such hypocrites. I can’t believe the execu-
tives get money by making addictive junk food and they
don’t even eat or drink it themselves! They get rich while
poor people and little kids get unhealthy food.… My
friends and I are going to take a stand right away: No more
money to companies that manipulate poor people and lit-
tle kids into eating and drinking junk that makes them
sick. —Jennifer H., ninth-grade volleyball player.

Second, we allowed kids to write their own suggestions for
fighting back against the food companies. They described how
somebody else their age could figure out how to respond. We
call this a saying-is-believing exercise: by writing an argument
to convince somebody else of an idea, you end up convincing
yourself.

Third, we gave kids an activity called make it true. This in-
volved seeing deceptive food advertisements and writing graffiti
on them to turn the lies into true statements. This activity cap-
tured the subversive thrill of rebelling against the establishment
but channeled it into healthy behavior. An example of a kid’s
graffiti appears in figure 8.2.

We call this a values-alignment approach to interventions.
The exposé aligned the healthy, long-term behavior (eating
right) with a short-term value that has motivational immediacy
(status and respect). The logic underlying this approach is that
it’s usually easier to change behavior by aligning the behavior
with something people already care about than by trying to get
them to care about something different. In this case, rather than
attempting to stop eighth graders from being rebellious and in-
dependent, we showed them how healthy choices could be
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aligned with their existing values of rebelliousness and
independence.

Figure 8.2. A teenager’s graffiti on a food advertisement to make it true.

In our experiments we compared the values-alignment inter-
vention with a control group that also focused on healthy eating
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but applied a conventional approach. The control group content
came from middle school health-class textbooks and from gov-
ernment campaigns to promote public health through healthier
eating.

Our first experiment evaluated the values-aligned exposé in-
tervention with 536 eighth graders in Texas. We looked for ef-
fects on food choices a day later. We did so by having the princi-
pal of the school make an announcement (several weeks before
our experiment) that he would give the eighth graders a snack
pack to reward them for working hard to prepare for the state
tests. On the morning after students read the exposé, teachers
handed out snack-pack forms, on which the kids indicated
whether they wanted their rewards to be ultraprocessed junk
food (e.g., Flamin’ Hot Cheetos, Doritos, Oreos, Sprite, or Coke)
or healthy food (fruit cup, nuts, baby carrots, or water). Once
kids made their choices, then our team spent the day packing
the snacks. Kids got them at the end of the day. Critically, the
kids didn’t know that the snack pack was connected to the ex-
posé they had read the previous day. After students read the ar-
ticle, they made healthier choices in the treatment group rela-
tive to the control group.

In our second experiment, we tracked what kids bought in
the lunchroom for the rest of the year. We found that kids, espe-
cially boys, who completed the values-aligned exposé interven-
tion bought less junk food, and more healthy food. Strikingly,
the effects held up for the entire three-month period that we
tracked them. Youth in the intervention group proved more
willing to show up at the lunch table with a salad or a fruit cup
rather than Flamin’ Hot Cheetos and a root beer. The reason
why, our analyses showed, was because we increased the social-
status appeal of healthy eating. Eating healthy didn’t look lame.
It looked awesome.
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The most interesting findings came from our analyses of
testosterone levels. Prior to the study, we collected testosterone
samples from the eighth graders’ saliva (if their parents had giv-
en us written consent). We found that when adolescents read
the control article, which simply presented diet and health in-
formation that was typical for a middle school health class, their
testosterone predicted more junk food purchases, especially
among boys. But when participants read the values-aligned ex-
posé, the opposite was true. The high-testosterone boys—the
ones who typically seem the most impulsive and shortsighted—
made the healthiest choices.

This result confirms a major flaw in the neurobiological-in-
competence model. Instead of thinking of the adolescent brain
as fundamentally flawed due to puberty’s hormones, we can
think of it as ready to change in response to the prospect of sta-
tus and respect. We harnessed that readiness by reframing
healthy behavior in line with adolescent values.

Boring but Important
Twenty years ago, I was an okay (not great) middle school
English teacher. But one of the few things I got right was the
project my seventh-grade class did after reading The Outsiders,
a tragic young adult novel that ends in conflict and death. I chal-
lenged my class to use the lessons of the book to come up with
conflict-resolution workshops for the younger grades. They con-
ducted a thematic analysis, analyzing each character and their
motivations, and used that analysis to write and perform skits
loaded with life lessons. Like the students in the EL Education
schools, my students conducted extensive research, sought out
critical feedback, persevered, and met a high standard. That ex-
perience stayed in the back of my mind throughout graduate
school, working under the mentorship of Dr. William Damon,
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the author of The Path to Purpose. I wanted to know: Could
connecting learning tasks to a beyond-the-self purpose spur a
motivation for deeper learning? In 2014, we published a paper
showing that it could.

Our 2014 experiment started with a simple observation.
Many of the tasks that help us learn and master important skills
are tedious. We called them boring-but-important tasks.
Examples include showing your work in math, proofing and
editing an essay, taking careful notes for a historical analysis, or
double-checking data in a spreadsheet. These are the kinds of
tasks they would have to do if they worked one day in Damon
Munchus’s mortgage division at J.P. Morgan. When young peo-
ple don’t have a good reason to work hard on these kinds of
tasks, the effort can feel like an unfair imposition on their time,
so they don’t pay close attention to the details. But, we hypothe-
sized, when young people see a purpose behind their attention
to detail, then they may be motivated to work hard to get it
right, even if the task isn’t fun. Our purpose intervention, there-
fore, sought to instill the latter perspective.

The purpose intervention took the form of a short (about
twenty minutes) self-administered online survey, similar to the
growth-mindset, stress-mindset, and values-alignment inter-
ventions. It communicated three messages: (1) deeply learning
skills now can be useful for many careers or roles in the future,
(2) you can use those skills to make a difference for something
in the world beyond your own self-interest, and (3) the reason
why teachers give you boring-but-important assignments is be-
cause they think you can develop the skills that will help you
make a difference. The infographic in figure 8.3 summarizes the
purpose intervention’s main argument.
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Figure 8.3. An infographic presented in the purpose intervention.

How did we communicate these messages? We took several
steps. First, our intervention asked the students to reflect on a
social or community issue that mattered to them—something
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that made them mad when they thought about it, like poverty or
violence or political division. Furthermore, they reflected on
how having a stronger brain could help them do something
about it. Next, we needed to overcome the norm of self-interest.
To do so we presented true statistics from a survey we conduct-
ed on other students’ reasons for learning. We informed kids
that “making money in the future was hardly ever the only rea-
son—or even the main reason” why students worked hard in
school. Instead, we said, most students said they also work hard
for personal reasons such as becoming an educated person who
has something intelligent to say about what’s going on in the
world, wanting to learn so they can make a positive contribution
to the world, or having the freedom to pick the life they want to
live. These statistics were true, but they were news to students
because the norm of self-interest had masked them.

We followed the survey statistics with some quotations from
former students. Upper-year students gave statements such as,
“Doing well in school is all about preparing myself to do some-
thing that matters, something that I care about,” or “I want to
be an educated person, because educated people get more re-
spect and more freedom to live the way they want to.” Note that
we didn’t deny that people have some self-interest—that would
have undermined our credibility. But we did say that people
have a mix of both self-oriented and beyond-the-self-oriented
motives, and that doing something hard but meaningful is a
route to status and respect. Finally, to drive the messages home,
we asked students to write their own persuasive essays about
why working hard and learning in school could be related to a
“positive impact you want to have on the people around you or
society in general.”

Did the purpose intervention work? First, we found that just
about every student in our studies dug into the material and
wrote something profound, whether they attended an elite col-
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lege or an underfunded middle school or anything in between.
These results showed us that the intervention had tapped into
something meaningful that students didn’t get asked to think
about very often.

Next, we looked at whether the purpose intervention moti-
vated students to work harder on boring-but-important tasks.
In our experiment we gave the purpose intervention (or a con-
trol activity) to 429 undergraduate participants. Right after that,
we asked them to complete the Academic Diligence Task (ADT),
which measures people’s likelihood of persisting in the face of
temptation. The ADT presented participants with a choice: you
can either “do math” (single-digit subtraction) or “play game or
watch movie” (i.e., goof off on the Internet). The ADT’s comput-
er program secretly tracked how long people do math versus
goof off. (It’s like a computer-based marshmallow test.) See fig-
ure 8.4. Our experiment found that in the control group, the
longer people worked on the task, the less math they did, and
the more online goofing off they did. But when participants first
completed the purpose intervention, they delayed gratification.
As time went on, they did more math and played 50 percent
fewer videos or games. Purpose solved the temporal-discount-
ing problem.

Did the benefits of purpose last over time? In another experi-
ment we conducted with 338 ninth-grade students, we found
the purpose intervention improved grade point average (GPA)
months later, at the end of the school year. The benefits proved
the strongest for students who started out with low grades—the
ones who were most disengaged also needed the intervention
the most.
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Figure 8.4. The Academic Diligence Task.

Our purpose experiment showed that if you encourage a
meaningful purpose for learning—one that involves both contri-
bution to others and the status and respect one can gain from
having stronger skills—then you can motivate young people to
show the discipline and hard work that adults usually fail to see
when they follow a conventional approach.

Solving Damon Munchus’s Purpose
Problem
On the floor of the mortgage division at J.P. Morgan, how did
Damon Munchus motivate his early-twenties employees to pay
excessive attention to detail—that is, to do the boring-but-im-
portant work with integrity?

If Munchus was an enforcer, he would emphasize short-term
self-interest. He would remind his employees that he owns their
time from nine to five, so they better work hard for every penny
he’s paying them. In an enforcer mindset, work is transactional,
not meaningful.

Instead, Munchus used the mentor mindset. He emphasized
to his employees the broader purpose of the work. “They have to
make a connection to the broader narrative of ‘our customers
depend on us to get it right.’ They must see that the work they
do can help a customer and that their piece matters.” He would
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explain to his team that if they didn’t help the mortgage lenders
understand how their business is going, then the lenders can’t
set fair and stable rates, which are essential to allowing people
to buy their homes—and for many people a home is their most
important purchase. His team understood what their work
meant to a family, to a first-time homebuyer. Munchus also em-
phasized what would happen if the team slipped up and made
an oversight. The bank’s competitors would love nothing more
than for J.P. Morgan to seem untrustworthy because they could
steal their business. Munchus helped his team understand how
their work affected the reputation of the bank’s entire ecosystem
of financial services. He needed to be extra transparent on this
front. Many of his employees had freshly graduated from eco-
nomics or finance programs where the norm of self-interest
dominated. He needed to make it clear that they could have a
beyond-the-self purpose to help the customer even in the finan-
cial-services industry. By making his team of junior analysts
customer obsessed, Munchus motivated them to be detail ob-
sessed. Finally, Munchus didn’t just scare them into working
hard. He created a culture where he actively supported every-
one’s growth and development as they tried to meet his excep-
tionally high standards. Not only did his team overperform, but
he ended up being one of J.P. Morgan’s top mentors to diverse,
young talent.

Purpose Pro Tips
How can we apply the science of purpose to the mentor mind-
set? Here are some pro tips I’ve learned from observing teach-
ers, parents, and managers over the years.
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Purpose Isn’t Just a Gen Z Thing

These days, supposed experts on the next generation are every-
where. They all seem to echo a similar refrain: young people to-
day want to have a sense of purpose in school and at work.
Sometimes you hear complaints about this from members of
older generations. To hear them tell it, they never cared about
such nonsense. They showed up every day, gritted through their
boring-but-important tasks, and collected a paycheck. But this
is mostly nonsense—a fairy tale inspired by the norm of self-in-
terest. Viktor Frankl and Kurt Hahn were writing about mean-
ing and purpose before most baby boomers were born. What
we’re seeing with the new generation isn’t a shift in young peo-
ple’s nature. It’s a shift in awareness of what has motivated peo-
ple throughout human history, and an erosion of the norm of
self-interest in their generation. Young people today are more
self-aware about their search for meaning.

Make Broad, Not Narrow, Arguments

Adults often make very specific arguments about careers that
require a given course or skill. For example, Pearla brought in
local professionals who described how they used math in their
sales or accounting jobs. However, getting into a specific career
is a low-probability event. Not all students will take inspiration
from these concrete examples. I won’t ever be in sales or ac-
counting, students could easily say, so I guess I don’t need to
pay attention to this. Broader arguments typically prove more
effective. For example, in our purpose intervention we argued
that algebra or writing can teach you logical-reasoning skills
that make your brain stronger, then you can use your stronger
brain to solve problems in the world (and get good feelings of
prestige from making a difference in your community). We
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didn’t argue that they needed algebra to be a certified public
accountant.

It’s a Mix of Motives
In the early days of our purpose research, we learned that the
most stable and meaningful sense of purpose had a mix of mo-
tives. Young people both wanted to contribute to the world
around them and have meaningful and respected futures. They
weren’t martyrs, sacrificing all enjoyment in life for others’ ben-
efit. To the contrary, they had a clear sense of how both they
and the world around them could benefit from their stronger
skills. And the source of beyond-the-self purpose that helps mo-
tivate them doesn’t have to just be community service—Frankl
noted that a commitment to art or science or beauty can work as
well.

Don’t Cause Anxiety

The most serious mistake that I often see is invoking purpose in
a way that causes anxiety. It can backfire to tell a young person
that the whole world is counting on them learning and growing,
and that if they fail they’ll disappoint everyone and make people
suffer. In fact, researchers who study how anxiety interferes
with the brain’s functioning often say something like that to
make people freak out in a lab setting. So don’t make purpose
an all-or-nothing proposition. Instead, take a page from the
mentor-mindset playbook. Emphasize your support for young
people’s learning. We don’t want to stoke anxiety-ridden threat-
type stress. We want to evoke challenge-type stress that fuels
better learning and performance.
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Chapter 9

Belonging

To sustain school success one must be identified with school achievement.…
For such an identification to form, one must perceive good prospects in the
domain, that is, that one has the interests, skills, resources, and opportuni-
ties to prosper there, as well as that one belongs there, in the sense of being
accepted and valued.

—Claude Steele, Stanford University social psychologist

Two Dilemmas
Christina, a college physics instructor, knows that most stu-
dents don’t want to take her course. It’s complex, it involves a
lot of work, and many students struggle. Because medical
schools require physics credits, the stakes are high, creating an
additional layer of stress. Christina wanted her students to feel
like they belonged in physics. Nothing she tried worked. She
was friendly, and she offered extra office hours, but nobody
came to meet with her. And like the rest of the physics depart-
ment, she saw an alarming disparity in her data. Her students
from poor families or low-quality high schools performed far
worse than their peers. She wanted to know: What could she
do differently?

Ingeboerg is a brilliant professional who’s read every par-
enting book and article. Not long ago, she told me about how
her seventh-grade daughter, Nora, was being bullied and ex-
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cluded at her school in Norway. Nora’s longtime group of four
friends from elementary and early middle school wouldn’t have
anything to do with her. They wouldn’t invite her to sleepovers,
the movies, or birthday parties, and they excluded her from
group texts. Who knows what they might be saying about Nora
behind her back? One minute, she had a core group of popular
friends who accepted her, and the next she’s socially dead, a
pariah. Her daughter felt crushed, crying on her mother’s
shoulder every night, asking, “What’s wrong with me?” and
“Why doesn’t anybody like me?” and “Am I going to be a loser
forever?” Even with all the books she’d read, Ingeboerg was at
a loss for words. She wanted to know: What could she say to
help Nora deal with this?

Different as these two problems may seem, they have very
similar solutions. Both solutions draw on the new science of
belonging. Over the last decade and a half, a series of scientific
breakthroughs, many of them led by Stanford University social
psychologist Greg Walton, have ushered in a new era in the sci-
ence of belonging. Walton and his collaborators have over-
turned misconceptions of belonging as new age, feel-good
puffery while yielding some of the best-validated strategies for
promoting achievement and well-being, especially for people
from groups who are marginalized, stereotyped, or left out.

The Need to Belong
From birth, human beings have a basic need to belong and to
be accepted. Newborn infants, for example, prefer to stare at
faces and listen to human voices rather than nonfaces or non-
human sounds. Even in the womb, babies can recognize the
difference between their mother’s voice reading The Cat in the
Hat versus a stranger’s voice reading the same book. In 2017,
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the psychologist Carol Dweck published an influential theory
arguing that this primal sociality comes from infants preparing
for accepting interactions—those with a give-and-take syn-
chrony. Accepting interactions help babies survive by bringing
them closer to caretakers who will feed them and keep them
safe.

As humans develop, we transition from dyadic interactions
with caregivers to interactions with larger groups, especially in
adolescence. Our parents may offer us unconditional accep-
tance, but our peers usually want us to bring something to the
table. Thus, our need to be accepted becomes tied to our need
to feel competent. After all, proving our competence to others
is the basis of earned prestige in a peer group. See figure 9.1.

This basic idea extends beyond the peer group and applies
to any institutional context. A teenager failing advanced math
might say, I don’t belong in this class. Their incompetence de-
termines their unbelonging. On the other hand, a teenager
who’s an exceptional figure skater might say of the champi-
onship competition, I belong here. Their competence deter-
mines their belonging.

According to Dweck’s theory, this mutually influencing tor-
nado of needs—to be competent and to belong—morphs into
the adolescent need for status and respect (see figure 9.1).
When young people have something of value to contribute to a
group—when they’re competent and accepted—then they’re ac-
corded status and respect. That’s earned prestige. By the same
token, belonging threats spill over into our feelings of compe-
tence. Then they jeopardize the testosterone-sensitized drive
for status and respect.

Unbelonging can be as serious to adolescents as a threat to
maternal attachment is to a baby. Thus, even seemingly minor
experiences that make a young person feel like they’re a poor
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social fit for a group or setting can make them feel like a poor
intellectual fit and scare them off.

This connection between feelings of intellectual fit and so-
cial fit was a breakthrough discovery made by Greg Walton
when he was a graduate student at Yale University. Walton saw
that the complexities of belonging could help explain adoles-
cent behaviors that seem perplexing to older generations. Why
do some young people fight tooth and nail to get into a particu-
lar college, or land a specific job, but then drop out or quit
when it starts getting tough? Walton surmised, and studies
have later confirmed, that the biggest factor, in many studies,
is uncertainty about whether they belong. Such uncertainties
prompt people to look out for experiences that could signal
that we lack the competence required to truly belong.
Examples include receiving harsh criticism from a professor,
needing to ask a clarifying question in class, or feeling con-
fused during office hours. People may not ask for help to do
better if they are worried that any struggles could reveal a lack
of intellectual ability to succeed, and therefore a lack of belong-
ing. Not taking steps to do better, people might then perform
worse, intensifying doubts about belonging and competence.
This process appears in figure 9.2, which shows how initial un-
certainty about belonging and competence, over time, can
transform into Get me out of here!

Figure 9.1. Dweck’s (2017) developmental theory of needs.
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Walton’s insights were important because society tends to
downplay the need to belong. For an obvious example, nations
around the world underestimated the psychological and educa-
tional impact of isolated learning during COVID-19 school clo-
sures. When people believe that young people’s perspectives
are not legitimate (i.e., neurobiological incompetence), they
fail to recognize that belonging plays a vital role in their well-
being or even survival. Some skeptics may even interpret the
utterance I want to belong as meaning, I want to be held to
low intellectual standards.

Figure 9.2. How a cycle of uncertainty about one’s belonging and/or
competence can lead to worse performance over time.

A good example of this mistaken thinking appeared in the
2022 culture war that emerged when New York University
(NYU) fired Dr. Maitland Jones Jr., an old-school organic
chemistry professor, a few years after he retired from
Princeton University. Firsthand accounts from students make
clear that Jones was an enforcer-mindset teacher. He designed
his class to be exceptionally demanding. He touted his philoso-
phy that “teachers must have the courage to assign low grades
when students do poorly without fear of punishment.”
According to his criteria, he was exceptionally courageous.
Compared to other teachers, Jones Jr. gave out significantly
lower grades. Because organic chemistry is a required course
for medical school, that meant many more students wouldn’t
become doctors, a fact that Jones Jr. didn’t regret. “Unless you
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appreciate these [organic chemistry] transformations at the
molecular level,” he told the New York Times, “I don’t think
you can be a good physician, and I don’t want you treating pa-
tients.” Jones’s students started a petition against his class,
and the administration subsequently fired him. Jones’s de-
fenders, and Jones himself, blamed his firing on young people
these days failing to live up to his lofty standards. They ac-
cused the university of pandering to a woke and feeble student
body who wanted participation-trophy A’s, not authentic
achievement. Jones Jr.’s critics, meanwhile, argued that he set
excessively high standards, that young people these days
shouldn’t be asked to memorize outdated formulas. Both sides
missed the point, however. The point was this: Jones Jr. was
outrageously, epically, historically bad at addressing belonging.

Laura Janda, now a globally recognized professor of linguis-
tics, took Jones Jr.’s organic chemistry class at Princeton in the
1970s. She wrote about a time she asked a question in class.
Jones Jr. mocked her, imitating her with a girlish, naive voice.
He then asked the rest of the class to join him in laughing at
her. “It still hurts 50 years later,” she wrote. She was glad that
he was fired because “all students deserve to be treated with re-
spect.” At NYU, when students asked Jones Jr. for assistance,
they were met with “dismissiveness, unresponsiveness, conde-
scension, and opacity about grading,” according to the admin-
istration’s report.

The reason for Jones Jr.’s behavior was his adherence to the
neurobiological-incompetence model. His go-to response to
student confusion was shame. When asked why so many stu-
dents did poorly, he blamed their inconsistent attendance,
their weak work ethic, and their addiction to screens, not his
inability to respect them or connect with them. In his mind, he
had supported students by posting online videos that clarified
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concepts he had explained poorly during class. The fact that
students didn’t learn meant, to him, that they didn’t care
enough—or weren’t smart enough—to succeed. Jones Jr. didn’t
consider that his lectures often had nothing to do with his ex-
ams, that his videos were boring or discursive, and students
hated feeling belittled in his class, so they stopped showing up.
He had a classic enforcer mindset: blaming, shaming, telling,
yelling, but rarely listening or validating or adapting.

None of the newspaper articles I read about the Maitland
Jones Jr. saga deviated from the basic narrative that the high
standards were the problem—when in reality, his failures as a
teacher stemmed from his lack of support. Jones’s impossible-
to-reach standards, with little support, caused large propor-
tions of students to question their competence and, in turn,
their belonging—not just in his class, but in the field of medi-
cine overall. The all-standards, low-support approach might
not flummox students who already have every advantage and
support from their families. A handful of top students at
Princeton—which, according to large datasets of American’s
tax returns, is home to some of the most advantaged people in
the world—liked Jones Jr., for example. If the only students
who can benefit from a professor’s teaching are the ones who
can substitute their own resources to make up for his many
flaws, then that’s exclusive excellence, not inclusive excellence.

Social psychologist Mary Murphy, author of the book
Cultures of Growth, has conducted surveys with hundreds of
university professors. She finds that professors who have an
enforcer mindset like that of Maitland Jones Jr. tend to create
what Murphy calls a “culture of genius.” This culture of genius
tends to create achievement disparities between students from
minority groups and their peers from majority groups. Their
gaps are twice the size of the disparities seen in classrooms
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where teachers support everyone. These achievement dispari-
ties can start a corrosive cycle that confirms the professors’
negative stereotypes about minority groups. If professors like
Jones Jr. start out believing that minority students can’t suc-
ceed and treat them dismissively, their disrespect will produce
disengagement and low performance that will fulfill their
prophecy.

The flawed media coverage of the Maitland Jones Jr. story—
which focused solely on the standards, not his lack of support—
convinced me that many gatekeepers are ill prepared to sup-
port belonging. Our society doesn’t even understand that be-
longing is a problem we need to solve.

Even when leaders and organizations appreciate the impor-
tance of belonging, their commonsense approaches miss the
mark. I’m often sent examples of belonging campaigns de-
signed by enthusiastic college administrators. The execution of
these well-intended campaigns reveals a fundamental misun-
derstanding. Messages of belonging frequently have an image
of a college mascot or a lonely youth jumping for joy embla-
zoned with the words YOU BELONG! However, belonging isn’t
achieved by fiat. To the contrary, we secure our sense of be-
longing through experiences of looking competent in front of
the people whose opinions we care about—earned prestige.

A student who comes to college feeling nervous about their
ability to succeed and who immediately struggles in their large
introductory classes won’t suddenly believe that they belong
just because a student services office gave them a YOU BELONG

sticker for their laptop. With a protector mindset, people are
generally sympathetic to belonging concerns, but they try to
downplay them through the power of positive thinking.
Unfortunately, that doesn’t work.
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To really understand belonging, and overcome these ineffec-
tive enforcer- and protector-mindset approaches, we need to
turn to a rigorous scientific investigation of belonging. As we
will see, science points to a key element that can help young
people feel a sense of belonging: beliefs about the possibility of
change and improvement.

Consider a lovely study led by the London Business School
social psychologist Aneeta Rattan, who was trained by Carol
Dweck. Rattan’s study examined the well-known “It Gets
Better” campaign. This campaign was created in response to a
rash of suicides and suicide attempts among LGBTQ+ youth in
2010. In the campaign, celebrities and civilians posted impas-
sioned videos encouraging queer youth to stay hopeful and op-
timistic for the future because “it gets better.” This campaign
offered a beautiful example of the public’s compassion and em-
pathy for young people. It also served as a natural experiment
that revealed our culture’s difficulty in knowing what to say to
help them.

When Rattan coded the viral videos for the content of their
messages, she found that 76 percent of the videos argued
something like the following: People who are mean to you now
because of your sexual identity could never change and will
always look down on you. But you can find different people
who might accept you; for example, if you moved away from
your hometown. Such videos promise an oddly pessimistic vi-
sion. They’re essentially telling queer youth that the people
they’re around now, whose opinions they care about, including
their family, will never accept them. One day, however, they
might be able to abandon the home and family and friends
they have now for the chance to find at least one person some-
where else who might accept them. In experiments where
Rattan showed those typical “It Gets Better” videos to queer
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youth, the participants said the messages weren’t comforting.
(See left column in table 9.1.)

In a minority of cases (just 22 percent of the time) Rattan
found that the “It Gets Better” videos made a different argu-
ment: people can change. (See right column in table 9.1.)
These videos argued that people’s prejudiced attitudes toward
queer youth could evolve over time, that society’s norms could
change, or that your family members could realize that they
love you unconditionally even if they don’t understand your
gender or sexual identity. In Rattan’s experiments, participants
rated the latter people-can-change videos as far more comfort-
ing. The Rattan study provides another example, like the failed
compliment-sandwich approach (introduction), to remind us
that we can’t trust many of our instincts about communicating
with young people—especially when it concerns their
belonging.
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Table 9.1. “It Gets Better” Messages That Weren’t Comforting (Left) and Were
Comforting (Right)

“IT GETS BETTER” WITHOUT
EXPLAINING HOW PEOPLE CAN

CHANGE

“IT GETS BETTER” WITH
EXPLAINING HOW PEOPLE CAN

CHANGE

You can’t let all the criticism and nega-
tive comments get you down. It truly
doesn’t matter what people think of
you if you are happy with who you are.
There is nothing wrong with being
yourself, so don’t let anyone tell you
differently. If you can learn who you are
and accept yourself now, you will make
your life much easier because it only
gets better as you move through life. It
may seem like a struggle now, but by
knowing that everything will get better,
you can remain hopeful and enthusias-
tic for the future.

The bullying and getting made fun of
that you may face in your youth or in
high school will soon go away. As peo-
ple grow up, they care less about dif-
ferences such as sexual orientation
and more about individual people’s
personalities because they no longer
feel the need to put someone else
down to make themselves feel better.
Once people grow up and feel com-
fortable in their own shoes, they will let
you feel comfortable in yours. Just get
through these difficult teen years. It will
get better.

Why are adults’ instincts about belonging so untrustworthy?
One answer looks to the Golden Rule. This is the idea that we
should want for others what we want for ourselves. When I was
in graduate school, the late Stanford social psychologist Lee
Ross used to tell us that the Golden Rule was a great rule to live
by but a terrible rule to design by. It can lead us astray because
others don’t necessarily want or need what we want, especially
if we’re more comfortable and secure than they are.

Suppose you lived in New York City and somebody who had
never been to NYC was coming to visit you, so you needed to
explain how to navigate public transportation. If you gave them
the advice the way that you’d want to hear it, you might give
them lots of details about which subway lines to take, which
stops to get off and on at, whether to catch a cab and where to
just walk, and how many blocks away this or that attraction is.
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You’d like that because you have a mental map of the city. It
wouldn’t work for them, however, because they don’t. They
would need to grasp basic concepts, like how a subway works
or when it’s safe to ride versus walk. In general, designing di-
rections for someone who’s very secure in their mastery of the
public transportation system is very different from designing
for someone who’s new to the system.

Similarly, the Golden Rule fails us when adults who general-
ly take their belonging for granted try to give advice to younger
people who are in a more precarious position. We get ourselves
in trouble again and again, on both the enforcer and protector
side.

It’s easy for an enforcer professor like Maitland Jones Jr. to
design an organic chemistry class the way he would want to
learn the content. But he wrote the textbook! And he has a pen-
sion from Princeton! He feels secure in his competence and his
belonging. He’s forgotten that his students don’t. His Golden
Rule design ended up crushing half the class or more, and he
couldn’t understand why, except to blame the students for not
being him.

Likewise, it’s easy for protector-mindset college administra-
tors to say, You belong, without addressing the underlying
threats to belonging. They’re insiders! They went to college,
and they work at one! People often downplay the importance of
fears about belonging when they aren’t threatened by such
fears themselves.

If as a society we can’t trust our instincts about belonging,
then what can we do? Instead of using the Golden Rule, we can
use the mentor mindset. Recall that in a mentor mindset we
don’t start with a presumption that young people’s perspec-
tives are illegitimate. Therefore we don’t think that our own in-
stincts should be trusted more. Instead, in a mentor mindset
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we have a neurobiological-competence belief. We think it’s
normal and good for young people to be concerned about be-
longing, status, and respect. A mentor’s role is therefore to fig-
ure out which threats to status and respect could get in the way
of young people feeling like they could belong, and then work
toward alleviating those threats so that they can meet high
standards. When we see young people encountering setbacks—
whether it’s confusion in chemistry class or bullying in the hall-
ways—then with a mentor mindset we recognize that we
haven’t given them sufficient support yet. We then say and do
what we can to support them through their difficulties, without
telling them to give up and without doing things for them that
they can do themselves.

As it turns out, one of the most powerful ways to use a men-
tor mindset to support belonging is through storytelling.
Storytelling is a powerful tool to help young people see the pos-
sibility for change and improvement when they face problems
of belonging. The “It Gets Better” campaign tried to harness
the power of stories but executed the idea poorly. Luckily,
there’s a four-step process for storytelling that comes from
large randomized experiments. These experiments harnessed
the power of stories to help young people belong in college.

Storytelling 1: College Success
In 2011, Greg Walton published one of the most remarkable
and influential papers I had ever read. In it, he described a be-
longing intervention that he had given to students in the spring
of their first year of college. The belonging intervention con-
sisted of reading survey statistics and stories from upper-year
students, writing a short speech, and recording yourself deliv-
ering that speech (a saying-is-believing activity; chapter 8).
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These statistics and stories conveyed the potential for change
by providing two messages: (1) the struggle to belong is normal
(and therefore not a sign that there’s something permanently
wrong with you), and (2) those concerns tend to improve (but
not just on their own—usually when people take active steps to
become academically and socially integrated on campus).
Participants needed about half an hour to complete the inter-
vention. Shockingly, Walton and his coauthor, Geoffrey Cohen,
found that three and a half years later, at the end of college, the
grades of Black students in particular had improved. The inter-
vention had eliminated approximately half of the Black-white
disparity in grades.

Even more amazing was the follow-up analysis (conducted
with Dr. Shannon Brady). By the time students were in their
late twenties, those who got the belonging intervention showed
greater well-being and job satisfaction. Belonging was the gift
that kept on giving. Walton had somehow managed to bottle
my great-grandmother Leona Sumners (introduction) into a
half-hour survey that could be scaled to hundreds of thousands
of students per year.

I had so many questions. For starters, how could a short ac-
tivity have an impact even a few hours later, let alone years lat-
er? After all, most college professors think their students forget
most, if not all, of what they say right after class. Next, how
could changing someone’s mind have an effect on their actual
behavior and outcomes far into the future? Indeed, addressing
inequality between groups feels so intractable. It wasn’t clear
to me how a purely psychological treatment could have an im-
pact. And last, were Walton’s results even trustworthy?
Although the study was rigorously conducted and analyzed, the
sample size was small. It was at least possible that the results
benefited from a bit of luck.
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I approached Walton with a proposition. I wanted to repli-
cate his findings in larger and larger samples. I also wanted to
study the steps between the short activity and the long-run
outcomes, to understand why it worked. Lastly, I wanted to fig-
ure out how he crafted those stories that students read. I saw
tremendous potential for the belonging intervention to help
educators, managers, and parents, but in order for it to have
that impact we’d need to unpack it. Walton was game. That be-
gan one of the most fruitful and energizing collaborations of
my career. The end result was a set of practical tools for people
to craft belonging stories that they can use in their contexts.

First, we replicated. We ran three experiments simultane-
ously in the spring of 2012, with the entire incoming class at
Stanford (where Walton worked), the entire incoming class at
the University of Texas at Austin (where I worked), and the en-
tire outgoing class of seniors at several large urban charter
school networks (who were working with us). The total sample
was greater than ninety-five hundred students. Roughly three-
fourths the students (randomly assigned) completed the be-
longing intervention via an online survey before college, and a
fourth completed a control exercise. The belonging interven-
tion improved first-year achievement, especially among stu-
dents who were the first in their families to go to college (re-
gardless of their race or ethnicity) and students who came from
racial/ethnic minority groups (regardless of their parents’ edu-
cation levels).

Soon after, independent scholars replicated the effects,
showing that the belonging intervention worked for middle
schoolers as well. Recently, we formed a large consortium with
social psychologists Mary Murphy, Christine Logel, and
Shannon Brady and replicated the belonging intervention with
over twenty-six thousand incoming students at twenty-two in-
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stitutions. (We have since made Walton’s belonging interven-
tion available for free.)

Second, we discovered why the belonging-intervention ef-
fect lasted over time. It was due to a kind of snowball effect
(which psychologists call a recursive process). See figure 9.3.
Students who got the short belonging intervention, and who
therefore felt less worried about their belonging, were more
likely to get their hooks into the system. They visited office
hours more, they joined extracurriculars, they chose to live on
campus, they said they had mentors, and more. Why did this
happen? When students recognized that their worries about
belonging didn’t mean anything bigger—that is, that they
shouldn’t be in college at all—then they were more likely to
take the microrisks of meeting peers and talking to professors.
Those reasonable microrisks then paid off because they creat-
ed belonging, in the form of having more friends or professors
who knew their names.

Overall, our study revealed that students—especially stu-
dents from groups who are made to question their belonging
and have a greater likelihood of dropping out—have far more
agency and ability to belong than society gives them credit for.
They needed to alleviate constant threats to their belonging. In
our studies, students were able to get that from the short inter-
vention that taught them how to think about belonging in a
more useful way. The belonging intervention was, as Geoffrey
Cohen likes to say, “the final straw lifted from the camel’s
back.”

Third, Walton (with me and many others) articulated the
key aspects behind the belonging stories that made them work.
We wanted to identify the ingredients that underpinned suc-
cessful storytelling so that people could write new stories suit-
ed for their purposes, rather than simply borrowing our stories
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and expecting them to work in any context. Although the inter-
vention seemed like a magic trick (i.e., untrustworthy) before
we replicated, I suspected that once we had replicated it, it
would seem like a magic bullet (i.e., a universal solution). As it
turns out, teachers and parents have tried to hand out a magic
worksheet of stories to evaporate belonging concerns and in-
equity. As we’ve already established, because of the Golden
Rule problem, different audiences need different stories—sto-
rytelling isn’t a one-size-fits-all solution.

Figure 9.3. The positive snowball effect started by the belonging
intervention.

What makes a good belonging story? Let’s take a look at one
from my UT Austin experiment conducted with Walton, shown
in figure 9.4.

The story has four elements. The first block of highlighted
text explains that struggle is normal. This reassurance is meant
to dispel the idea that students are alone in their struggles and
therefore uniquely unsuited for college. The second block of
highlighted text provides an example of how change was possi-
ble. We don’t want to say, Everybody struggles, but then imply
that the struggles will be endless. The third block of highlight-
ed text explains what actions students could take once they re-
alized that change was possible. We’ve found students don’t al-
ways know the behaviors that can lead them to develop belong-
ing; they think it just happens. The action steps help students
be intentional. The fourth block of highlighted text explains
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how those realizations and steps start a snowball effect. This is
important because the story needs a happy ending, while also
not overpromising that belonging concerns will evaporate
overnight. In our studies, students tend to read anywhere from
three to eight stories like this. (Note that we source the stories
from former-student interviews, and then we edit them to
make sure they have the key themes in the right order.)

Suppose you were a professor trying to tell a belonging story
to help a wayward college student. Or a manager trying to tell a
story to a new employee who’s questioning their belonging.
What would you say?

We asked this question to a group of faculty in a fellowship
program we conducted during the 2020–2021 school year for
instructors teaching large entry-level math and science. We
had two professors from physics, two from chemistry, two from
biology, and two from calculus. Collectively, our fellows would
teach almost every premed and pre-engineering student at the
university. They were accomplished and rigorous professors,
but they wanted to add belonging stories to their repertoires.
They were the anti–Maitland Joneses. Together with the fel-
lowship codirector, Kristin Patterson, we led our fellows
through a belonging-story writing exercise.

One of the fellows that first year was Dr. Christina Markert,
whom you met in the introduction to this chapter. She’s an ac-
complished, detail-oriented, tenured physicist. She was trained
in Germany and still speaks with an accent that sometimes in-
timidated her mostly Texas-born students. She surprised her
class in the fall of 2020 by telling them a story of her struggles.
Early in her career, she told them, she failed an important
physics exam. At the time, she cried about her failure, thinking
it was the end of her career (normalize). Then, she realized
that her preparation was the issue, not her ability, and so she
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took the failure as a starting point to improve her study strate-
gies (change is possible). She talked to the students who did
well and asked them for advice and tried adjusting her learning
strategies (action steps). Finally, she improved her grade and
realized that she could succeed. Then she took off on her new
trajectory toward professional physics (snowball).

Figure 9.4. An annotated example of a belonging story.

Christina could also offer them concrete support connected
to her story. She told them that since she needed to learn at a
different pace from the exam schedule, she wouldn’t judge
them for needing to do the same. Therefore, students could ei-
ther retake exams later or correct missed problems later. Her
logistical flexibility (and intellectual rigor) gave struggling stu-
dents even more reason to believe that their worries about be-
longing could change because she presented them with a legiti-
mate prospect of becoming more competent over time.

The results of her storytelling amazed Christina. Students
came to office hours more, but not to gripe about their grades
like they normally did. Instead, they came because they were
curious and wanted to understand the concepts. Their enthusi-
asm energized Christina. She even renamed these periods
drop-in hours to signal that she wanted students to drop in to
chat because office hours made many students feel like they
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were being sent to the office. Although Christina gave her class
the same hard tests as she always did, more students passed
than ever—especially the final exam—with smaller racial, eth-
nic, and gender disparities. Perhaps most importantly, stu-
dents loved the course.

Below are some excerpts of what Christina’s students said
the year she was in our mindset fellowship program. As you
read them, keep in mind that these are eighteen-to-twenty-
year-old premed students in a hard class that could derail their
entire career aspirations if it went poorly. (That is, they were
disinclined to be positive.)

“I was resenting having to take physics as it has al-
ways been a hard subject for me. Dr. Markert was so
intentional about sharing her own experiences and en-
couraging everyone to feel confident in themselves.
That did so much to boost my confidence and make
me feel prepared to handle the material. I have truly
never had a professor thus far who is as attuned to
student needs as Dr. Markert. She made physics an
amazing experience!”
“I have always struggled with physics as a subject. It
has always been a source of anxiety and discomfort for
me.… Thank you, Dr. Markert, for the first time in my
life making me feel as if there is a place for me in
STEM and that my questions and attempts at learning
are valid!”
“She reminds me of the good in the world and all the
reasons I wanted to come to college in the first place.”

The impact this experience had on Christina herself was per-
haps even more amazing. The mentor mindset proved a win-
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win for her. On the last day of our fellowship, she provided a
testimonial of her own personal snowball. By the end, there
wasn’t a dry eye in the house.

It was a revelation that students’ confidence about their be-
longing could have such an impact on their engagement,
Christina said. Once the students were more engaged,
Christina enjoyed her teaching much more. She started looking
forward to class in a new way because students were sharing
their opinions about the content much more. In a fascinating
parallel to her students’ reactions, her experience with belong-
ing reminded her of why she went into physics in the first
place.

This first year (and subsequent replications) of our faculty
fellowship convinced us that the guidelines in figure 9.4—and a
little bit of coaching—could help overcome the Golden Rule
problem. By and large, the faculty crafted meaningful stories.
You can do the same.

Interestingly, years before I extended Walton’s research to
the professors’ stories, Carol Dweck and I brought it to an en-
tirely different problem space: coping with high school
bullying.

Storytelling 2: Bullying, Stress, and
Revenge
Think back on Ingeboerg’s problem at the beginning of this
chapter. Her daughter Nora was getting bullied and excluded
by her friends, and her sadness broke Ingeboerg’s heart. Like
most of us, Ingeboerg wanted to stop Nora’s suffering by solv-
ing her social problems for her. If we’re being honest, most
parents also worry how other parents will judge us if we don’t
intervene (or if we intervene too much). These dual pressures
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create a powerful temptation to go into protector mode. They
give parents a strong sense of urgency to take shortcuts, cir-
cumventing the mentor-mindset response.

Experiencing bullying or exclusion can obviously make chil-
dren feel they’re bad (e.g., a loser or worthless). To counteract
these feelings, we often tell our children that they are great but
that the other people—the mean bullies—are the bad ones.
They must have had bad things happen to them that made
them mean (they come from bad homes, etc.). Bullies with a
capital B, straight out of 1980s popular culture. If our children
are being victimized by demon children who lack empathy,
then the next steps are obvious: harass the school or the other
children’s parents (because they clearly don’t punish bullying
severely enough), tell your child to avoid the sociopaths (be-
cause they’ll never stop their assaults), and let every other par-
ent know that (1) those bullies are horrible, and (2) you did
everything you could to save your child.

Decades of careful scientific studies on bullying’s causes and
solutions tell us that bullying is more complicated than being a
bad person. Furthermore, this fixed worldview harms young
people—both bullies and victims.

Picture a stereotypical bully in your mind. If you’re like most
millennials or millennial-adjacent people, you think of Moe,
the bully who terrorized Calvin from the Calvin and Hobbes
comic strip that appeared in the 1980s and ’90s. Moe is drawn
with a Cro-Magnon forehead, implying low intelligence. He
lacks social or emotional skills, so he uses violence to solve all
his problems.

How accurate is this stereotype? Not very. In 2015, my col-
laborators and I published a paper that reviewed past studies
purporting to show what causes and prevents bullying. We an-
alyzed data from hundreds of thousands of kids who were
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questioned around the world. The truth we discovered is so dif-
ferent from the Moe stereotype that it makes me want to cry.

From kindergarten until about sixth grade, Moe-like behav-
iors that we call bullying have a clear cause: poor self-control
and executive function, which refers to the suite of skills chil-
dren use to manage their impulses. Children who struggle to
control their impulses—for example, who have a hard time not
hitting others when they’re mad or insulting others if they’re
offended—are more likely to be nominated by peers as the bul-
lies of the crowd. Usually, however, these kids don’t conform to
our image of the autocratic Lord of the Flies bully who rules
with an iron fist. Instead, the students who can’t control their
impulses may come across as bullies to peers, but mainly they
just annoy the other kids in class, usually due to disabilities or
learning differences (ADHD, Tourette’s, emotion-regulation
problems, etc.). They are affected by disorders that make im-
pulse control a challenge. They’re often in special education for
behavioral, not cognitive, reasons. The last thing most of these
children need is to be told they are unempathetic, Moe-like
monsters. What they really need are better skills for making
friends—for finding acceptance, status, and respect in a peer
group. Most would be perfectly happy to trade bullying for a
friend or two.

Starting in seventh grade and continuing to twelfth grade,
the science tells a different story about bullying among older
kids. When we analyzed the data from hundreds of thousands
of students from around the world, we found that the bully
who punches a peer to get lunch money was more or less ex-
tinct. Instead, the data showed that the stronger a student’s so-
cial and emotional skills, the more likely they were to be seen
as a bully in school. What could explain such a reversal? Here,
too, the reason was fascinating.
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Our data, and the data collected by independent scholars,
showed that adolescents’ social goals played a role. The more
adolescents said their main goal was to be at the top of the so-
cial hierarchy, the more they tended to bully others. For exam-
ple, in one study we conducted, the more a teenager said it was
their main goal to look more popular than others, the more
they wanted to exclude a low-status peer in the lunchroom.
Importantly, by the high school years, the concept of bullying
changes dramatically, becoming more social and indirect in na-
ture. Rather than Moe stealing Calvin’s lunch money, teenagers
plotted Succession-esque sabotage to destroy the reputations
of their status competitors.

University of California, Davis, sociologist Robert Faris led a
beautiful study that directly showed this phenomenon (see fig-
ure 9.5). He found that kids who had secured top status didn’t
engage in bullying. Nor did the high school kids with very low
status—they couldn’t get to the top anyway. Instead, the high
schoolers who came near the very top level but stopped just shy
of reaching it were the ones who bullied others the most. They
had plenty of status and respect but not enough. They felt inse-
cure about keeping their mediocre place. And so they were
willing to use bullying to finally get to the top.

These data challenge many of the popular stereotypes about
bullying, and they should influence how people tend to re-
spond. Bullying in the post-elementary-school age range most-
ly stems from a desire for status and respect—which is healthy
and developmentally appropriate—combined with very short-
sighted and harmful strategies for gaining status and respect.
Notice what I’m not saying. I’m not saying adolescents who
bully need more social skills (in contrast to younger children).
As Faris’s study shows (see figure 9.5), the semipopular kids al-
ready have social skills. Instead, the problem is they often use
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these skills to strike the right balance of meanness and plausi-
ble deniability. Youth need to learn different routes to gain sta-
tus and respect—leadership or kindness or contribution to the
community. They need a different way to feel awesome.

Figure 9.5. Semipopular kids bully more to get more status.

Would an enforcer approach give that to them? Probably
not. Young people need a mentoring approach that helps them
learn how to attain social success without causing unjust suf-
fering to others. Indeed, some of the most promising antibully-
ing programs for high school and late middle school have done
away with assemblies and swag and slogans. Instead they look
more like leadership-development programs.

With this understanding, let’s return to Ingeboerg’s prob-
lem. What should she say to seventh grader Nora to help her
when she’s bullied and excluded by friends? Carol Dweck and I
set out to answer that question, building in part on Walton’s
insights about belonging stories.

Carol Dweck is most well-known for her work on the growth
mindset of intelligence—the idea that you can get smarter over
time. But people can also adopt a growth mindset about per-
sonality—the idea that people can change how they treat
others.

Early in my graduate career I pitched an idea to Carol: How
about we apply this people-can-change idea to help victims of
bullying? We thought that a fixed mindset—“bullies can never
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change”—caused people to lose hope for the future, just like the
least-effective “It Gets Better” videos. On the other hand, if
young people had a growth mindset about people’s potential to
change—the idea that bullies could learn to stop what they’re
doing and seek status another way—then young people would
have a legitimate reason to believe that things would get better.
Our collaboration led to a series of studies that to this day are
some of the only experimental treatments proven to improve
the stress, coping, and mental health of victimized youth.

To give youth the belief that people can change, we built on
Walton’s work on storytelling. In our growth mindset of per-
sonality intervention, we told high schoolers a story about an
adult who ran into someone who used to bully them back in
high school. The former bully had changed, regretted their ac-
tions, admitted that they think about it a lot, and asked the for-
mer victim to understand that they had done it out of a mis-
guided attempt to gain status. (We interviewed many adults
who felt this way about what they had done in high school, so
we were summarizing true stories.) We explained how this
chance encounter helped the adult realize something impor-
tant, which is that people can change. Further, this realization
helped the adult process the powerful emotions they had felt—
the hatred and shame—and start changing them into emotions
like pity, which didn’t consume them.

We used this story as a launching-off point into the science
of how people can change. We explained how adolescence is a
time of seeking out status and respect, how that drive can lead
some young people to do harmful things, and how kids who
bully need to learn different ways of behaving. We further ex-
plained that as the brain matures, young people learn how to
change their behaviors; for example, by seeking out more pro-
ductive outlets for their appetite for status, such as leadership.
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Last, we argued that people who are shy and have few friends
can also change. They can learn to be more social once they feel
comfortable. Thus, even if they are excluded by some peers,
they can still have a good social life in the future.

These people-can-change messages had two purposes. First,
they aimed to reduce hatred. Hatred is a destructive and corro-
sive emotion that grows out of the belief that another person’s
or group’s essence is fundamentally horrid and rotten to the
core. For instance, social psychologist Eran Halperin found
that when Israelis and Palestinians thought the other group
was bad and could never change, they endorsed aggressive
counterterrorism measures. If they thought the other group
could change, they felt angry, but they were open to the peace
process. In the high school context, when young people believe
bullies can’t change, they enter a cyclone of hatred. They show
a seething desire for revenge. We wanted to reduce that out-
come by conveying the possibility of change. Notably, we didn’t
guarantee that change would happen or happen quickly. Nor
did we say that a victim of bullying needs to change their tor-
mentors. Instead, we just made an argument that change is
possible. That proved enough to take the edge off the hatred.

Second, the people-can-change message targeted the vic-
tims, not the bullies. We were trying to give victims hope that
they could find greater acceptance and belonging in the future.
Here, too, we took care not to imply something simplistic or
misleading. We didn’t say, If only you changed, then people
would like you. Instead we explained that it’s possible to over-
come shyness or loneliness by learning communication skills,
or even just by making friends. In fact, many high school
friendships blossom through extracurriculars, and idio-
syncratic interests drive which extracurriculars students join.
Therefore, young people change their friend groups over time
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as they figure out what kinds of activities they want to be do-
ing. Again, we didn’t promise that change happens overnight.
But we said it’s always possible.

The people-can-change intervention next shared a few sto-
ries. They were collected from upper-year students and high-
lighted the same elements as the belonging stories. For in-
stance, the intervention told the story about a student whose
middle school best friends abandoned her at the start of high
school, saying, “They walked by me without a smile or a hello.”
She felt like a nobody, ashamed and alone. She even wondered
if she would have no friends for all of high school (normalize
struggle). However, she started to realize that her friends had
probably excluded her because they’re insecure and caved to
peer pressure to hang out with new people, so their motives
aren’t about her (change is possible). With this in mind, she
decides that although her old friends might come around in the
future, she’s going to start finding new friends in the mean-
time. She also reminds herself that it’s just the first week of
school, so she has plenty of time (action steps). Last, the girl
talks about how she made new friends who expanded her hori-
zons. In addition, one of her old friends came back and regret-
ted excluding her. Now she has a better group of friends that
she can really depend on, and she feels like she belongs in her
school (snowball effect). After students read a few stories like
this, we had them write their own story like it to drive the in-
formation home.

This people-can-change intervention is easy to scale up. It’s
pretty short (around twenty-five minutes). It can be delivered
as an assignment on a computer for individual students. Over
the years, we’ve tested this intervention with thousands of stu-
dents. The results have been remarkable.
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In one experiment we published in 2013, we gave high
school students either the people-can-change intervention or a
control intervention that taught them social problem-solving
skills. A third group received no intervention. Then, all the stu-
dents completed a task in which they (temporarily) experi-
enced exclusion by peers in an online game, and then had a
chance to take revenge on the peers who excluded them. The
group who got skills training were just as vengeful as the group
who got nothing. Skills training didn’t work. But the group who
received the people-can-change intervention showed 40 per-
cent less revenge. These results suggested that the message
about change could stop the cycles of aggression and violence
so often seen in schools.

In another experiment we published in 2016, the people-
can-change intervention improved coping with stress. When
we put high schoolers through the Trier Social Stress Test (see
chapter 7), we found that the short intervention prevented
harmful threat-type cardiovascular reactivity and promoted
helpful challenge-type responses. When participants thought
people could change, they seemed energized. They wanted to
do something useful about their social difficulties. When they
thought people could never change, they wallowed in damage
and defeat. We found similar results in a new study with more
than a thousand ninth-grade students who received the inter-
vention in the first month of starting high school. On days
when their belonging and status were under threat, students
who learned people can change were more optimistic and re-
silient, in their minds and in their bodies.

Believing people can change can start a snowball effect that
improves long-run mental health. In studies published by us
and by independent scholars such as Dr. Jessica Schleider, the
people-can-change treatment, given just one time, has reduced
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symptoms of depression and chronic stress. Our findings sur-
prised the clinical psychology community. Therapists are used
to long, multisession treatments. In some cases this was appro-
priate. Now, with the advent of our so-called single-session
treatments, there are new doors being opened to scalable, uni-
versal support for youth mental health. For young people who
are coping with mental health crises—in the midst of a short-
age of therapists—the possibilities are exciting.

How did these messages help Ingeboerg’s daughter Nora?
Nora hated being excluded. For the most part, Ingeboerg re-

sisted the temptation to be a protector. She didn’t harass the
school. She did call one of the other girls’ moms because they
were (supposedly) friends. The other mom said, “I’m very sorry
for Nora,” but she wouldn’t intervene. The other mom ex-
plained that she had been miserably bullied when she was a kid
and said, “I’m very happy that my daughter is being included
with the popular girls.” She wouldn’t tell her daughter to in-
clude Nora because “I don’t want to mess that up for her.”
Ingeboerg was stunned. The other mother was so very clearly
projecting her own insecurities onto the situation. Nora would
suffer. That was unacceptable.

This nevertheless gave Ingeboerg a plan of what to say to
Nora.

Ingeboerg explained to Nora that her friends are insecure
and chasing higher popularity. They’re popular but not yet at
the top. (Like the bullies in Faris’s study.) Excluding Nora was
part of their strategy. She told Nora that their actions are un-
fair, but they’re going to have to realize that for themselves. In
the meantime, Nora needed to put herself out there in different
classes and activities. She should make some new friends when
she’s ready. Ingeboerg conveyed that (1) Nora’s struggles were
normal and valid, (2) it’s possible things could change but not
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immediately, (3) she could take steps right away to start im-
proving the situation, and (4) her efforts could snowball into
something better down the road.

A year later, Nora had new friends. She didn’t hate her old
friends and she didn’t want revenge, even though she was an-
gry. That hurt didn’t own her anymore, however, so she could
move on. What’s more, Nora now had direct experience with a
new, more hopeful story in her mind that she could tell herself.
Nora now believed it gets better and that she belonged. It
wasn’t because her mom told her to believe in her belonging,
but because she had taken actions to experience it firsthand.
That’s the power of the mentor mindset.
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Section III

Building a Better
Future
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Chapter 10

Inclusive Excellence

How do we retain and nurture these people who have come to us wanting to
participate in the excitement of scientific discovery?

—Keivan Stassun, award-winning astrophysicist

Inclusion by Design
Bang! Bang! Bang!

“Uh… Keivan,” Josh Pepper said to his professor, “Dan’s go-
ing to need another laptop.”

Dr. Keivan Stassun is an award-winning, world-renowned
astrophysics professor at Vanderbilt University. Dr. Josh
Pepper, at the time, was a postdoctoral fellow in Stassun’s lab-
oratory. Dan was a brilliant programmer and master’s student
who was also working in Stassun’s laboratory. Dan was in the
midst of coding a new software platform that would let astro-
physicists examine massive datasets of telescope observations
for patterns, such as the location of new planets. Dan is also
autistic. A side effect of Dan’s neurodiversity was that he had
little tolerance for frustration. Unfortunately, frustration was
inevitable when he was inventing complex software for space
exploration. Every so often, Dan’s frustration would get the
best of him. He would bang his laptop on the hard metal table,
destroying it in the process.
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After Dan’s third broken laptop, what did Pepper and
Stassun do? They didn’t let Dan go. That would have been the
enforcer move.

Instead, they bought him a hardened construction-site lap-
top. It could fall off a tall building and keep ticking. Problem
solved! Dan’s work could continue without interruption.
Within a few years, Dan’s software was the cornerstone of a
major scientific publication in the journal Nature, the world’s
most venerated outlet for publishing scientific experiments.
Dan’s software was also licensed to NASA, which used it to find
planets that might one day save the human race.

Stassun knows that his way of working is not normal in the
dog-eat-dog world of professional science. Lab resources are
tight. Spots in graduate programs are limited. Stassun is usual-
ly busy launching probes to mine minerals on asteroids or su-
pervising telescopes on satellites, activities that put him among
the world’s most successful scientists. (To put Stassun’s record
into perspective, most scientists work their entire lives to have
one paper published in Nature. Stassun has thirteen Nature
papers.) Researchers at Stassun’s level rarely spend time men-
toring even the most prepared and easy-to-work-with students,
let alone students needing accommodations.

Stassun is different. He’s committed to inclusive excellence.
He thinks all young people with passion and purpose should
have opportunities to earn places in their fields of interest, not
through unearned handouts, but by making genuine scientific
contributions.

Stassun is currently focused on neurodiversity. His Frist
Center for Autism and Innovation is the first of its kind to be
dedicated to inclusive excellence for autistic students. Three
autistic students (and counting) have completed their PhDs in
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physics through the center, with one to two more expected
each year. More than eighteen autistic students have interned.

The Frist Center’s mission is personal. You see, Stassun’s
son is rather severely autistic. “I’m trying to bend the world
just a little bit so that the one my son grows up into will be
more like the world that I need it to be for him,” he told me. As
the parent of a special-needs child, I cried when Stassun said
this.

Approximately 1 percent of the world’s population has
autism spectrum disorder (ASD) in some form. ASD does not
discriminate across race, ethnicity, nationality, or social class.
ASD has two core features: impairments in social communica-
tion and restricted, repetitive behaviors.

Claire Barnett, who has ASD and works as the communica-
tions director for Stassun’s center, describes ASD this way: You
make minimal eye contact, you’re bad at small talk, your body
language conveys disinterest, you have difficulty interpreting
the implied meanings of words, and you come across as too
straightforward. Barnett is also quick to point out that ASD is a
normal part of human diversity. This means that ASD fre-
quently co-occurs with important personal strengths. For ex-
ample, people with ASD often have an ability to see novel pat-
terns in data or hyperfocus at work. These skills, which Dan
has in spades, formed the basis of a real scientific contribution.
Even so, it’s hard for people with ASD to carry out the more
subtle social aspects of science that are important to the collec-
tive scientific enterprise, such as meetings with colleagues,
contentious debates about theory or data, or casual conversa-
tions in the break room.

For the past decade, Stassun’s lab has sought to identify and
troubleshoot around those subtle challenges—and do so with-
out lowering the lab’s high standard for scientific productivity



319

in the world’s top journals. They also have their eyes set on a
bigger vision. In Claire Barnett’s words, their mission is “giving
autistic people the respect they deserve, by recognizing
strengths, supporting them in areas of challenge, celebrating
what makes them unique, and simply giving them the space to
be themselves.”

Here’s an example. The center allowed people to virtually at-
tend the weekly laboratory meeting, the lifeblood of most sci-
entific-research groups, well before the COVID-19 pandemic
made Zoom meetings ubiquitous. Usually this meeting is held
in an actual lab, which is not so much a meeting space as it is
an echoing room with flickering artificial lights surrounded by
heavy machinery, not to mention boisterous students and fac-
ulty. The lab environment proves distracting, or even trigger-
ing, for scholars on the ASD spectrum, who often have sensory
disorders. Stassun could have enforced an iron law of in-per-
son attendance. Instead, he fired up the webcam and allowed
anyone to join virtually. That way, his neurodiverse students
had total control over their space, the volume, and the lighting,
so they could pay attention and contribute to lab meetings.
Interestingly, the accommodation for autistic students ended
up benefiting neurotypical individuals who couldn’t always at-
tend in person.

In another accommodation for autistic students, Stassun set
extremely high expectations for professional communication in
his lab. “I didn’t know how to properly communicate,”
Stassun’s postdoctoral fellow Pepper told me about working
with Dan in the early days. “That was my first experience work-
ing so directly and closely with someone with that severity of
autism symptoms.” The lab, like most workplaces, had a com-
munication style filled with jokey double entendres or plays on
words. “People tend to have a nudge-nudge, wink-wink way of
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talking,” Stassun told me. Take for example, the comment, Are
you working hard or hardly workin’? A neurotypical person
can read the context—the half smile, the affable tone of voice—
and infer that the speaker is making a half-hearted attempt to
be clever. Dan, like many people with ASD, responds different-
ly. He might take the question seriously and answer, Well, I’m
working hard but not as hard as I was yesterday, and I hope
to work harder later this afternoon, but right now I can’t get
anything done because you’re asking me questions. A throw-
away phrase could escalate into a thirty-minute debate, ending
in Dan screaming or melting down.

What did Pepper and Stassun do? They didn’t let their dis-
comfort with Dan’s meltdowns prevent them from including
Dan in research meetings. Instead, everyone in the lab adopted
a direct, literal communication style. No jokes. Just the facts,
among all researchers, autistic or not. “We only discuss what
we need to do to get the work done together,” Stassun said.
Pepper also learned to save his debates with Dan over technical
or theoretical matters for email rather than the hallway. The
new accommodations precluded the miscommunication and
screaming and allowed Dan to gather his thoughts, which were
far more coherent with the extra time. When Stassun’s lab
made that change, Dan shined. “Everyone in the lab saw his
valuable contributions to the team,” Pepper told me.

Strassun’s approach is the mentor mindset in action. He fo-
cuses on everyone meeting high standards for genuine scientif-
ic contributions, while accommodating any differences that
could create roadblocks for some students. It’s his version of
maintaining intellectual rigor while allowing logistical
flexibility.

Perhaps most fascinating is how all trainees, autistic or not,
tended to benefit when Stassun designed his lab to be more in-
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clusive. Everyone benefited when they were obliged to commu-
nicate with precision. “Often, in conversations with neurotypi-
cal colleagues, our ideas are not fully formed, and we allow our
sentences to trail off. We end with a laugh, expecting everyone
to infer our meaning,” Stassun explained. You can’t do that
with an autistic listener. These days in Stassun’s lab, you have
to complete your thoughts and say what you mean. If you
don’t, then Stassun or his colleagues prompt you to do so be-
fore it frustrates Dan or the other autistic trainees. The new
protocol helps everyone sharpen their thinking.

Stassun’s work with the Frist Center is even spilling over
into his parenting. Now, when Stassun helps his autistic son do
his ninth-grade math homework, he doesn’t offer him a pat on
the back or try to form a buddy-buddy rapport. He sticks to the
facts. His disciplined approach avoids a meltdown and helps
his son stay focused.

It’s worth considering how Stassun’s mindset differs from
the battleground in our culture war over concepts like inclu-
sion, accommodations, or equity. On the one side, the en-
forcer-mindset crowd claims that accommodating differences
means caving in to the demands of woke wimps. On the other
side, the protector-mindset types fight to remove any obstacle
that causes discomfort, even when the obstacle is the extremely
high standard for scientific productivity. Everybody loses in
this war.

Stassun promotes a third way. He doesn’t take an enforcer-
like view that if only Dan were tough or dedicated enough, he
could learn to not overreact. Nor does he create a different,
lower set of “autistic standards” for contribution. He doesn’t
want anyone to do that for his son, and he doesn’t do it in his
lab, which has a real mission of scientific discovery. But
Stassun also provides many specific supports, such as allowing
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Dan to attend lab meetings virtually or asking other trainees to
hone their communication styles. Ultimately, Stassun and the
rest of the lab members directly benefited from those accom-
modations for diversity, in terms of their own scientific reason-
ing and also in terms of Dan’s new, more efficient data visual-
ization software.

Most people aren’t professional astrophysicists.
Nonetheless, the example of Stassun’s lab is informative. It
surfaces serious misunderstandings that fuel our culture’s de-
bate over diversity, equity, and inclusion. People often fall into
a debate about principles—what’s morally right—not about
pragmatic means for achieving better outcomes for all. Is it
morally better to maintain rigorous standards, inclusion be
damned, or to prioritize only inclusion while abandoning stan-
dards of excellence? Stassun’s mentor mindset helps us realize
that any of us can hold on to our value of maintaining stan-
dards while also valuing inclusion by providing necessary
supports.

Why is it important to focus on inclusive excellence? There
are a lot of popular books out there on optimal leadership and
performance. They tell the story of what made one outlier CEO
the best, how one company produced the perfect products, or
why one musician or athlete was more of a genius than all the
rest. When I read those books, I’ve often thought, This story
doesn’t help me solve my problems. The elite 0.1 percent of
performers usually already have every resource in place before
any psychological trick put them over the top. It’s not very use-
ful to know why 99.9 percent of people don’t perform well.
Most of us would rather learn how to help anyone achieve ex-
cellence regardless of their background.

Think about it. A teacher like Sergio doesn’t get to pick the
students in his class. He needs to know how to get all of them
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to succeed, not just the two or three who would have passed re-
gardless of what he did. Parents don’t get to choose their kids’
individualities. They must figure out how to support their chil-
dren, however they come out of the womb. And managers
know that if they can successfully retain a large pool of high-
level talent, they won’t need to hire expensive outside talent
with less insider knowledge.

In general, I think most parents, teachers, managers, and
other leaders want to promote inclusive excellence—enabling
anyone with a desire to excel, regardless of their background,
to reach a high standard—rather than exclusive excellence—al-
lowing only a tiny, well-resourced few to reach a high standard.
We’ll explore how the mentor mindset can advance inclusive
(rather than exclusive) excellence in physics, a field that’s so
demanding that it’s surprising anyone’s thinking about inclu-
sive excellence at all.

Really? Physics?
It’s a bit ironic that a subfield of physics, of all disciplines, is
teaching us a lesson about inclusion. If you ranked all the sci-
entific disciplines by conventional metrics for inclusion—the
percentage of PhDs that go to women, to Latino/as, to African
Americans—then you would find that physics is among the
most exclusive and unequitable disciplines in all the sciences.
(One can’t do a similar analysis of neurodivergent inclusion be-
cause the data aren’t available.) Studies show that professional
physicists have generally convinced themselves that this in-
equity is the unavoidable consequence of a cold, hard fact:
members of underrepresented groups simply aren’t qualified.
It wouldn’t make any sense to water down an entire branch of
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essential human knowledge just to make room for people who
can’t meet a standard, the logic goes.

Culturally, physicists are obsessed with measurement. This
obsession with measurement spills over into their graduate ad-
missions processes. For decades, graduate programs in physics
relied more or less exclusively on a single number, a candi-
date’s score on the GRE math test, as a universal screening tool
for determining whether applicants could meet the rigorous
standards in top graduate-level physics programs. Programs
typically set a hard cutoff point—say, 700 out of 800—and
refuse to interview anyone below the threshold. If that narrow
range excludes more than 95 percent of African American ap-
plicants, so be it. If the test could be believed—and they be-
lieved the test—then those applicants couldn’t cut it in top-lev-
el physics anyway. Physicists didn’t even try to hide this per-
spective. It was like a law of the universe. Feeling embarrassed
by it would be like regretting the speed of a falling object. It
wouldn’t make any sense.

Given this history, it’s surprising that a rebellion against the
GRE started in physics. Yet over the last two decades, a small
spark of interest in promoting inclusive excellence by challeng-
ing the GRE’s dominance in admissions has grown into a blaze
that has spread across the sciences and, increasingly, the
humanities.

Surprisingly, Dr. Keivan Stassun lit this fire. You see, his
work on neurodiverse inclusion at the Frist Center for Autism
and Innovation is a second career of sorts. He made his first
contribution by revolutionizing physics admissions and gradu-
ate-student training programs to make the field more racially,
ethnically, and socioeconomically inclusive.

I met Stassun when we both spoke on a panel moderated by
Dr. Beverly Daniel Tatum, who was then the president of
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Spelman College, an HBCU (historically black colleges and uni-
versities). The panel was being held on behalf of the KIPP
(Knowledge is Power Program) charter school network, and
the topic was college persistence. KIPP wanted to understand
why many of their graduates, who came almost exclusively
from low-income families, didn’t finish college. Stassun had a
place on the panel because he was one of the rare leaders who
didn’t just talk about inclusion in higher education, he actually
created it.

Stassun’s graduate program at Vanderbilt has graduated 150
students from underrepresented backgrounds with master’s
degrees or PhDs in physics; it is the top producer of Black mas-
ter’s students in physics, and his lab has awarded more PhDs
in astrophysics to Black scholars than any other lab. Stassun’s
student Fabienne Bastien made a major discovery about how
we understand the galaxy, and when she published it in Nature
she became the first-ever Black lead author of an astrophysics
paper in the journal’s 154-year history. Another student be-
came the first Black woman to receive NASA’s top postdoctoral
fellowship. Graduates of Stassun’s program are now profes-
sors, scientists, and mentors, and they’re changing the field for
the better.

Before Stassun could accomplish this, he had to persuade
physics graduate-admissions offices to stop caring exclusively
about the GRE. To do so, Stassun didn’t challenge the validity
of the GRE scores, per se, although there are grounds for such
challenges. Instead, he pointed out a flaw in the interpretation
of the GRE scores. Physicists were assuming something that
they hadn’t proved. They assumed that the GRE math score
was a measure of readiness to make professional, PhD-level
contributions to the future of physics. But that’s not what the
test measured. The GRE math test mostly measured appli-
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cants’ recollection of high school algebra and geometry.
Stassun thought that a better alternative was painfully obvious.
If you wanted to measure a student’s readiness for professional
physics, then you should see how they actually did in profes-
sional physics. Before people apply to PhD programs, get them
in a lab. Let them find hard questions that interest them.
Watch as they try to answer those questions with the tools of
the field and publish their findings in journals. If you already
know a student can do what professional physicists do, Stassun
argued, then why would you keep them out of your program
due to some other number that isn’t a direct measure of their
possible contribution to physics? If they’ve already shown they
can cut it, then let them in already!

Stassun suspected that his competence-and-contribution-fo-
cused approach to graduate admissions would prove far more
equitable than a GRE-only approach. The GRE tends to quanti-
fy how good your high school math teacher was, yet the quality
of high school math teachers isn’t evenly distributed. Due to
historical factors such as residential zoning, real estate, and
property tax policies that go back a century or more, Black or
Latinx families are far more likely to attend poorer schools
with lower-quality math teachers. While students from minori-
ty groups were often exceptionally bright and well prepared for
graduate-level physics work, in part because of success in un-
dergraduate courses or in research labs, they tended to earn
math GRE scores outside the top range. Stassun looked at this
state of affairs and said, “Wow, I want to admit those students
who mastered college physics while also having to reteach
themselves the relevant high school math concepts. They must
have the grit they need to succeed!” Meanwhile, other physi-
cists shrugged and said, “They’re not qualified.” Stassun
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thought this dismissive attitude led to an idiotic waste of
talent.

Stassun’s mission to reduce or eliminate the use of the GRE
in physics admissions maps onto our culture’s toxic debates.
The old guard, enforcer-mindset physicists said, Stassun is try-
ing to get rid of the GRE so he can lower standards and let
anybody in regardless of qualifications. These faculty feared a
world in which they might spend years and hundreds of thou-
sands of dollars training incapable students who never gradu-
ated. Their worry was founded, partially, in the reality that pro-
tector-mindset activists often do want to lower the standards
for entry in the name of equity. Stassun argues that both sides
have it wrong. The GRE was never the correct standard to be-
gin with, so advocates for standards need not defend it.
Applicants must meet the real high standard: readiness to
make contributions. This requirement is still rigorous, it still
requires excellence, but it relies less on your family back-
ground or which high school you went to. “It’s like the old
adage about the marine corps,” Stassun told me. “They don’t
care where you come from, but you will get to the end, and
when you do, you will measure up.”

To really win his argument, Stassun had to produce data.
After all, even Albert Einstein didn’t win his Nobel Prize in
Physics until Robert Millikan’s experiments validated his theo-
retical predictions. Over the last twenty years, Stassun has
built a new model for graduate training, the Fisk-Vanderbilt
Bridge Program. By taking a closer look at how the program
works, we can uncover common mentor-mindset principles
that any of us can emulate as we work with young people—
whether it’s internship programs, summer intensives for sports
or the arts, or any other youth-serving program outside of pro-
fessional physics.
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Laura Vega’s Story
When Laura Vega was a little girl, her father used to drive her
family south from San Antonio, Texas, where she lived, to
Mexico to visit her extended family. Because he preferred dri-
ving at night, they’d stop for gas around 3:00 a.m. somewhere
in the vast, unpopulated desert near the border. There was al-
ways a clear, dark sky. She’d walk a few dozen yards away from
the mini-mart to escape the light pollution. Then she’d turn her
eyes up toward the stars, shining like glitter. She distinctly re-
members feeling overwhelmed by the stars’ majesty, making
her feel so small in a vast universe. Vega was always interested
in science. She watched television shows like Bill Nye the
Science Guy and The Magic School Bus whenever she could.
She regularly went to the library to check out astronomy books
about nebulae and learned a simple principle: physics governs
everything that we see. But it was these brief moments alone in
the desert that gave Vega clarity about her purpose. She would
be an astrophysicist.

Vega has now earned a PhD in astrophysics from Stassun’s
Fisk-Vanderbilt program. She works at NASA’s Goddard Space
Flight Center in Washington, DC, where many of NASA’s outer
space research instruments are controlled. She studies the
high-energy radiation that small stars called red dwarfs give off
when they flare (i.e., have massive explosions on their
surfaces). This research forms a critical part of NASA’s search
for habitable planets in other solar systems. Red dwarf flares
give off so much radiation that they strip off a nearby planet’s
atmosphere, which would make the planet inhospitable for hu-
mans. At the same time, planets need radiation to start biogen-
esis—that is, for life to evolve. Vega’s team analyzes space-tele-
scope data to come up with better and better measures of red
dwarf radiation, to find out where the flares have destroyed at-
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mospheres versus where planets might be capable of support-
ing life. Said differently, there’s a chance her research could
one day save humanity.

Vega’s work offers a good example of why so many people
advocate for inclusive excellence. It simply empowers more
great people to do more great work, maybe for the betterment
of humanity. Interestingly, despite Vega’s impressive talents,
her contributions to astrophysics almost didn’t happen.

Vega attended Thomas Jefferson High School, on the West
Side of San Antonio. Achievement at Jefferson was generally
low—the school gets a three out of ten on the data-aggregation
site GreatSchools—and opportunities to learn were few.
Jefferson didn’t offer AP Physics or Calculus, courses which are
usually minimum requirements for majoring in physics in col-
lege. The physics class that Jefferson High did offer was an
elective, and it only required easier precollege math. The
teacher used a droning memorization style of instruction that
didn’t engage the class, so students turned disruptive. “I was
probably the only student who wanted to take physics,” Vega
told me, but the teacher “killed a little bit of the excitement”
she had for the field. Vega set aside her astrophysics aspira-
tions for the rest of high school. She focused instead on other
areas of growth and learning. She worked on overcoming her
fear of public speaking, tied to lingering doubts about her
English-language abilities. (Vega spoke only Spanish until she
was in kindergarten.) She courageously got into theater and
played in a mariachi band.

During Vega’s sophomore year at the University of Texas at
San Antonio (UTSA), she tried physics again. She enrolled in a
huge, impersonal introductory college-level class—the kind
that often weeds students out. She loved it, despite its difficul-
ty. As Vega took more advanced college physics and astronomy
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courses, she didn’t struggle much with the content, although
increasingly she was the only woman or the only Latina in the
class. Vega eventually earned a spot working in the laboratory
of UTSA astrophysicist Dr. Eric Schlegel. Schlegel specialized
in analyzing the data collected by one of NASA’s floating X-ray
observatories that circle the Earth in high orbit. Vega made
valuable contributions in Schlegel’s UTSA lab by working with
the X-ray data on a galaxy called Messier 51, described by
NASA as a “grand spiral staircase sweeping through space,” lo-
cated 31 million light-years away from Earth. Vega’s work with
Schlegel on M51 was eventually published in her field’s top
journal, the Astrophysical Journal. Vega’s mentors encour-
aged her to apply to PhD programs and fulfill her dream of be-
coming an astrophysicist at long last. Her high school hadn’t
provided her with a solid foundation in math, so she wasn’t
confident about her chances. She feared disappointing herself
or her mentors. In the end, she didn’t apply. For the second
time in a decade, she gave up on her dream.

Giving up didn’t take. In her last semester, Schlegel’s lab
paid for Vega to attend a professional conference called
SACNAS (Society for Advancement of Chicanos/Hispanics and
Native Americans in Science). It was so obvious that she “was
dying to do research,” Schlegel said. Vega was thrilled by the
all-expenses-paid trip for her to present her research and build
her network. Serendipitously, at SACNAS Vega talked for a
long time with Dr. David Ernst, who cofounded the Fisk-
Vanderbilt Bridge Program with Stassun. That little bit of luck
changed her life.

Ernst explained to Vega how Fisk-Vanderbilt operated dif-
ferently from a conventional PhD program. For instance, the
Fisk-Vanderbilt program didn’t take GRE scores. Instead, ap-
plicants submit coursework and transcripts and undergo a
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lengthy interview to assess the strengths they would bring to
the program. Vega’s stories of grit and resilience, such as join-
ing mariachi and a theater program to overcome her fears of
public speaking, would count for something, unlike at other
top programs. In addition, she’d start in a master’s program at
Fisk University, a historically Black college in Nashville, while
working in cutting-edge research labs like Stassun’s at
Vanderbilt. She’d have two years to learn the tools of the trade
—the programming languages, the software, the statistical
methods, and more—at Fisk, a school that excels at preparing
students from minority groups for professional careers in sci-
ence. Students who do well enough in Fisk’s courses and in the
lab at Vanderbilt are then automatically admitted to
Vanderbilt’s PhD program, where they start on equal footing
with every other student. This plan sounded pretty good to
Vega. She had worried about how she would measure up to
people who had far more coursework and high-level research
experience in college. In the spring of 2013, she applied to the
Fisk-Vanderbilt program and was admitted. That fall, she
moved to Nashville, Tennessee, still trepidatious but eager to
start living her dream.

Much has been written about more inclusive admissions
policies. However, the real work of inclusive excellence hap-
pens well after admission, once students arrive on campus.
Vega still had to cope with many psychological challenges, such
as being a Latina in a field of predominantly white and Asian
men, and competing with peers who went to private college-
prep high schools or elite universities. Stassun’s program was
carefully crafted to help students like Vega build a bridge that
linked her background and identity to her future in astro-
physics, through a sophisticated combination of high stan-
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dards and high support. These are two essential elements for
promoting inclusive excellence.

The Mentor Mindset and Inclusive
Excellence
Think back on the wise-feedback Post-it Note study from the
introduction. Geoffrey Cohen invented wise feedback with his
adviser, social psychologist Claude Steele, who is a leader in
the psychology of stereotypes and how they influence motiva-
tion. Cohen and Steele and I weren’t trying to study motivation
in general. We specifically wanted to understand motivation
across the identity-group divide—for example, when white
teachers give critical feedback to students from underrepre-
sented minority groups, or when men critique the work of
women. Our studies showed that although all students profited
from wise feedback, students whose identity groups experi-
enced marginalization or exclusion benefited even more. The
wise-feedback research was why, over a quarter of a century
ago, Steele wrote:

[Students from underrepresented groups] should have
challenging work and high standards, instead of remedial
work and low standards.… Demand more, rather than
less. A lot of what’s wrong is the presumption that they
can’t do the work.… [Furthermore], at the heart of the
drive to retain students must be mechanisms to convince
students that their instructors are on their side.

Steele offers a great description of the mentor-mindset phi-
losophy and its application to inclusive excellence. As it hap-
pens, data from researchers working in many different disci-
plines beyond psychology over the last sixty years—anthropol-
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ogy, education, sociology, and more—have supported Steele’s
conclusions and the idea that the mentor mindset is a powerful
tool for inclusive excellence.

Dr. Franita Ware was a PhD student at Emory University
when she picked up an article written by her professor Dr.
Jacqueline Irvine titled “Warm Demanders.” In that article,
Irvine described the work of the anthropologist Dr. Judith
Kleinfeld. Kleinfeld had reviewed Rosalie Wax’s study of teach-
ers on the reservation (chapter 2). She also conducted her own
ethnography of teachers of Inuit students. Kleinfeld labeled
Wax’s effective teachers warm demanders—they were high on
warmth (supports) and demand (standards). Kleinfeld’s term
had a profound influence on Irvine, Ware, and much subse-
quent research.

When Ware read about warm demanders, she wanted to un-
derstand how the label might apply to highly effective Black
educators. Ware had just observed teachers in Atlanta public
schools. One fifth-grade teacher stood out. “When I saw her, I
said, ‘This is it.’ This is a warm demander,” Ware told me.
Ware spent the rest of her graduate career conducting an influ-
ential ethnography of highly effective equity-promoting Black
teachers of Black students.

One day, Ware saw something surprising. The effective
teacher commanded an entire class of ten- and eleven-year-
olds. She was “fussing at them” because only half of them had
turned in their homework. What would an enforcer do in this
situation? They would yell, tell, blame, shame, and disrespect
the students. What would a protector do? They might ask nice-
ly for students to do their work, but the students would ignore
them. Ware didn’t see either of these approaches. Instead, the
teacher demanded that students live up to her expectations,
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but respectfully. Here’s how Ware’s 2006 article described the
students’ responses (emphases added):

The students were absolutely quiet and looked at her
with respect while she spoke. No one moved.… Yet, all
students seemed to respond by listening and showing fa-
cial gestures that indicated remorse.… When she conclud-
ed, the students pleasantly and quietly followed the pro-
cedure she outlined as they fulfilled their tasks.

Ware captured the essence of the mentor-mindset approach
to inclusive excellence in this passage. Teachers, parents, and
managers using the mentor mindset lay a foundation of re-
spectful relationships. They take young people seriously and
expect them to live up to their potential, while providing the
necessary supports. With these structures, young people find
the motivation to do the right thing.

Today, Ware is a prominent trainer of educators, and she
has made a new discovery. While Black educators commonly
used warm-demander pedagogy with their Black students, edu-
cators of any race or ethnicity can learn the pedagogy and ap-
ply it to any group of young people. Anyone, regardless of their
background, can learn to promote inclusive excellence with a
combination of high standards and high support.

In the mid-1990s, the sociologist Roger Shouse analyzed
data from the High School and Beyond (HS&B) study. The fed-
eral government’s National Center for Educational Statistics
commissioned the study, and famed sociologist James
Coleman directed it. HS&B included more than one thousand
high schools and fifty-eight thousand students randomly se-
lected from across the country. This national study could test
whether the stories captured in Wax’s and Ware’s ethnogra-
phies applied more broadly.
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Shouse used the HS&B data to find the ingredients of inclu-
sive excellence. He sought to find schools with high overall per-
formance but also equitable performance—schools where all
students, regardless of race, ethnicity, or social class, did well.
Shouse found that these schools scored high on two dimen-
sions: academic expectations and social support. They were
mentor-mindset schools.

Shouse’s analysis shows that Ware’s findings were not just
interesting anecdotes. They held up on a national level. The
mentor mindset transformed the lives of all young people and
especially those who were marginalized by their race, ethnicity,
or socioeconomic status.

This science can help us notice key elements that make
Stassun’s Fisk-Vanderbilt Bridge Program an especially good
example of the mentor mindset. It can help us answer ques-
tions such as: How does the program effectively combine high
standards and high support?

Keivan Stassun, Mentor-Mindset
Exemplar
“It all starts with my mom,” Stassun said when I asked him
about the origins of his inclusive-excellence work. Keivan
Stassun’s mother is from a small village in Mexico. She came to
the United States across the southern Arizona desert facing
peril, armed with courage and a thirst to participate in the
American dream. Although Stassun is a natural-born citizen,
he still remembers his mother’s pride the day she became a
U.S. citizen. She raised him with a patriotism rooted in the
American dream and a belief in upward mobility. “She would
literally say to me,” Stassun told me, “that she had gotten me to
base camp, and my job was to reach the summit, and when I
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got there, I had to make sure that other people had an easier
way up.”

Nobody in Stassun’s low-income neighborhood in LA talked
about becoming an astrophysicist. He was admitted to the
University of California, Berkeley, on a full scholarship, with a
catch—it was called an affirmative action scholarship. His la-
bel was widely known. Other freshmen looked at him like he
didn’t belong, like he was an admissions mistake. “I experi-
enced impostor syndrome as much as anybody,” he said. Doubt
didn’t knock him off track. “Rather than ask whether I de-
served the opportunity, instead I would ask, ‘What should I do
to be worthy of it?’ ” Stassun told me.

Years later, Stassun took that lesson with him into his men-
toring. He would deliver a speech to bridge students like Laura
Vega on the first day of the Fisk-Vanderbilt program. Most stu-
dents come into the program grateful and nervous. “They’re
grateful for the chance,” Stassun thinks, “but nervous that
somebody made a mistake and they didn’t deserve it.” These
fears about belonging are often called impostor syndrome: the
persistent worry that you were only admitted because someone
misjudged you, and soon will discover the fraud you are. To ad-
dress this anxiety, Stassun assures students that they were
judged accurately to be the most well equipped to succeed in
this rigorous program. Then he challenges them to focus on
their future contributions—not their prior test scores. “You
came into a bridge program, and you may think of it as a sec-
ond chance. Or you may think of it as somebody taking a
chance on you because you couldn’t get in the regular way.
Let’s immediately get out of the space of whether you are good
enough to be there or whether you deserve it. You are. Instead,
let’s focus on what you’re going to do to make good on that
investment.”
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Back in Berkeley’s undergraduate physics program, Stassun
was excelling. He soon earned his PhD from the University of
Wisconsin–Madison.

Stassun’s PhD commencement was a turning point. His
mother flew to Wisconsin for the ceremony. She was so proud
that she insisted that he wear the entire regalia, with the gold
tassels and all. At dinner, she asked a question: “¿Y ahora
que?” [Translation: And now what?] Stassun gave a very literal
and academic answer, focusing on writing this or that paper, or
winning this or that grant. Stassun’s mother gave him a look of
such deep disappointment. She had clearly expected a different
kind of answer, because in Spanish the connotation of ¿Y aho-
ra que? was You’ve been given so much, so now what are you
going to do with it? “I realized I had forgotten myself,” he told
me. Stassun came to his senses and told her he would use his
degree to become a professor. Once he was a professor he
would use his influence to help others climb the mountain too.
Stassun’s mother liked that answer much better.

I love how this story compares to Leona and Pete’s story
from eighty years earlier (see the introduction). Stassun’s
mother, like my great-grandmother Leona, held her son to high
standards for making a contribution. She didn’t let him off the
hook. But she also loved him unconditionally. Stassun, like
Pete Sumners, took his mother’s mentor mindset and applied it
to his work, ultimately benefiting the lives of hundreds of stu-
dents, such as Laura Vega. This is a beautiful example of how
the mentor mindset operates as a kind of intergenerational in-
clusive-excellence engine.

In the spring of 2022, Stassun visited my lab at UT Austin to
teach us about the particulars of his program. Here’s what we
learned.
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Stassun’s program maintains exceptionally high standards
for legitimate contributions to physics. They expect students to
master software-programming tools, generate complex images
from data, author papers, present them at professional confer-
ences, and publish them in journals. Many labs trying to be eq-
uitable or inclusive don’t do this. They fall into a protector
mindset with lots of pats on the back but little real-world
contribution.

In Stassun’s lab, before a student gives their first real scien-
tific talk at a professional conference, the lab devotes an entire
meeting to a practice run. This is often needed. Giving a tech-
nical talk about physics terrifies students who have a fear of
public speaking or who struggle with impostor syndrome.
Nevertheless, Vega (and eventually all other students in the
lab) had to stand up and hold court for an hour, while the lab
gave specific and direct feedback on every aspect of the talk—
how well she set up the research question, how clear her
graphs and figures were, whether she highlighted the key find-
ings sufficiently, and so on. “By the time we’re done giving the
feedback,” Stassun explained, “I’m able to say authentically
and credibly that you’ve heard all the criticism you’d hear at
the conference. So you’re basically ready in terms of content
and knowledge.” He believes it’s far better to get this feedback
in a supportive group of people who want you to succeed,
rather than to receive critique onstage in front of future em-
ployers. He also believes that sugarcoating and withholding
feedback doesn’t help anybody.

Stassun also upholds high expectations for writing. “I’m a
real dictator when it comes to publishing,” he told me. His
mantra is “the only thing that matters is the paper we write.” It
doesn’t count if a student writes a clever bit of code or makes a
fancy data graph. You must take it all the way to the finish line
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and turn it into a published paper that contributes to the field,
with your name on it. His students start writing papers with
Stassun on day one. “There comes a point where you go from
being a student to being a scientist and having the feeling that
you have generated science,” Stassun told me. At the weekly
lab meetings, they exclusively talk about their papers in
progress (unless someone is practicing a conference presenta-
tion). A student projects their paper on the screen, and the nit-
picking begins. For the next hour, a dozen or more scientists
comment on what the story is in the data, whether the figures
are right, whether the results make sense, and how the study
contributes to the field. Laura Vega recalls feeling nervous and
exposed during critiques of her scientific article, but the expe-
rience proved essential to her development as a scientist.

I can confirm that Stassun’s approach to writing is not stan-
dard practice. Many advisers try to protect their trainees from
potential stress or embarrassment. Some even go so far as to
question the academic “rat race” of publishing, characterizing
it as foolish or trivial or pointless, preferring instead to cele-
brate a student’s brilliant ideas rather than their work prod-
ucts. Those people perform equity but don’t create it. That’s
not Stassun. “I really believe that it’s kind of hollow to give
people intellectual pats on the back and not push them to the
point where they can feel the fruit of scientific labor, which is
that their ideas appear in a peer-reviewed journal.”

Stassun’s students do not always feel comfortable with the
high standards. They’re often stressed or even afraid. Yet those
high standards are a crucial part of preparing young people to
belong in high-performing spaces. When you leave Stassun’s
bridge program you don’t take the mentor with you. Vega can’t
call up Stassun and put him on speakerphone to testify to her
interrogators, Vega’s really smart! She belongs! You take your
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record of accomplishments with you. The publications on your
curriculum vitae. If we don’t empower young people to own
any authentic accomplishments, then they leave our care just
as vulnerable as they were when they entered.

Laura Vega drove this point home when she told me that the
other PhD students at Vanderbilt sometimes act like the
bridge-program graduates came in through the back door, as
though it was easier to get in. Then she thinks about how, in
the bridge program, you actually have to publish your work.
She has papers where she is the lead author, and in better jour-
nals than the “front door” students. She didn’t come through
the back door. She deserved her spot.

“It’s pretty clear that if you get first-authored papers into
top journals then you’ve earned your voice,” Vega told me.
Stassun’s emphasis on publishing goes back to his solution to
feeling like an impostor at Berkeley. He’s arming young people
from underrepresented groups with infinitely transferable, life-
time-guaranteed trump cards that say I belong. It’s earned
prestige.

Protector-mindset leaders don’t do this. They try to take the
shortcut to inclusive excellence. They puff underrepresented
groups up with false praise and low standards.

Importantly, Stassun doesn’t throw people into the fire and
say, I have high expectations! That’s the enforcer mindset. To
promote inclusive excellence, a mentor-mindset leader must
match those high expectations with equally high supports.

Supportive programming takes place every day in Stassun’s
bridge program. Monday: writing hour. Tuesday: outside
speaker. Wednesday: lab meeting. Thursday: “astro coffee”
conversations about new papers. Friday: vino de vida, a wine-
and-social gathering after a long week of work.
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These activities are designed to link students with peers in
their cohort, senior peers who are about to graduate, and post-
doctoral fellows who advise on professional development.
Every quarter, students meet with their mentoring committees,
which are webs of mentors that Stassun helps them create,
strategically chosen to help them acquire access to data, tech-
nical equipment, or skills they need to meet their ambitious
goals. The committees allow students to forge important pro-
fessional connections beyond Stassun himself, a network of
possible letter writers and employers.

Earned Prestige, Belonging, and
Competence
Deep down, Vega knew she belonged in physics because she
was producing high-quality work that she felt proud of. She
nevertheless experienced moments of self-doubt. A few years
into the program, she bombed an important qualifying exam.
She knew the content, but her brain locked up under the pres-
sure, leading her to say the sun was nearly five hundred billion
years old when she meant five billion. Feeling stupid, she start-
ed packing her things to move back to San Antonio. Stassun in-
tervened. He said to her as directly as possible, You are doing
well. You can do this. After all, the metric of whether students
can do good science is whether they can do good science, not
how well they can take a test. And Vega was doing good sci-
ence. It was Stassun’s Leona moment! Vega got back to work.

Stassun knew it could be unnerving to have impostor fears
improve but never completely fade away. He told a personal
story to Vega and the rest of her cohort in the bridge program.
As a child, Stassun had a noticeable speech disfluency—a lisp.
A speech pathologist taught him a trick for positioning his
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tongue on the roof his mouth before he said certain words, and
that helped. His lisp never went away, however. To this day, he
does the trick before he speaks. But over time he’s learned to
feel comfortable with his lisp and the tongue trick, and it
doesn’t stop Stassun from public speaking. Stassun thinks
that’s a lot like becoming an insider in an elite space that has
historically underrepresented your group. “Feeling like an im-
postor declines gradually and incompletely,” Stassun tells
them, but it doesn’t have to derail their success. They shouldn’t
interpret a persistent worry about belonging as a sign that they
can’t ever belong. It’s a hassle but it doesn’t get to determine
their future.

A few years later, Laura Vega finished her PhD with a slew
of publications in the top journals in astrophysics. She started
her postdoctoral fellowship working at NASA’s Goddard
Center. When we spoke, she had been working there for a few
months.

Just the day before, Vega had given a nerve-racking, impor-
tant research talk to the science directorate. It was attended by
senior scientists, engineers, and staff members from all the dif-
ferent science divisions. “There’s so much suffering, at least for
me, with public speaking,” she told me. The night before her
talk, Vega had an anxiety nightmare that she was about to per-
form at a mariachi concert but didn’t have a mouthpiece that
would let her instrument work—essentially, that she would lose
her voice, let everyone down and ruin the performance. Then
she thought back to Stassun’s story about his lisp. She had
been trying to do something similar by joining Toastmasters
and using biofeedback technology to feel more comfortable
speaking publicly. Most of all, she reminded herself of her ac-
complishments. They meant she belonged.
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Giving the talk was mostly a blur. Then something unex-
pected happened. She started getting questions—curious ques-
tions. People got really excited about the topic. She had a kind
of out-of-body experience. Vega saw herself in that seminar
room, as someone who used to stare at the stars in the desert
between Texas and Mexico and dream of astrophysics, now en-
gaging a room of senior NASA scientists, proud of what she
had done. “I was like, ‘Yeah, I did that.’ ” Those moments fuel
her ambition to stay in the field and keep making contribu-
tions, despite her anxieties. That’s the power of earned prestige
to confer status and respect.

Vega’s story offers a powerful reminder of what inclusive ex-
cellence is. It’s not the enforcer’s impossible, arbitrary stan-
dard that kicks minds like Vega’s out of the field or prevents
them from ever entering in the first place. That’s exclusive
excellence.

Nor is it the protector’s soft, wishy-washy, watered-down
standard with “lots of love.” That’s inclusion for inclusion’s
sake, without the excellence. That wouldn’t get someone who
went to a high school like Vega’s to the point where they can
present to a room of top NASA scientists.

Inclusive excellence grows out of the belief that someone’s
potential to contribute isn’t reduced to a single number on a
test like the GRE. Nor is the chance to make a contribution
limited to those who fear nothing and have every advantage.
No. Every young person has the potential to contribute. When
we respect, honor, and support that potential through a combi-
nation of high standards and high support, then we motivate
and inspire young people from all groups to reach higher, ac-
complish more, and make our society stronger.

One day Stassun stepped into the elevator and at the last
second held the door for his colleague, another physics profes-
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sor. As they chatted casually about the bridge-program stu-
dents, the colleague said Stassun was lucky. Why? After some
clarification, Stassun understood the colleague to be saying
that Stassun’s background—poor family, immigrant mother,
member of a minority group—gave him the good fortune of be-
ing a strong mentor for the bridge-program students. The col-
league—a white man—felt like he didn’t have that background.
He decided he wasn’t going to work with the bridge students.

Stassun agreed that he probably had an instinct for em-
pathizing with the bridge students, but then he thought about
it more deeply and he started to disagree. He’s not autistic, and
nevertheless he created the most inclusive lab for autistic stu-
dents in all of science. When Stassun started out, he had no in-
stinct for how to support students like Dan or his son. In fact,
his instincts for helping the bridge students—which focused on
thinking abstractly about social narratives like stereotypes or
impostor syndrome—were completely wrong when it came to
inclusion for autistic students. His ability to promote inclusive
excellence for such different groups had more to do with his
mindset than anything else. He believed any motivated student
could be held to a high standard and supported as they worked
to meet it.

Stassun’s story shows us that there’s nothing stopping any
leader from adopting a mentor mindset and using it to include
more people in their field’s standards of excellence.
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Chapter 11

Future Growth, Part One

Justice, justice you shall pursue.

—Deuteronomy 16:20

Status, Respect, and Mentoring for
Future Growth

Ralph Cornell

Most people living outside Los Angeles have never heard of
Ralph Cornell. But every day millions of people living in LA are
affected by his contributions.

Cornell, born in 1890, was California’s most influential
landscape architect of the twentieth century. He has been
called the Olmsted of Los Angeles because he was as respected
and prolific in LA as was Olmsted, the designer of Central
Park, in New York City. Over his fifty-year career, Cornell be-
came the master architect for Pomona College and the
University of California, Los Angeles; he developed Torrey
Pines, California’s first-ever “dry ground park” in San Diego
that used California-native plants; and he’s responsible for
many of LA’s most beloved public spaces, including Beverly
Gardens Park, Griffith Park, and the Franklin D. Murphy
Sculpture Garden. Trees that he planted a century ago—often
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over objections from clients who wanted quick-growing trees
that wouldn’t last—still stand to this day. I interviewed several
of LA’s leading landscape architects. All of them still consult
his work. Interestingly, Cornell would not have made these
contributions if he hadn’t found the right mentor at the right
time: Professor Charles Baker.

Cornell came from a poor family that lost everything soon
after they moved to California. In 1909 he ended up at Pomona
College, about thirty-five miles east of LA, because it was
cheap. He happened to take a class taught by Baker, a biologist.
At the time, landscape architecture wasn’t much of a field at all
—and certainly not on the West Coast. In the early 1900s, the
dominant approach could be described as plant whatever
looks good right now, water it a ton, and hope for the best.
Baker sensed that Cornell might have something new to add to
a growing movement, originating from Olmsted’s firm on the
East Coast, that sought to professionalize landscape architec-
ture. Baker designed a series of increasingly difficult tasks for
Cornell to complete—creating detailed drawings of different
California-native plant species, photographing families of
plants in their native habitats, and so on. Often, Baker himself
couldn’t do these tasks, but he could uphold critical and de-
manding standards. Cornell would have run through a brick
wall for him. Baker was transparent about where his standards
came from: he thought Cornell’s work was good enough to be
published. Cornell worked hard to meet this standard, and
eventually they published their art, accompanied by Baker’s bi-
ological commentary, in academic journals. Some of Cornell’s
drawings of California-native plants are still definitive today. (I
once met a tattoo artist for rock stars at a bar and I was sur-
prised to learn that he exclusively uses Cornell’s century-old
drawings for tattoos involving flora.) Baker next encouraged
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Cornell to apply to Harvard’s landscape architecture program,
where he was admitted. He then received formal training that
served as the foundation for his long and prolific career.
Reading hundreds of pages of Cornell’s oral history transcripts,
recorded shortly before his death in 1972, one gets the sense
that the most vivid memories in his life come from that time
when he worked so hard to meet the demanding expectations
of Baker, a mentor who respected him and whose respect
Cornell craved. “Professor Baker shaped my destiny.… He had
the knack of inspiring young [people],” Cornell said in his oral
history sixty years later. “This youth business is rather impor-
tant,” he concluded.

In midlife, Cornell became a mentor himself. “He was trying
to establish the professionalism of landscape architecture in
this outpost in the West,” Brian Tichenor, one of today’s lead-
ing LA architects, told me. Cornell, like his mentor, had excep-
tionally high standards. He critiqued gardeners who would
throw a European tree somewhere and think that watering it
would fix any problem. But he wasn’t an elitist. He wanted
more people in the profession to meet the field’s standard.
Ruth Shellhorn was one of the only female landscape architects
working in LA in the mid-century. She credits Cornell’s men-
torship with helping her secure a place in the field. Shellhorn
would go on to design the streets and plazas at Disneyland, in-
cluding the iconic Sleeping Beauty Castle. The trees she select-
ed for Disneyland remain seventy years later. The Cornell-and-
Shellhorn story supports a simple truth. “We’re… building for
the future,” Cornell said of his landscaping philosophy. “We’re
putting things in now which we envision as they will appear
fifty years hence.” His words turned out to be both literally and
metaphorically true.
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Daniel Lapsley

Dr. Daniel Lapsley is a professor of adolescent psychology at
the University of Notre Dame. He grew up in Pittsburgh, where
his father was a coal miner while his mother was a homemaker.
He never thought about college because nobody in his family
had ever been. One summer day in 1965, just before he started
seventh grade, Lapsley and his friends were hanging out at a
gas station after playing basketball. Lapsley struck up a conver-
sation with a college-aged guy who was waiting for his car to
get fixed. Soon the topic turned to the Vietnam War. Lapsley
was a reader, and he precociously defended President
Johnson’s domino theory of communism in the region and the
United States’ role in the war. The college guy argued the other
side in earnest, a little surprised that Lapsley had done his re-
search, but also encouraging him. He gave no hint of ridicule,
sarcasm, or belittlement. When his car was ready, he turned to
Lapsley and said, “You are an extraordinarily bright kid. Have
you thought about going to college?” Then, for reasons Lapsley
still doesn’t understand, he asked if Lapsley had read Dante’s
The Divine Comedy and said how much he would enjoy it—im-
plying that Lapsley would be up for the challenging read.
Lapsley was twelve. He can still remember the exhilarating
pride—the earned prestige. “I walked home as if striding
mountains. Imagine this stranger urging me to go to college,
wondering if I’ve read Dante.” This interaction offers a good
example of what I mean when I say that earned prestige is mo-
tivating. Eventually Lapsley did indeed go to college, just like
the stranger had recommended. And he never left. He earned
his PhD and spent his entire adult life as a college professor; he
now serves as a lead mentor in the university’s program to sup-
port first-generation college students. Of this fateful day,
Lapsley wrote:
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When I reflect on the course of events that have led to my
present station in life, the encounter with the stranger at
the gas station looms larger than any teacher, larger than
anything that happened in any school. The stranger at the
gas station planted an idea, raised a possibility that had
not occurred to me. He gave me information about myself
that was opaque to me. It made me feel special,
talented.… This clear, vivid memory I have never shaken.
And I credit this encounter, this stranger, with setting me
on the path that was unusual for kids in the steel town of
my birth.

I think about Lapsley’s story quite often, for a few reasons.
Mostly, it offers a reminder to be careful what we say to young
people. We never know if our words might start a snowball that
affects them—and others—far into the future. Nor do we know
if glib dismissiveness of them will be resented for decades.

Lapsley’s story also resonates with something I haven’t told
you yet about the wise-feedback experiments (in the introduc-
tion). In those studies, we didn’t just track whether students
revised their essays for a couple of weeks. We also tracked
them for six years after they got the Post-it Note. In a paper we
published in 2017, we found that students in the treatment
group, especially students in the minority in the school, bene-
fited from the onetime note a whole year later, showing fewer
discipline incidents. Furthermore, they were more likely to at-
tend college six years after the experiment. Although our study
was small, its results were fully consistent with Lapsley’s story.
This suggests that the right display of respect for young peo-
ple’s abilities, at the right time, coupled with emotional sup-
port, can make a meaningful, lasting difference.

Finally, I love Lapsley’s story because he did something sim-
ilar for me. I took Lapsley’s course—my first class in psycholo-
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gy—while I was completing a master’s in education during the
summer before my second year as a teacher. His class was both
practical and philosophical. It thrilled me. I overdid it on my
term paper, writing far more than he asked for. A typical pro-
fessor would have given it back to me and said, This didn’t
meet the requirements for the assignment. Do it over. Or they
might have pointed out that I, having no training in psycholo-
gy, had no idea what I was talking about. But Lapsley treated
me like the guy at the gas station had treated him—not looking
down on me, taking me seriously, encouraging me to do even
more. Lapsley spent a long time walking me through his feed-
back. He wasn’t effusive, but he said, “I do think there’s some-
thing to what you are trying to argue.” He even said that my
paper might be publishable in a journal, and he’d be willing to
help me rework it. It was the first time anyone had treated me
like a scholar. I loved it. Lapsley was like Baker, helping Ralph
Cornell prepare his work for publication when Cornell was my
age. A few weeks later, I scrapped my plan to go to law school. I
prepared my application to do graduate work in Lapsley’s field,
and he was my only credible letter writer. Thus, he was respon-
sible for my admission. It’s not an exaggeration to say that the
research I conducted for this book would not have happened if
not for Lapsley treating me with dignity and respect—with a
mentor mindset—at a time when I was deeply uncertain of my
abilities and goals in life.

Mentoring for Future Growth

Both Cornell’s and Lapsley’s mentorship speak to something I
call the therapist’s problem. This is a vexing challenge that
confounds even the most astute and conscientious mentors.

The therapist’s problem refers to the fact that it’s hard to at
once help young people when they’re under our care and pre-
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pare them to apply their skills effectively after they leave our
care. A therapy session typically only lasts an hour, but peo-
ple’s problems are with them the other twenty-three hours of
that day—not to mention the twenty-four hours of every nons-
ession day. If a therapist can help a patient only during the
hour, they’re not adding value. The patient might as well dis-
tract themselves more cheaply; for example, by watching a
movie. A good therapist adds value beyond simple distraction.
They help patients apply better thinking skills after the session
ends. The therapist’s problem applies by analogy to anyone
who’s able to mentor a young person.

For many parents, most of the time they will spend with
their children in their lifetimes will be over when their child
turns eighteen. Have they spent that time wisely, in a way that
will stay with their children for the next seventy or eighty years
of their lives?

Secondary and postsecondary teachers get even less time,
roughly four to five hours per week for nine or ten months.
Have we given our students content knowledge and learning
strategies that will help them in the next year’s class—let alone
throughout their academic careers?

Managers might have a direct report for six to eighteen
months because their direct reports will get promotions. Have
we encouraged work habits and an organizational culture that
will help our employees add value as they move up the ladder?

Youth-serving organizations face a similar problem. Its
name in the scientific literature is fade-out. This refers to well-
intentioned programs that have a short-term impact but don’t
help in the long run. Consider the after-school volunteer men-
toring program with fun and games but no lasting benefits for
youth; the overprotective, elite private school that insufficient-
ly prepares students for failure in the real world; the summer
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program where a camp high wears off the moment kids get
back to school; or the weeklong professional conference at the
company’s expense that’s fun to attend but changes nothing
about employees’ work processes upon return. Because of fade-
out, the therapist’s problem leads to a tragic waste of organiza-
tional time and resources.

How can one solve the therapist’s problem? Status, respect,
and the chance to earn prestige are preconditions for influenc-
ing young people long after they leave our care.

A great example came from Chip Engelland, the NBA’s best
shooting coach (see the introduction). His summer campers
took over leading all the drills by Tuesday of the second week.
He gave them a “coach in the head.” They improved a lot in
those two weeks, but they also were prepared to coach them-
selves for the next fifty weeks of the year. In the NBA, Kawhi
Leonard and the host of other players Engelland coached
didn’t suddenly lose their shots when they didn’t have Chip in
their ears. He gave them a “coach in the head.” Why would a
coach in the cutthroat, win-now-obsessed world of professional
basketball take the long view? Because the team gets better
when players are improving outside of their few hours with
Chip.

Chip Engelland’s methods illusrate what I call mentoring
for future growth. This solves the therapist’s problem.
Mentoring for future growth happens when the processes we
use with young people instill skills or ways of thinking that
continue to help them after they leave our care.

Sergio Estrada wasn’t teaching his students little tricks to
solve physics problems for next week’s quiz; he was prepping
them to major in science in college. Stef Okamoto wasn’t only
trying to pump productivity out of employees to meet a quar-
terly target; she wanted her mentees to become leaders in
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management excellence. Lorena didn’t referee a fight between
her kids to get the shouting to stop that instant; she could stop
her kids from bickering with no more than a lift of an eyebrow
once they knew what she expected. The mentor mindset pays
off both now and in the future, if we do it right. Thus, leaders
can use the mentor mindset even if they’re under pressure for
immediate outcomes.

Mentoring for future growth is undermined by the enforcer
and protector mindsets. In the enforcer mindset, we believe
that young people are not competent enough to do anything
without the direct guidance and instruction of the leader.
Therefore, we use short-term, compliance-based strategies that
only last as long as we directly enforce them.

On the other hand, in the protector mindset we might think
nothing can be done to change the young person for the long
term. Protectors focus on getting the young person over a
short-term hump, leaving them enfeebled going forward.

Neither of these mindsets mentor for future growth because
they don’t think young people can handle it. It’s like a therapist
saying, There’s no use in me teaching you better thinking skills
for dealing with depression and anxiety because you’ll never
figure out how to use them anyway. Making someone feel bet-
ter for an hour, but incapacitated the rest of the week, is bad
therapy.

Not only does mentoring for future growth solve the thera-
pist’s problem, it’s also far more gratifying. The mentor-mind-
set exemplars I interviewed sprang to life talking about their
mentees. A few of them never even told me about their person-
al successes (I had to look them up or ask third parties), but all
couldn’t stop talking about their mentees’ successes.

Mentoring for future growth can help any of us feel like our
efforts to mentor young people are well placed and could posi-
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tively affect a person’s life in the long run. With the right men-
tor mindset, we can have an impact whether we interact with a
young person for an hour, a week, a summer, or eighteen years.
We can start snowball effects that follow young people wherev-
er they go.

Let’s turn our attention to two case studies that reveal how
to more reliably influence young people in the long term. One
(presented in this chapter) involves America’s most influential
freshman-calculus professor. The other (in chapter 12) involves
perhaps the most remarkable experiment I’ve ever been in-
volved with.

Uri Treisman’s Mentor Mindset
Calculus class in freshman year of college has long suffered
from a perverse version of the therapist’s problem. Not only
does the course often fail to help young people long after they
take it, but it can actively harm their growth. A poor score in
calculus discourages students from pursuing advanced techni-
cal careers in math, science, engineering, and computer sci-
ence. The course is hard, fast-paced, and unforgiving. Students
fall behind if they don’t already know how to study or if they
get lost making sense of a foreign language of computational
tricks named after dead mathematicians whose surnames pro-
vide little useful information. (L’Hopital’s rule has nothing to
do with urgent medical care, it turns out.) Most universities
simply accept that freshman calculus demands four months of
suffering. It’s the educational equivalent of passing a kidney
stone. They also accept the deep inequities tied to the course.
Students with fewer advantages are less likely to enroll in a rig-
orous freshman calculus class and less likely to pass if they do
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take the course. That makes it much harder for them to contin-
ue on a path to advanced technical careers.

In short, freshman calculus is a gatekeeper. Could it be a
gateway instead? Imagine the possibilities for long-term
growth if the course could have more equitable pass rates and
prepare more students for futures of contributions to math,
science, and related fields. Nobody has done more to make this
dream a reality over the last fifty years than Uri Treisman.

“Let’s serve them oysters.” That’s the first thing Treisman
said to me, with a grin on his face, when I told him about an
event we were planning for public school teachers.

Treisman is a math educator who won the MacArthur
Genius Grant for his equity-promoting calculus workshops at
Berkeley. In the five years before he launched his workshops,
from 1973 to 1977, fully 33 percent of all Black students at
Berkeley failed calculus, and very few went on to graduate in
math or math-related technical fields. Again, these were
Berkeley students—some of the highest achievers in the whole
state. But once Treisman implemented his workshops, 97 per-
cent of Black students passed calculus and almost twice as
many as before, 65 percent, persisted on to math or math-re-
lated degrees.

From the latter result, we know that Treisman had prepared
the students to succeed in future rigorous math courses. He’s
mentoring for future growth. According to one account, by the
early 1990s, 40 percent of all Black PhDs in mathematics were
graduates of Treisman’s programs. You could say that
Treisman is the Michael Jordan of solving the therapist’s prob-
lem in freshman calculus.

For the last thirty years, Treisman has been a professor at
UT Austin, where he continues to teach freshman calculus. On
the day he made his comment about oysters, we were dis-
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cussing a project in which we sought to identify educators who,
like Treisman, excelled at creating inclusive excellence year af-
ter year. My team had conducted a statistical analysis of data
from more than a thousand teachers, and we singled out twen-
ty bright spots who might have Treisman-like qualities. We
wanted to study their secrets. Among them was Sergio Estrada,
whom I would meet for the first time in just a few weeks.
Treisman was going to facilitate our meetings with these
bright-spot teachers. His key concern at this point was that we
honor and respect these teachers, while shaking them out of
their routines so that they shared their wisdom with open
minds. His proposed solution, blurted out that day, was to
serve them oysters.

Several years before we launched our hidden-Treisman
project (my term, not his), which identified Sergio Estrada, I
spent two fall semesters watching Treisman teach freshman
calculus (as noted in chapter 2). My reasoning was, You have
to watch Michael Jordan play before he retires. I soon learned
what Rosalie Wax (chapter 2) meant when she said that men-
tor-mindset teachers were “real characters.” They’re quirky in
their own ways, but they maintain high standards and high
support. Treisman treats a ceramic dog statue like a foreign
dignitary in class (his students send it postcards when they
travel abroad). He spends his weekends translating sections of
the Old Testament from the original languages with his friend
who works in the White House. While intensely focused on
math equity, he’s a broad thinker who could get interested in
any idea. He’s a real character.

Treisman’s standards in his calculus class can seem harsh to
an observer. On the first day of class, I heard him say, “Two-
thirds of you will get As, but I’ll work you so hard you’ll want to
cry.” Moments later when he said, “After your first all-
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nighter…” stunned students turned to each other and said,
“First? How many all-nighters will there be?” Was he trying to
get students to drop the course? Or was he telling a joke about
the high expectations? He didn’t say. Students would, indeed,
bond through many late-night study sessions in which they fin-
ished a problem set just in time to squint at the sunrise on
their walk back to their dorms.

A few minutes later Treisman expressly clarified that his
high standards were for everyone. “At some point in the course
all of you will say, ‘What the hell is that?’ You may just differ in
when you say it.” He was informing the know-it-all students
that he wasn’t going to tolerate showing off in a way that would
discourage the students seeing the material for the first time.
And he was telling students who were new to calculus that they
belonged.

In a focus group I conducted years ago, I once heard a young
Latina student tell the following story. She said one day her
freshman-calculus professor made two or three students who
got 100 percent on the midterm stand up in front of the class.
According to her, the professor apologized to them publicly
and announced, “I have failed you by underestimating you.
You surpassed my expectations, but I neglected to give you an
exam that was truly worthy of your preparation. To make it up
to you, we’re going to take away your one hundred percent and
give you a new, harder test. In addition, you’ll need to complete
extra proofs each week that are harder than the rest of the
class.” The story astonished the rest of the focus group. One
participant, vicariously outraged, asked, “Weren’t they furious?
Did the class rebel?” The question surprised the student telling
the story. “No, of course not!” she answered. “Why would we
do that? We want to be doctors and engineers and mathemati-
cians, and we want to compete with the best. Why would we
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want anything less than a professor who pushed us to our
limits?”

I interjected, “Did your calculus professor’s name happen to
be Uri Treisman?” “Yes, how did you know that?” she replied. I
said, “Because he told me this story, too, but until now I
thought he was exaggerating.” A few years later when I sat in
on his class, I saw him do the same thing, with the same re-
sults. I routinely witnessed things in Treisman’s class that I
never thought I’d see in any academic setting.

Treisman gets away with challenging his students to such an
extent because his level of support matches the height of his
standards. He’s a true mentor-mindset exemplar, through and
through. At the top of his list is his deep respect for the human-
ity in each student. They reciprocate that respect with devo-
tion. I have seen students email him years later to ask him for
career advice, discuss their purpose in life, debate religion and
politics and justice, and question how they can know whether
they truly love their partner. He can push his students beyond
their current limits because he is a walking, talking trans-
parency statement who reminds them how much he cares
about their welfare and future contributions every ten minutes.

Did Treisman’s philosophy spring fully formed from his
brain, like the goddess Athena, who sprung from Zeus’s skull
and disguised herself as the capital-M Mentor? If so, the rest of
us couldn’t hope to emulate him. Luckily, Treisman’s methods
have an origin story. By understanding this story, we can see
how the rest of us mere mortals can make his unique style our
own.

Uri Treisman was born in a mostly Jewish section of
Brooklyn, New York, inhabited by remarkably intellectual
working-class families. In middle school, he taught himself col-
lege algebra from a book he checked out from the library.
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When asked if he had any mentors growing up, he told me
about Louis, the local kosher butcher. What lessons had Louis
taught him? “How to give people gifts without them being in-
debted,” Treisman told me, rather cryptically.

When Treisman was in the third grade, his father went to
the hospital for an extended stay. Treisman was old enough to
know that he needed to support his poor single mother and
younger brother. Louis gave him a job bringing free organ
meats to people who were poor in the community. When
Treisman showed up for work, he’d first get an impromptu les-
son on the Talmud from Louis. A favorite of Louis’s was an ex-
egesis on “Justice, justice you shall pursue,” from the Old
Testament book of Deuteronomy. Then Treisman would leave
to make his rounds. Louis told Treisman very specifically and
precisely to go to the house, ring the bell, and then say, “Some-
one asked me to deliver this to you, and they said it was yours,
not theirs.” I asked Treisman why that was an important les-
son. He choked up. In fifteen years of knowing him, I’d never
seen him so emotional. He was reflecting on his Lapsley mo-
ment, his spotlight memory of a mentor who changed his life.
Treisman said that we have responsibilities that extend beyond
ourselves. “Charity is wonderful,” Treisman told me, “but your
first concern is to do justice.” Louis the butcher would harp on
this if a delivery boy complained about not receiving a thank-
you. “It’s never good for people to owe you what should happen
through justice,” Louis told Treisman and the other delivery
boys.

Years later, when Treisman was designing his calculus work-
shops, he drew on Louis’s principle. He objected to Berkeley’s
practice at the time of putting racial- or ethnic-minority stu-
dents in remedial programs while expecting them to thank the
university for the extra support. In his view, the chance for
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their effort to translate into high performance belonged to mi-
nority students by justice, not charity. Treisman’s style was de-
signed to fix that injustice.

After a rocky middle school experience, Treisman went on to
be an accomplished math student in high school, but his fire
for justice burned strong. Rather than go to college, Treisman
moved to Israel to work as a farmer on a kibbutz. A bite from a
deadly pit viper in the field derailed that life and landed him in
a hospital in LA to recover.

Treisman didn’t have enough money to return to Brooklyn
or Israel, so he stayed in LA, eventually putting his farming
skills to use by working on a landscaping team. Around this
time in his early twenties a chance encounter with a mentor
changed Treisman’s trajectory. It pulled him back into the in-
tellectual life of his high school years.

Because of this mentor, Treisman started seeing how land-
scape architecture was connected to the philosophical ideas
that invigorated him in his youth. That caused Treisman to
thirst for deeper learning. His thirst led him back to math
courses at a community college, and soon after that at UCLA.
Two years later, he earned UCLA’s top math award, and then
started his PhD at UC Berkeley under the legendary mentor
and mathematician Leon Henkin, whose training traced a di-
rect lineage back to Leibniz, the codiscoverer of calculus in the
1600s. Treisman then started his famous calculus-workshop
programs, launching his distinguished fifty-year career.

Who was this unexpected mentor who changed Treisman’s
life? It was the landscape architect Ralph D. Cornell.

Treisman, while gardening at the community college, was
pursuing a horticulture certificate so he could get a raise. In the
mid-1960s, Cornell was at the height of his power and influ-
ence, and he remained keen to spread the professionalism and
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rigor of landscape architecture in LA. Cornell delivered a series
of free public lectures that Treisman happened to sign up for.
“Cornell comes in dressed in fine attire,” Treisman told me. “I
was profoundly impressed by him.” Treisman was surprised
when Cornell spoke plainly—not arrogantly or condescending-
ly. Cornell wanted people to understand him, and then apply
the rigorous principles of his field of landscape architecture.
Treisman felt invited into Cornell’s intellectual world, wel-
comed to play with the ideas. From Cornell, Treisman learned
three powerful design principles that would later influence the
foundations of his calculus workshop.

I’ll admit that I was skeptical when Treisman first told me
his Cornell story. What could landscape architecture possibly
have to do with freshman calculus? Let alone mentoring?
However, as I read Cornell’s personal papers, stashed in the
UCLA Library, I became convinced that landscape architecture
made a perfect metaphor for mentoring. Cornell describes his
field as the “architecture of the changing.” The minute you fin-
ish planting a garden or a park, your work might seem done.
However, the real growth has only just begun. You’re dealing
with nature, not brick and mortar. Cornell distinguished his
work from construction, which he called the “architecture of
the static.” Cornell pointed to the example of planting redwood
trees at Pomona College, which started three to four feet tall
but, with appropriate care and patience, had now grown into
towering and majestic landmarks. In human affairs, as in land-
scape architecture, we should act with an eye toward whom the
person could become, rather than look for shortcuts to a fin-
ished product.
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Principle #1: Watch Where People Walk

The first principle Treisman learned from Cornell was that it’s
unwise to build a park until you watch where people walk.
Consider the example of the great grassy lawn in the heart of
Pomona College’s campus. The administration had imposed a
large, rectangular, grid-like structure on the sidewalks. The
problem was that students who walked from one end to the
other liked to look at a beautiful mountain in the distance, and
they had to walk diagonally to keep their eyes on it. This creat-
ed a foot-worn path in the grass that looked ugly and cost mon-
ey to continually fix. Landscape architects call this a pathway
of desire because park visitors show designers what they want
by voting with their feet. Ideally designers understand the
pathways of desire before they build the park. Pomona’s lead-
ership didn’t. How did they respond? By erecting one-to-two-
foot barriers around the sidewalks to stop people from walking
on the grass. Sure, the ugly, expensive barriers fixed the lawn-
maintenance problem, but they prevented people from fully
appreciating the natural assets of the landscape. Cornell be-
lieved the better approach would have been to watch where
people walk before the shovel ever hit the dirt. When Cornell
built Griffith Park in LA, he famously rode around the park on
horseback for hundreds of acres. He looked at the land. What
are the vistas? What are the native plant communities? Where
does the rain run off? If visitors would want to appreciate an
asset such as a large rock or a mountain view, then how could
he frame and accentuate it? How do you screen an eyesore so it
doesn’t detract from the overall experience? Griffith Park is
now considered a masterpiece of highlighting a space’s natural
assets in a way that follows the pathway of desire.

At UC Berkeley in the mid-1970s, social programs to address
achievement disparities were like Pomona’s sidewalks—clunky,
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post hoc, and misaligned with minority students’ pathways of
desire. The university responded to low pass rates for Black
and Latinx students by throwing them into stigmatizing reme-
dial programs that highlighted their deficits rather than accen-
tuating their assets. The programs drilled students on high
school math concepts or explained how to study in college,
rather than treating students with the respect they craved as
serious college math students.

Treisman, inspired by Cornell’s philosophy, disapproved of
this approach. These supposedly remedial students were actu-
ally the top scholars in the state. In high school, they didn’t get
tutored; they tutored others. Being treated like they were defi-
cient was humiliating. Treisman had personally tutored a
handful of students the summer before they took calculus. He
knew they were prepared. And yet they still did poorly in
Berkeley’s calculus class. Clearly, whomever had designed the
student-support programs hadn’t done a thorough analysis.
They hadn’t watched where people walked.

Like Cornell riding the grounds on horseback, Treisman
ended up quasi dropping out of his math PhD program. He
conducted an ethnography of calculus students at UC Berkeley.
For eighteen months, Treisman followed students to their
dorms and houses, to their late-night study groups and their
pretest cram sessions. This process yielded insights that in the
ensuing decades would revolutionize higher education student-
success programs.

Treisman’s ethnography followed twenty Black students and
twenty Asian American students, mostly of Chinese descent.
Both groups of students came from relatively poor working-
class backgrounds. Treisman noticed that Black students tend-
ed to study alone, not in groups. The Asian students, by con-
trast, tended to study in groups, occasionally pulling all-
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nighters as a team. They would troubleshoot problems togeth-
er, check each other’s work, and share tips they gathered from
meetings with the professor or TAs. Sometimes they’d call in
an older sibling or cousin who had taken the course to quiz
them. This communal approach proved far more efficient than
studying alone, where the only way to get unstuck was to look
for clues in a similar problem in the book.

Treisman realized that two key beliefs led Black students to
study alone rather than in groups. First, they believed in a
strong separation between their social and academic lives.
Many Black students succeeded in high school by shielding
themselves from peer pressure, which meant studying with
fewer friends. This strategic isolation became a liability in col-
lege because it discouraged them from studying in the most ef-
fective way. Second, Black students believed Asian students
were simply smarter at math. They didn’t realize that Asian
students tended to study together fourteen hours per week.
That was much more than the recommended eight hours a
week that Black students studied alone. Thus, Asian students
studied more fruitfully for more hours—they weren’t simply
more talented by virtue of their race or ethnicity.

Treisman’s insights might seem obvious in retrospect, but
they were revolutionary at the time. Student-success offices at
universities were so deeply entrenched in a deficit-oriented
way of thinking that they almost exclusively resorted to protec-
tor-mindset practices. They lowered standards and mandated
study-skills classes. But Black (and Latinx) students didn’t
need that. They needed to study differently; for example, by
doing the hardest problems together in a group, like the most
successful Asian students were doing.

Professors, for their part, often resorted to an enforcer
mindset. They explained the content and left it up to students
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to learn it. Professors told themselves it wasn’t their fault that
no more than two Black students ever got above a B- in any se-
mester that decade. Yet Treisman believed students from all
groups, with the right support, could meet the course’s high
standards.

After walking the metaphorical grounds, in 1978 Treisman
got to work designing his Berkeley calculus workshop. He cre-
ated a vibrant and rigorous support program in which students
would collaboratively troubleshoot the hardest problems. It
was the opposite of remedial. Whereas students in the normal
calculus class would memorize theorems and computational
tricks, Treisman’s workshop students would prove them. Thus,
the group study sessions became synonymous with taking your
academic progress seriously, rather than waving the white flag.
In that way, Treisman’s workshops solved the pathway-of-de-
sire problem. He found out how students naturally wanted to
be perceived while studying—as high-status overachievers—
and he aligned his program according to that desire. The en-
forcer and protector mindsets would never have landed on this
solution because they wouldn’t have thought that Black stu-
dents had legitimate reasons for studying alone or too
infrequently.

Not only did Treisman’s workshops help Black students
learn more effectively, they also disabused students of false be-
liefs about the origins of success. In Treisman’s workshop,
everyone struggled because the work was at such a high level.
Treisman was transparent about giving students serious work
at the level required of future professional mathematicians. He
was taking them seriously. Struggling didn’t prove that they
couldn’t learn; it proved that they were learning.

Eventually, Black students in the workshop started to match
the performance of their Asian peers. Suddenly, old stereo-
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types about who could succeed at math started to fade away,
replaced by a confidence that, with the right learning strate-
gies, all students could have futures in advanced, technical ca-
reers that require high-level math. (Decades later, Treisman’s
successes were influential in shaping both Claude Steele’s
stereotype-threat theory and Carol Dweck’s growth-mindset
interventions.)

Here’s a key lesson from this story for those of us who aren’t
calculus professors. When we mentor for future growth, it’s far
better to give young people experiences that show them they
are capable of meeting the high standard with the appropriate
support, rather than offering them unfounded assurances of
their abilities—or, worse, hiding the standards from them
altogether.

As Treisman worked out how to engage calculus students in
collaboratively troubleshooting hard problems, he drew on a
second key insight from Cornell’s lectures.

Principle #2: Pay Attention to Entrances

Most public parks are designed to give people a sense of refuge
from the hustle and bustle of daily urban living. Once inside,
you’re invited to explore. However, visitors need to pass
through a clear entry point to the garden. If it’s not clear that
they’re in a different place, they would remain in their previous
state of mind and never be affected by the park. Cornell, there-
fore, obsessed over how people entered the garden. “The gar-
den entrance is a portal to the land of heart’s desire,” he wrote.
For instance, in the southwest corner of UCLA’s famous sculp-
ture garden, Cornell literally makes visitors cross a bridge.
That’s a clear signal that it’s time to think differently—about
art, your life, or your future.
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Treisman reflected on the principle of entrances as he real-
ized that the transition from high school math to advanced col-
lege-level calculus can be jarring. It’s like they’re entering a
new social world. Indeed, many students have accumulated a
kind of “math trauma” from years of being evaluated as smart
or not smart, mostly on the basis of how rapidly they got a
problem right. In Treisman’s calculus workshop, he planned to
give students problems that might take thirty minutes to solve.
He wanted students to tinker with the problems and see what
happened if they attempted something different. In effect, he
wanted them to act like insider mathematicians who belonged.
Treisman suspected that the half hour of struggle could pose a
problem if it simply inflamed students’ psychological math scar
tissue of thinking that fast equals smart at math and slow
equals dumb at math. Treisman obsessed over how to open
students’ minds to experiencing things differently. He decided
he would need clear signposts at the start of his course to con-
vey his message: this space is different, old beliefs don’t apply
here, prepare for new assumptions, prepare to be changed.

Thus, Treisman thought carefully about how students would
enter his calculus workshop. He needed a clean break from the
remedial protector philosophy of the post–civil rights era. He
also needed a transparent signal that his culture would be the
opposite of the toxic enforcer-mindset culture that only re-
wards quick right answers in math.

Treisman’s solution was clever and a bit odd: He invited stu-
dents to tea. Black and Latinx math students at Berkeley re-
ceived a letter from the university administration telling them
that they had been identified as having potential to become
faculty members one day. They were invited to an orientation
for an honors program over tea. Most students had never been
to tea. (To this day I haven’t!) The experience was just strange
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enough to shake them out of their prior expectations. Once stu-
dents arrived, the orientation focused solely on the skills and
assets they brought to the class, not the deficits they would
need to remediate. The facilitators explained that they would
challenge the students because they respected the students’ po-
tential. The students heard not a whiff of disrespect. They were
in a new space, free to explore and grow.

Principle #3: Plan for Future Growth
The most influential lesson from Cornell’s lectures is this: a
well-designed garden plans for future growth. A designer needs
to imagine what a tree or a shrub will look like fully grown, not
what it looks like on the day it’s planted, or else they might end
up with quick fixes that cause new problems down the road.
Consider a tree that grows into a power line, or one whose
roots get so big that they crack the sidewalk. “The required
skill,” Cornell said, is to be able to “visualize something which
isn’t too bad when you finish with it, but which is going to get
better” as it grows.

The math equivalent of failing to plan for future growth is
something I’ve heard public school superintendents complain
about. Teachers give students math tricks that help them pass
a quiz or worksheet that week but fail to help them when the
surface features of the problems change. For instance, fifth-
grade teachers have said of fractions that you should just put
the big number on top. That’s bad advice because it backfires
later when students get to fractions that are smaller than one.
In calculus, a teacher might say to memorize L’Hopital’s rule to
find the limit of a function. Treisman does the opposite.
Usually, he teaches students how math tricks don’t work. In
one lecture I witnessed, Treisman put up four functions, three
of which L’Hopital’s rule didn’t work for. Students spent forty-
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five minutes figuring out why. Treisman wants his students to
understand the deeper principles so they can think like mathe-
maticians in the future.

A corollary of this third principle is to be patient when a gar-
den doesn’t look perfect on the day it’s planted. At first, the
trees are small. The shrubs haven’t grown together. The flow-
ers are buds. It often takes five to ten years for things to grow
properly. “It is never fair to judge anything in an incomplete
stage,” Cornell lamented, “and that is the human tendency.”

In many college math classes, professors demand that all
students master a given concept by a certain point in the se-
mester; for example, by giving a rigid, all-or-nothing midterm
with no opportunity for future improvement. Treisman thinks
that approach punishes students who are taking a course for
the first time or who had a lower-quality high school educa-
tion. Such students could still figure the concept out in mid-
November. But if they were punished based on the early re-
turns they would never grow. Therefore, Treisman offers an
optional final exam that could replace the midterm. His poli-
cies allow for future growth. That makes his course far more
equitable.

Treisman’s future-growth exam policy had a powerful im-
pact on Ivonne Martinez, a student who took the class the year
I observed it. (Ivonne is beautifully profiled in Paul Tough’s
book The Inequality Machine, which also examines Treisman’s
teaching.) Ivonne was a talented salutatorian from her high
school, but she nevertheless bombed her first few midterms in
Treisman’s class. “My high school wasn’t challenging enough,”
Ivonne told me, and Treisman’s class presented a whole new
level of challenge. “I was stressed to the point where I would
cry.” But because Treisman’s grading scheme allowed for fu-
ture growth, she didn’t give up hope. “I redirected my stress
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back into my studying,” she told me. The light bulb finally
turned on in the last few weeks. She aced the final, and that re-
placed her failed midterms. She ended up with a good grade in
Treisman’s course.

When I talked with Ivonne during her senior year in college,
she told me that the Treisman experience changed her life. She
finished a degree in mathematics—one of the only Latina
scholars at UT to do so. Then she earned a full scholarship to a
data-science program at Harvard University and a prestigious
fellowship in Amazon’s machine-learning group. Stated differ-
ently, she didn’t just memorize math for Treisman’s test and
forget it. Eight years later, she’s still building on the math she
learned her freshman year and making valuable contributions
to her field as a result. That’s the fruit of Treisman’s planning
for future growth.

Is Treisman Replicable?
Treisman is, indeed, a “real character.” In part two (chapter
12), I want to show you that his practices can be built into pro-
grams that transcend any single individual. His practices can
be summarized in terms of two broad concepts: promoting
tenacity and building purpose. (See the practical section at the
end of this book for more elaboration.) Allow me to tell you the
story of how we took Treisman’s insights about tenacity and
purpose—which were the culmination of his fifty years trying
to use the mentor mindset—and applied them in an entirely
different setting: summer camp.
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Chapter 12

Future Growth, Part Two

We are all better than we know. If only we can be brought to realise this we
may never again be prepared to settle for anything less.

—Kurt Hahn

The Summer Camp Study
About ten years ago, an energetic camp owner named Steve
Baskin came to my office and wouldn’t leave until I talked to
him. At the time he was in his late forties, intense, fun loving,
and kid centered. His mind raced a mile a minute with new
ideas for adventures. He’s exactly how you’d picture a summer
camp owner to be.

Baskin came with a version of the therapist’s problem faced
by an urban charter school network he was working with,
KIPP, which mostly serves students from low-income families
and from Black, Latinx, or Asian backgrounds. Having worked
with KIPP on a few projects, I have found their teachers to be
rigorous and well trained and usually quite supportive. The
whole school might be characterized as having a mentor mind-
set. That could explain their remarkable track record of getting
students to graduate from high school and admitted to college.
Indeed, I would say they are among the most successful social
experiments in poverty reduction over the last two decades.



372

That’s why it was so surprising that although KIPP students
were getting admitted to college, they weren’t graduating.
Dropping out kept many young adults from eventually earning
living wages and breaking the poverty cycle, despite receiving a
high-quality secondary education.

I once conducted a study with Angela Duckworth and Greg
Walton in which we tracked all graduating seniors at four KIPP
high schools. We found that just 16 percent earned a bachelor’s
degree in four years; looking at six years, that number was 31
percent. (We found similar results for four other charter net-
works in our study and even worse results for comparable dis-
trict schools; thus, this was not a KIPP-specific problem.) It
seemed that the network’s mentor mindset was optimized for
success in KIPP, not after KIPP. They suffered from the classic
therapist’s problem.

Baskin and his KIPP school partner hatched a zany idea for
solving this problem. We should send the kids to summer
camp.

Most people wouldn’t think that summer camp has much to
do with charter schools or college persistence. Most might
think of it the way my daughter, Scarlett, described camp to me
the first time she went: “Dad! It’s a bunch of kids, walking
around, like a huge block party, no grown-ups telling you what
to do, just having fun nonstop for a whole week. It’s awesome!”

She’s not wrong, but as a developmental psychologist I also
believe camp is serious business. Think about it. At camp, you
struggle at first to do hard, scary things (e.g., climb a ropes
course, learn to water-ski, make friends with strangers) in the
care of supportive adults. Then you get lauded with status and
respect for overcoming your fears. At Steve Baskin’s Camp
Champions, kids are celebrated multiple times per day for tak-
ing such reasonable risks and surviving. Having seen this in ac-
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tion, my scientific opinion is that camp creates a struggle-suc-
cess-status positive feedback loop. Each day at camp could, in
theory, teach a kid a miniature version of a belonging story that
just might help them persist in college.

Some preliminary evidence for Baskin’s camp idea came
from an analysis conducted by Donald Kamentz. At the time,
Kamentz oversaw college-going initiatives for a similar urban
charter network. His analysis showed that the charter school
students who persisted in college tended to be disproportion-
ately those who had been to an intensive weeklong summer
backpacking trip in the wilderness with classmates and new
friends, such as Outward Bound.

It was as though they experienced in a week or two, by anal-
ogy, all the fears of freshman year that Treisman tried so hard
to help them with—fear of making friends, of surviving on your
own, of overcoming obstacles you previously thought impossi-
ble—and, inevitably, it all turned out alright in the end. The
participants seemed to acquire a personal Freytag’s Pyramid in
their minds, letting them know how the hero’s journey would
end. That personal story might solve the therapist’s problem
and help them thrive even after they left the care of their high-
quality charter high school. Thinking of this analysis, I realized
that maybe Baskin’s camp idea wasn’t so crazy after all. But I
saw one big problem that could threaten the whole project.

Do kids tend to believe that the adversities in camp settings
have anything to do with the adversities they face in high
school or college? Perhaps not. Psychologists have found that
many young people tend to think in a limited, concrete way
about their experiences. For instance, they may not see how
overcoming their fear of waterskiing would be related to over-
coming their fear of factoring trinomials in algebra. What’s the
way to help young people see this connection?
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A partial answer comes from fascinating research conducted
in the 1990s by psychologists James Youniss and Miranda
Yates, which powerfully influenced my thinking. They wanted
to know how and whether participation in community service
(e.g., volunteering to help the homeless) influenced adult civic
engagement (e.g., voting and volunteering). The Youniss-and-
Yates study showed that a deciding factor was whether the vol-
unteers reflected. When youth reflected on how volunteering
was aligned with their values and identity—their broader quali-
ties—then they transferred their high school volunteering expe-
riences to adult civic engagement. It solved the therapist’s
problem. A 2014 meta-analysis of the same phenomenon, in-
volving more than twenty-four thousand youth volunteers, fur-
ther showed that the number of hours of volunteering didn’t
mean anything in the absence of reflection. The more youth re-
flected—and therefore consolidated their experience into an
identity—the better the long-term results.

The Youniss-and-Yates research suggested to me that our
goal shouldn’t just be for kids at camp to overcome adversity. If
we want camp to carry over into their real lives, far into the fu-
ture, they also need to reflect on how the lessons form a part of
their identities.

Baskin and I resolved to overhaul the camp experience to
provide continuous opportunities for reflection. What did we
want campers to learn from those reflections? We needed a few
abstract concepts that would apply both in camp and later in
school. Informed by my observations of Treisman’s class, we
settled on the identities of having tenacity and purpose be-
cause we suspected these two identities could help students
persist in college. (For a detailed review of what these two
themes looked like in Treisman’s class, see the “Putting It into
Practice” section for chapter 11 at the end of this book.) In ad-
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dition, we suspected tenacity and purpose were hidden
strengths that many KIPP students already had but that they
hadn’t learned to generalize to the college experience. We
wanted to take a strength-based, not a deficit-based, perspec-
tive. I had worked closely with KIPP students before; several
had interned in my research lab. I knew that many already
showed tenacity on a daily basis, especially by dealing with the
adversity that accompanies poverty. I knew that many had a
deep sense of purpose—to contribute to community, improve
society, and make a better life for their families.

Baskin and I added reflections on how kids’ behaviors at
camp displayed tenacity and purpose. First, we trained coun-
selors to call out campers’ behaviors, like riding a scary zip line
or climbing a tall rock wall, as evidence of tenacity (e.g., over-
coming fears) and purpose (e.g., by showing the younger
campers how to embrace a reasonable risk). They did this both
in the moment and during the nightly reflections in the cabin.
This tactic was inspired, in part, by Treisman’s approach of
putting a nearly impossible problem on the board, letting stu-
dents struggle, and then zooming out to praise them for having
the courage to embrace a challenge that prepares them to be
leaders in their fields. Next, we asked counselors to write let-
ters to the KIPP campers on the last day of camp, calling out
the tenacity and purpose each camper showed that week. These
letters worked a bit like the belonging stories from upper-year
students in the Walton belonging studies. They gave the
campers a template for how to view their daily behaviors as a
part of their identities. Furthermore, the campers themselves
wrote reflections on the last day of camp, just like at the end of
the Walton belonging studies. They wrote about a time when
they had to do something hard and scary, but it turned out
well. This exercise gave students a chance to practice seeing
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their identities as ones that had tenacity and purpose. Finally,
we followed up with the campers back in school. In October,
we asked them to reflect on how the challenges they overcame
during the summer—their reasonable risks—compared to the
fears and difficulties they were currently facing in their fresh-
man year of high school. What they wrote about might sound
mundane, but the reflection proved meaningful. Students
wrote things like, “When I was afraid of the ropes course this
summer, it taught me that I could overcome my fear of asking a
question in math class.” Although they could readily make this
link when prompted, they didn’t do it without the reflection
prompt. They had strengths, gained through experience, but no
adult had ever asked them to carry these strengths over into
the classroom. In our study, we didn’t leave it up to chance that
campers would discover how to link their tenacity and purpose
from one setting (camp) to another (school). Instead, we en-
sured they would make that link through these guided reflec-
tion exercises.

In summary, we took elements from Treisman—helping stu-
dents adopt identities as both tenacious and purposeful—and
infused them into a summer camp that already had demanding
and supportive camp counselors. This way we could test
whether the insights from Treisman’s mentor mindset would
apply in a totally different setting. Did this mixture help solve
KIPP’s version of the therapist’s problem?

Baskin sponsored roughly one hundred campers on a full
scholarship per summer, and so for two summers in a row
Baskin and the KIPP school essentially flipped a coin to decide
which half of the two hundred students would get a free week
of reflection-infused camp (a treatment group) and which half
of the two hundred would get a week of extra academic enrich-
ment (a control group). We picked students who were rising
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ninth graders, about to make the transition to high school, a
challenging time during which most students would need to
apply tenacity and purpose. All of the 403 students in the study
were Black or Latinx and/or came from poor families. Then, we
waited five years to examine students’ college enrollment data.

KIPP’s college data showed us that students who had at-
tended Baskin’s summer camp were more than ten percentage
points more likely to be at a four-year college (versus being at a
two-year college or not in college at all).

That result was astonishing. It’s very hard to get students to
persist in college, even with very expensive programs. Most
available treatments don’t work, probably because most pro-
grams come from a deficit, neurobiological-incompetence
model. In the camp study, by contrast, we took the mentor-
mindset approach of accentuating strengths like tenacity and
purpose—in the context of a supportive relationship with a
counselor. When we did that, we witnessed a solution to the
therapist’s problem: enduring benefits, years after a program
ended.

Young people have many one-week experiences that don’t
seem to change their lives in the slightest. What explains
camp’s snowball effect years later? We can never be completely
certain, but I interviewed campers eight years after camp to try
to find out. Because I had their essays and their letters, I could
corroborate their memories with evidence. What I learned
shocked me.

Eight Years of a Rolling Snowball
My interviews showed me that the former campers showed im-
pressive levels of tenacity and purpose throughout their educa-
tional careers, in part because Camp Champions helped them
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tell themselves better and more optimistic stories about early
adversities in college. (Note that I didn’t share anything about
my involvement with the camp, or my hypotheses, until the
end of the interviews. Everything shared here comes from their
unvarnished memories.)

Emmanuel’s Story

When Emmanuel showed up at Texas A&M, a university with a
predominantly white student body and a notoriously outra-
geous freshman-orientation program called Fish Camp, every-
thing he saw screamed (metaphorically), You are a minority!
You don’t belong here! Soon, however, he realized that he
could fit in—he just had to discover what he had in common
with people. “It was the same experience as at Camp
Champions,” he told me. What did he mean by that?
Emmanuel vividly remembers the feeling of showing up at
camp and not knowing anybody. “It was scary, and I was think-
ing, Am I going to get along with them? Are they going to
judge me?” On his first day at Camp Champions, he got off to a
poor start. He failed the swim test, and for the rest of the week
he was one of only four kids forced to wear a life vest in the
pool. His initial worries about belonging were exacerbated by
an evening ritual at Camp Champions called Torchlight. The
ceremony appears very strange to an observer, full of inside
jokes and cheers. “On the first night, I was like, ‘Oh this is
weird,’ ” he told me. Prior to each ceremony, the camp’s staff
select one camper who showed tenacity and purpose that day
to be the Torchlighter. This individual literally lights the torch
that starts the evening assembly. Soon Emmanuel wanted to
earn the honor of lighting the torch. The next day he decided to
try the Jet Ski, even though he couldn’t swim. He was terrified
of his face crashing into the water. To this day he remembers
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the experience. “It was more fun than scary.” That’s a challenge
appraisal, most likely spurred by the support of his counselors.
That achievement started a snowball. He later tried waterski-
ing, trail riding, and archery. “I had never done that kind of
thing before.” Importantly, he faced these new challenges with
the support of his counselors. “They were very encouraging.
They would try to push you, but if you didn’t want to do some-
thing they didn’t force you.” On one of the last nights,
Emmanuel was selected as the Torchlighter among several
hundred campers for his tenacity and purpose. He still remem-
bers how proud he felt lighting the torch that night—a clear il-
lustration of the unforgettable power of status, respect, and
earned prestige. Along the way, he made friends and stopped
feeling like an outsider.

Four years later, Emmanuel had this story in his head as he
made the transition to Texas A&M. Despite his initial worries
about belonging, he “ended up finding out that it really is a
community. I just had to put in the effort to go to events.”
Emmanuel started attending community service events, where
he bonded with other students who also had a sense of purpose
for contributing to others, even though they came from very
different backgrounds. That realization started a snowball that
bled over into his academic work. He had been struggling with
motivation in his first major, construction science, because it
focused on the mundane aspects of managing a construction
site. He felt called to be an architect and change communities
for the better. Emmanuel wasn’t daunted by the challenge of
switching to the architecture program. He took summer cour-
ses in drawing and software and started thriving. He even
graduated on time, unlike 85 percent of his KIPP-graduate
peers. Now he has an important job working for the city, where
he reviews blueprints before construction of major new initia-
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tives is launched, as the only person in his family to have a sta-
ble and well-paying white-collar career.

Karime’s Story
As a little girl, Karime was painfully shy and lacked confidence.
She had few friends or hobbies. Her family was also financially
insecure. Her father, who immigrated to the United States
from Mexico, worked a low-wage job from 9:00 a.m. to mid-
night seven days a week. These days, Karime is a senior at the
University of Texas at Austin, majoring in philosophy and mi-
noring in business, with a certificate in computer science. She’s
interned at top public relations firms in Washington, DC, and
she’s heading to a top law school this fall, which she hopes will
power a career working for social justice causes. Karime has
purpose in spades. She’s also a counselor for Austin Sunshine
Camp, whose mission is to “provid[e] the magic of overnight
camp without the barrier of cost.” In addition to practicing the
law, “one of my goals in life is to start a free summer camp,”
she told me.

Karime credits Camp Champions for helping spark this pas-
sion. “I was really, really shy,” she told me, but “I remember
looking up to my counselor, thinking, She’s so outgoing. I want
to be like her.” Each night, her cabin had to go up in front of
the whole camp at the Torchlight ceremony and perform a
chant or a skit. The performances felt terrifying at first, but the
counselors helped her get out of her comfort zone. As she
gained confidence, Karime became a reasonable-risk-taking
machine. By the end of camp, she’d bonded closely with two
girls, one of whom is her best friend to this day and was her
biggest confidant through the tumultuous high school years.
She overcame her fears and jumped on the blob—a huge float-
ing bag of air in the lake—and learned how to wakeboard, even
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though she failed at first. She learned how to paint for the first
time and was hooked. A few months later, “my wall at home
was filled with paintings.” To this day, her first art project from
camp hangs in her room. During her distinguished high school
career, Karime overcame her shyness and led multiple student
organizations. When she got to UT Austin, she struggled, like
many of Treisman’s students who were the first in their fami-
lies to go to college. Unlike most students, however, she had a
positive story about her belonging. “I never doubted myself,
and I knew I belonged here,” she told me. “It was just confus-
ing why I was doing bad.” She didn’t conclude she wasn’t cut
out for college. A key reason why was her sense of purpose.
“Seeing my parents struggle always made me ensure that I
went to college,” she said. After camp, she became interested in
policy debates and current events, which drove her to philoso-
phy—a notoriously difficult major—and the law. Now she’s on
track for a bright future of contribution to society.

At the end of our interview, I shared the results of our study
with Karime. I asked her if she thought it was plausible that
camp had set in motion a snowball that helped KIPP students
in the long run. As she looked over the roster of her cabin from
eight years prior, she said, “I actually agree with that. I don’t
see any names of people who are not in college anymore.”
What did camp teach her? “It showed me that even when I
don’t have friends there, I could still find activities that I en-
joyed, like painting. And even with my shyness, I can still put
myself out there and do things that are out of my comfort zone.
I learned a lot that I still use to this day.”

Kevin’s Story

In middle school, Kevin struggled so much in his classes that
he didn’t see himself going to college. His mom, like most of
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his uncles and cousins, worked the night shift in the stockroom
at Walmart. “I never thought I would graduate high school,” he
told me. “I was not a good student.” Walmart could give him a
job if nothing else worked out. Now, eight years later, he’s the
first college graduate in his family, and he has a clear purpose
in life: to be a music teacher by day and a professional jazz mu-
sician by night. Of all the KIPP campers I interviewed, Kevin’s
life was perhaps most strongly influenced by his camp
experiences.

Kevin was apprehensive when he arrived at Camp
Champions. He didn’t know the other kids in his cabin, the
counselors played “privileged-kid” sports he had never seen
(like lacrosse), he couldn’t swim (like Emmanuel), and he too
was baffled by the evening Torchlight. “We were all like, ‘What
the hell is this?’ ” Soon, the possibility of getting recognized at
Torchlight for having tenacity and purpose—the chance to earn
prestige—encouraged him to take reasonable risks.

By the end of camp, he had become best friends with the
other campers, and he remains in touch with them. Just the
week before our interview, Kevin had talked with them about
their one week of camp eight years earlier. Kevin is naturally
shy, but when he started college he thought back to making
friends at camp. Those memories inspired him to join a frater-
nity, which became a valuable source of social support
throughout college. At camp, Kevin also overcame his fear of
water. On the exit letter he wrote to himself when he was thir-
teen, he said that his favorite part of camp was:

When I was scared about trying to wakeboard. At first, I
didn’t know how to wakeboard. When I got on the boat
with my friends and we drove out to the middle of the
lake, I decided that I wanted to try it first. Come to find
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out that I failed. I tried it a second time and I got better at
it.

Kevin also internalized the notion of having a purpose. He
told me a story from his sophomore year in high school, when
he got a call from a girl in his class who was reaching out for
help and didn’t know whom to turn to. She told him she had no
purpose in life, that her existence felt meaningless. She sound-
ed suicidal. Kevin went into summer-camp-counselor mode.
He told her that he was here for her. He assured her that it’s
hard to figure out what your purpose is, and it takes time.
Everybody has something to contribute, he told her, but people
are at different spots in their journeys of discovering what that
is. That better, more optimistic story about purpose seemed to
talk her off the metaphorical ledge. After that night, they
stayed friends, but he didn’t think much about it again. Then a
year later she called him again. She told him she had been con-
templating suicide on that night when they talked but hadn’t
since.

Summary: Camp Champions Study
Our KIPP camp study had only a modest sample size. We can’t
guarantee that the same benefits would occur every time. I
would love to see it replicated in another eight-year study.

Yet Emmanuel, Karime, and Kevin all reported experiences
that so closely aligned with our driving hypotheses that they
suggest something important. Camp, like Treisman’s class,
seemed to give young people personal stories—conflict, rising
action, climax, falling action, resolution—that they could tell
themselves in the midst of early-college difficulties. The power-
ful narratives unlocked the grit, resilience, and purpose that
the campers already possessed and allowed these qualities to
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shine through. They carried those hopeful stories with them as
they faced future adversity, providing a vivid example of how
to mentor for future growth. That’s the legacy of the mentor
mindset.
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Coda

This book has revealed how much of the common sense about
young people we were told by our culture is actually nonsense.
What seems like neurobiological incompetence to adults is of-
ten the result of a young person’s healthy pursuit of status and
respect. When we honor that need, by using a mentor mindset
rather than an enforcer or protector mindset, we can support
young people’s healthy development and unlock their potential
to shape the world for the better.

Importantly, you don’t have to be born with a mentor mind-
set to use it. You too can adopt a mentor mindset that rejects a
protector and enforcer mindset, just like Stef and Sergio did.
You’re now armed with a suite of practices—transparency,
questioning, and more—that means you don’t have to start
from scratch. You now have tools that the exemplars in this
book had to discover for themselves. “I’m jealous of your read-
ers,” Treisman told me. “I wish I could have read this book fifty
years ago.”

As you embark on your mentor-mindset journey, I encour-
age you to think about the story you will tell yourself about
your own tenacity and purpose. Just like the freshman-calculus
students and the campers learning to water-ski, you will face
adversity as you try to implement the ideas in this book. You
may find that ideas that started out clear to you in your mind
become muddled when you try them with a real-life teenager
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or Gen Z employee. That’s normal. It doesn’t mean that a men-
tor mindset doesn’t work or that you can’t be a mentor.
Usually, it means that you’re on your way to becoming a men-
tor. I encourage you to keep in mind Lorena Seidel’s advice
that you can almost always get a do-over if you make a mistake.
I’ve found that young people are far more forgiving of us than
we realize when we apologize in earnest and spend time re-
specting their perspectives. In summary, moments of struggle
here or there in implementing the advice in this book will be
normal; you can take steps to overcome those struggles (e.g.,
rereading sections and asking for do-overs), and eventually you
will start to see changes in how young people interact with you,
including less defensiveness and more collaboration.

In short, this book has been a call to action—a plea for you
to discover your purpose for adopting a mentor mindset. I
made this plea not just because of the urgency for our young
people, although global inequality, mental health, and political
division make it urgent. Not just because our economy needs a
well-trained technical workforce that’s unafraid to grow, learn,
and develop as technology changes, although it does. Not just
because our political system needs the next generation to be
engaged citizens who fight to protect the cherished institutions
that safeguard our most important freedoms. I made this plea
because all of us—every teacher, parent, manager, or anyone
else who interacts with a young person—can become the kind
of people we truly aspire to be when our mentoring, both offi-
cial and unofficial, improves the lives of young people long af-
ter they leave our care. Think of Ralph Cornell’s pride in the
growth of trees he planted fifty years earlier, except our pride
will be even greater when we, like Treisman, have left behind a
legacy of young people whose accomplishments surpass our
own.
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Anyone can contribute to this future reality. You could wield
enormous influence with a brief encounter, like Lapsley’s col-
lege student at the gas station. Or you could make a more in-
tensive commitment like Stef Okamoto, whose mentees sky-
rocket up the corporate ladder, or like Sergio Estrada, whose
students are diversifying the future of science. No matter our
role, we can help make the world into the kind of place we need
it to be for our young people, like Stassun said. I encourage you
to go forth like Louis the butcher, who sent free meats to the
poor in 1950s Brooklyn. Your gift will be the status, respect,
and opportunities to earn prestige that you afford to the next
generation. As you do this, remember Louis’s greeting:
Someone asked me to deliver this to you, and they said it was
yours, not theirs. You deserve it because it is just.
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Putting It into Practice

Overview
Here are activities and pieces of advice for putting the key
ideas from each chapter into practice. You can complete these
right after reading a given chapter, or you can wait until you
finish the book to digest and apply what you’ve read. The con-
tent of this section draws from the actual intervention activities
and workshops I use in my work. Thus, I’ve seen much of this
content have an impact on readers like you.

I codeveloped the material below with Rosalind Wiseman,
an expert in young people who authored Queen Bees and
Wannabes (which was the basis for the film Mean Girls),
among other notable books about young people. In the twenty
years since the publication of her first book, Wiseman has be-
come one of the leading consultants to help parents, teachers,
and anyone who cares about young people create a culture of
dignity and respect. In particular, Wiseman has a knack for
saying the right thing at the right time to young people. I’m
grateful that Wiseman has added her substantial practical wis-
dom to this final section of the book.

As you read this section, I recommend having a journal
handy to take notes. If you’d like to get a copy of the activities
or protocols I describe below, or if you want to read more of
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the research, then you can find that information linked in the
notes section.
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Introduction

Here are a few reflection questions to get the ideas flowing.

1. What challenges or frustrations bring you to this book, and
in what domain? For instance, it could be something in your
role as a boss, teacher, parent, coach, or something else.
What’s the biggest frustration or pain point that you’d like to
improve, using the insights in this book?

2. Has there ever been a time when someone older than you
treated you in a way that made you feel respected and motivat-
ed, like Chip Engelland, Pete or Leona Sumners, or in the wise-
feedback study? What was the experience like and how did it
make you feel? If it was motivating, why? (Usually, these are
some of our most profound memories.)
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Your answers to these questions can be your motivation for
getting the most out of this book. Revisit them (and update
them) throughout the book. Your answers can remind you (1)
how you want to use the insights in your life, and (2) how your
own actions could give young people meaningful experiences
that mirror your own.
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Chapter 1

1. Think about the young people you interact with in the role
that’s most relevant to you (manager, parent, teacher, etc.).
What’s a behavior that seems irrational, like a transplant pa-
tient not taking their immunosuppressants? For instance, at
work it could be young employees who pass up opportunities
to impress their boss. At home it could be a risky behavior such
as trying illegal substances. At school it could be giving up on
an important assignment. Choose a behavior that matters to
you because we’ll have some follow-up questions next.

In my role as ____________________________, a frus-
trating behavior of a young person I interact with is…

2. The parenting expert Dr. Becky Kennedy talks about the im-
portance of making the “most generous interpretation” of a
young person’s behavior. This is the interpretation that doesn’t
assume young people are completely incompetent or ill-na-
tured, but instead assumes they were acting in good faith but
had some reason for their behavior that made sense to them at
the time. As you think about the frustrating young-person be-
havior you wrote in the box above, what is the most generous
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interpretation of their behavior? Try to think about how the be-
havior could be motivated by a desire to escape the adolescent
predicament and gain status or respect—even if to us it seems
misguided.

The most generous interpretation of their behavior is that
they were trying to meet their need for status and respect by…

3. Often, if young people can address their needs for status and
respect in other ways, then they become less likely to engage in
irrational or frustrating behaviors. What’s another way that
you, in your role as a leader, could help the young person meet
their need for status and respect?

I could use my position to help them meet their need for status
and respect in a different way by…

4. Take a look back at figure 1.3 which showed the language in
the Vegemite study. It highlights four key principles of respect-
ful language: (1) ask, don’t tell; (2) honor their status, don’t in-
voke yours; (3) validate and explain, don’t diminish; and (4)



394

presume agency. Now try to adapt the language to your own
problem. Imagine having a conversation with the young person
whose behavior you’ve been writing about so far. What are two
to three disrespectful things to say that you’d definitely want to
avoid? What are two to three respectful things to say that you’d
definitely want to say? For instance, a disrespectful thing for a
boss to say would be I’m older and wiser than you, and you
have to listen to me. That tells, invokes your higher status, and
takes agency. A more respectful thing to say would be I think I
understand what’s driving [behavior], but I’m not certain, so
could you tell me a little bit more about what’s underlying it?
Because maybe we could find another way to address any
concerns so that you can continue advancing your career.
That asks, grants them status, explains your reasoning, and
presumes agency.

Some disrespectful phrases I would definitely not want to use
are…

Some respectful phrases I would definitely want to use are…
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Chapter 2

Now is a good time to do a self-assessment of our own mind-
sets. Below are a few survey items that we’ve asked in scientific
studies of the enforcer, protector, and mentor mindsets.
They’re edited slightly to be relevant across different roles
(managers, parents, and educators). Remember to be honest.
After you answer each, we recommend reflecting on why you
gave your answers.

Group One
Read each statement, and then circle the answer in the box be-
low it that matches your opinion.

1. One of the main reasons why young people fail or perform
poorly in school or at work is because they’ve been too lazy to
listen to what they were supposed to do.

1. Strongly
agree

2. Agree 3. Mostly
agree

4. Mostly
disagree

5. Disagree 6. Strongly
disagree

2. Young people who struggle to do well at school or work usu-
ally lack the work ethic to do well.

1. Strongly
agree

2. Agree 3. Mostly
agree

4. Mostly
disagree

5. Disagree 6. Strongly
disagree
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3. The most important values that young people should learn
are obedience to adults and respect for authority.

1. Strongly
agree

2. Agree 3. Mostly
agree

4. Mostly
disagree

5. Disagree 6. Strongly
disagree

Reflection. Take a look at your answers to the Group One
questions above. Why did you provide the answers that you
did? Write a few sentences explaining your thinking below.

The reason for my answers was…

Group Two
Read each statement, and then circle the answer in the box be-
low it that matches your opinion.

1. Most young people are so fragile that they would lose their
confidence and give up if they struggled or were stressed out.

1. Strongly
agree

2. Agree 3. Mostly
agree

4. Mostly
disagree

5. Disagree 6. Strongly
disagree

2. When young people experience failure, it debilitates their
performance and productivity.
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1. Strongly
agree

2. Agree 3. Mostly
agree

4. Mostly
disagree

5. Disagree 6. Strongly
disagree

3. In a large meeting or in a classroom, it’s better to let only
young people who know all the answers speak up, so that no-
body has to worry about looking dumb in front of their peers.

1. Strongly
agree

2. Agree 3. Mostly
agree

4. Mostly
disagree

5. Disagree 6. Strongly
disagree

Reflection. Take a look at your answers to the Group Two
questions above. Why did you provide the answers that you
did? Write a few sentences explaining your thinking below.

The reason for my answers was…

Interpretation of Scores
Scoring Group One. As you may have guessed, the items in
Group One measure aspects of the enforcer mindset. If your
total score was under ten, then you ended up on more of the
enforcer side. Notice the emphasis in the items on the incom-
petence and lack of character among young people as a main
explanation for poor behavior (questions 1 and 2). That inter-
pretation leads to the recommended behavior of having the
adults do the thinking—and the young people do the complying
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(question 3). In general, our data show that people who agree
with questions 1 and 2 are far more likely to also agree with
question 3.

What should you do if your score was under ten for Group
One? Don’t worry! It means that you’re concerned with (and
probably maintaining) high standards for performance. That’s
great! It means you’re halfway to the mentor mindset. You just
need to add support. But it also means that you might want to
pay close attention throughout the book to the ways that men-
tor-mindset exemplars support young people. You can add that
support to your high standards.

Scoring Group Two. Group Two measures the protector
mindset. If your total score was under ten for Group Two, then
you’re on the protector side. Note that it’s possible for people
to both be enforcers and protectors on these items. The reason
why is that many enforcers become protectors when they want
to seem nice, and many protectors become enforcers when
young people get out of control. This just goes to show that no-
body is stuck in one mindset or another forever.

Notice that the items in Group Two focus on protecting
young people from stress, frustration, and failure. It comes
from a belief that failure or stress are debilitating (questions 1
and 2), and that belief in turn leads to behaviors that can de-
prive young people of opportunities to grow or learn (question
3). If that’s you, don’t despair. It’s great that you care about
young people’s feelings and want to help them. Now you just
need to add more rigorous standards to that concern.

Next Steps. If you had high scores on both, that’s great!
Assuming you answered honestly, that means you’re not in-
clined to use an enforcer or protector mindset. There’s more to
a mentor mindset though. It’s not just an absence of
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enforcer/protector mindsets. We need to back up our beliefs
with action. That’s why the rest of this book is so heavily fo-
cused on practical solutions.
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Chapter 3

Here is a key consideration for using the mentor mindset to
bridge the generational divide.

Emphasize Learning and Growth, Not
Labels
When people are accused of being an -ist (e.g., sexist, racist,
etc.) they immediately want to disprove the allegation. While
that reaction makes sense, we need to look beyond the all-or-
nothing world of prejudiced versus unprejudiced people.

For example, people accused of racism might argue, I don’t
have a racist bone in my body, or But I have Black friends!
That defense is nonsense because it implies racism is an im-
mutable physical characteristic that would prevent you from
making any cross-race friends. The better way to look at this is-
sue is that everyone is on a journey of learning. Everyone, no
matter what their background, grew up in a society that some-
times divides people and perpetuates stereotypes. Given that,
we’re all learning how to be less influenced by isms. We can all
get better at living ethically in a complex multicultural society.
When we keep that in mind, we can use better language during
a conflict across the generational divide. That calmer language
can reduce the temperature and help us collaboratively trou-
bleshoot—rather than be at each other’s throats.



401

A Scenario for Parents
A few years ago I witnessed a conversation between a young
white woman in her early twenties and her mom, a baby
boomer. The mom said something potentially biased about
people of color that set her daughter off. It was clear to me, at
least, that the mom wanted to be inclusive and equitable to-
ward people of color, but she hadn’t gotten around to question-
ing the ideas she learned about race (or gender or sexuality) in
Wisconsin in the 1970s. The daughter jumped all over her
mom, shaming and blaming her, giving her a lecture. Shocked,
the mom said, “I don’t have a racist bone in my body.” After all,
most baby boomers spent their adolescence explaining the civil
rights movement to their parents in the 1960s and ’70s. They
tend to view themselves as having done a lot already to make
our society more equitable. In the end, neither changed their
mind.

The daughter needed to learn how to correct older folks with
more grace. Meanwhile, the mother needed to signal that she
was open to learning.

For example, the mother could have said:

You have thought about these issues in a different way
than I have, and we were raised in really different times.
And I really want to listen and learn how you see things.
I can’t promise that I will completely agree with you, but
I promise that I’ll do my best to understand. What I ask
from you is your patience and belief that I am doing my
best and we both believe that we have the same goal:
treating everyone with dignity and making our society
fairer and more equitable.
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Such a statement would have sent a clear signal to the
daughter that this dialogue was a troubleshooting zone, not a
shame-and-blame zone. Instead of both women digging in
their heels and focusing on whether they were right to defend
their honor as non-ists it allows both of them to possibly
change their minds. Why? Because when the mom says she can
learn from the young person’s perspective, she’s respecting her
daughter. A respectful response can be hard to manage when
someone yells at you, but the alternative is worse. The mom re-
quests that her daughter show her respect as well. With a foun-
dation of mutual dignity, it’s possible to form a treaty. Real
learning can happen.

Reflect on this scenario on the lines below. Which parts
stand out? If something similar happened to you, how would
you adapt these ideas for your context?

Something that stood out to me about this scenario was…

If something similar happened to me, what I would do or say
would be…
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A Scenario for Bosses
Bosses can take the journey-of-learning approach to bridging
the generational divide as well. Dr. Melissa Thomas-Hunt saw
this work well at Airbnb. When customers complained about
bias in the company’s rental bookings, the company took it se-
riously. One powerful step was to empower and elevate nine-
teen different “employee resource groups,” such as
Black@Airbnb, which aims to improve the experience of Black
employees in tech. A company with an enforcer-mindset cul-
ture wouldn’t have done that—they might have even said that
it’s biased to have these kinds of affinity groups. Airbnb’s men-
tor mindset, however, started with the presumption that differ-
ent groups have different things to teach senior management,
owing to unique experiences and backgrounds, and the compa-
ny as a whole might be better if managers learned those wide-
ranging lessons. This assumption was validated when the
Black@Airbnb group released a manual for an effective em-
ployee resource group. Their recommendations didn’t just im-
prove the experience of minority groups—they made everyone
at the company feel more included and respected. By taking a
learning stance rather than a defensive stance, Airbnb trans-
formed itself from a company with a major public relations cri-
sis on its hands into one of the top destinations for talented
workers from diverse groups.

Reflect on this scenario on the lines below. Which parts
stand out? If something similar happened to you, how would
you adapt these ideas for your context?

Something that stood out to me about this scenario was…
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If something similar happened to me, what I would do or say
would be…

Summary
The enforcer mindset makes the generational divide worse.
When we demand compliance without compassion, then young
people feel like their perspectives are disrespected, which in
turn causes many of the frustrating behaviors we complained
about in the first place. The protector mindset fully concedes
power and control to the next generation, and that isn’t right
either. Young people may have valuable perspectives, but
they’re often far narrower than the broad lens we develop with
age, experience, and wisdom. A mentor mindset, however, can
resolve the generational divide by learning from young people’s
perspectives, while also aligning their ideas with what we al-
ready know is best for everyone’s long-term interests.
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Chapter 4

What are some times where we’ve been pulled into enforcer or
protector mindsets, despite our good intentions? These ques-
tions will help you reflect on how the lessons from Stef’s and
Sergio’s stories could apply to your own life. Remember, no-
body is 100 percent enforcer or 100 percent protector. We’re
all a mix of both. Our standards and supports can go up or
down. The trick to using the mentor mindset is to notice which
relationships and situations trigger us to drop supports or
standards, and then adjust.

Getting in Touch with Your Enforcer
Mindset
1. In which relationship in your life are you most likely to use
an enforcer mindset?

2. Have you had any experiences in your past that might have
led you to endorse Theory X and associated beliefs, such as the
myth of the demanding leader? (At Microsoft, Theory X came
from the lore around Jack Welch and other top CEOs; Sergio
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learned Theory X through film, through false role models like
Oscar, and from a faulty recollection of his former teacher.)

3. In moments where you’re using an enforcer mindset, re-
member that you’re half-right: you have high standards. How
could you remember to add the other half: the supports that
young people need? (For Sergio, he realized that he had to have
a better plan for support structures, well in advance of a mo-
ment when he’s holding someone to high standards.)

Getting in Touch with Your Protector
Mindset
1. In which relationship in your life are you most likely to use a
protector mindset?
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2. In what way, if at all, might your protector mindset be influ-
enced by a misunderstanding of Theory Y? (For Stef, it was her
extreme dislike of the flipping-tables culture of Microsoft that
caused her to overcorrect against Theory X and adopt a distort-
ed view of Theory Y.)

3. In moments where you’re using a protector mindset, re-
member that you’re half-right: you have supports. How could
you remember to add the other half: the high standards that
young people need? (For Stef, she realized that she was harm-
ing people she cared about by withholding honest feedback
from them or by rushing to solve their problems without
permission.)
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Chapter 5

Transparency and the Three Mindsets
Let’s think about the transparency practice in terms of the
three mindsets. In both the enforcer and protector mindsets,
we tend to start with pejorative beliefs about young people.
Then those beliefs lead us to think that transparency is unnec-
essary (enforcer) or debilitating (protector). The mentor mind-
set starts with a different, more respectful worldview, and
therefore leads us to understand why transparency is needed
and effective. See table 5.1 below.
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Table 5.1. Transparency and the Three-Mindsets Framework

  ENFORCER
MINDSET

PROTECTOR
MINDSET

MENTOR
MINDSET

Worldview I shouldn’t have to
explain myself. The
young people who
expect me to be
transparent are
overly sensitive and
entitled.

I can’t say what I’m
really thinking about
young people’s in-
competence be-
cause I want to be
nice. They can’t
handle the truth.

I need to accompa-
ny my high stan-
dards and support
with an explanation
because a power
disparity (and a bar-
rier of mistrust) can
make the meaning
of my behavior
ambiguous.

Actions Charge ahead with-
out explaining our
intentions. Demand
compliance.

Withhold uncom-
fortable information
or give bland praise,
even if it makes
them feel weak or
helpless.

Explain that your
high expectations
and high support
come from your be-
lief in their high po-
tential to be
successful.

Using Transparency Statements
Let’s see how we can use the transparency mentor-mindset
practice. Recall that a transparency statement is needed when
there’s a power disparity (causing a barrier of mistrust), espe-
cially early in an interaction. It involves a statement of your
benevolent intent. To be convincing it needs to be about your
intent specifically, not people like you. Transparency state-
ments can emphasize both messages (what something means)
and opportunities (chances to act). And a little repetition can’t
hurt! In general the goal is to move what young people hear
closer to what we intend to communicate (see table 5.2).
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Table 5.2. Why a Transparency Statement Is Needed Across Different Roles

ROLE WHAT WE SAY OR
DO

WHAT WE INTEND
TO

COMMUNICATE

HOW YOUNG
PEOPLE HEAR IT

Parents “How was your
day?”

“I love you, and I
care about you, so I
want to know if
there are any issues
I should be aware
of.”

“My caregiver is in-
trusive because they
don’t trust my ability
to handle things
myself.”

Bosses “Here are the things
you need to fix
about your work be-
fore your next per-
formance review.”

“I care enough
about you that I’m
giving you clear, di-
rect, and useful
feedback so you
can get a raise.”

“My boss thinks I’m
terrible at my job.”

Parents
Scenario. You’ve picked up your child from school or an ac-
tivity. You’re excited to hear about their day. As they get in the
car, you can tell that they’re not happy. You want to know what
the issue is, so you ask them. How do they respond? “I’m fine,”
they say. No information. Then silence.

This common scenario frustrates parents because driving in
the car is a great opportunity to be a mentor to your child, but
the chance is wasted when the conversation hits a dead end.

It’s easy to think the low-quality conversation results from
your child’s surliness or standoffishness. However, you could
also look at it as a miscommunication. You, as the parent, want
to share your concern (see table 5.2, row 1). The child, howev-
er, interprets your questioning as a sign of distrust or con-
tempt. They’re asking me these questions because they don’t
think I can handle things myself, young people are apt to
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think. Where does that come from? Not out of thin air. It
comes from most parents’ habits of responding to any update
besides fine by going into red alert problem-solving mode. It’s
far easier, young people may think, to simply avoid the conver-
sation than it would be to put up with thirty minutes of follow-
up questions and plans for fixing any and every problem
they’re facing.

This miscommunication comes, in part, from the spiking
levels of testosterone (and other pubertal hormones), which
cause young people to read between the lines as they try to in-
terpret our words and actions. In this case, they’re likely to in-
terpret our attempts to help as a sign that we think they’re not
competent enough to solve their own problems. When we real-
ize this, then it’s obvious that if we transparently address the
elephant in the room—the disrespect they feel from the intru-
sion—then they might be more willing to have the
conversation.

Recommendations. When your child gets in the car, say hel-
lo and that you’re happy to see them. Maybe pay them a com-
pliment but don’t make a big deal of it or some such. Then stop
talking—give them a moment of silence. (We could all use
more silence in our lives.) If they respond to your well-mean-
ing silence with, What’s going on? Why aren’t you asking me a
ton of questions? you can say, I’ve thought about how I usually
interact with you when I see you at the end of the day, and
I’ve realized that I ask you too many questions and I can come
across as interrogating you. That’s not my intention. I care
about you, and I’m interested in what’s going on/it’s fun to
know what’s going on with you.

If they are clearly in a bad mood when you see them, just
take a pause before you ask them anything. When it seems like
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the right time, you can say, It looks like you had a really bad
day. I’m pointing that out because I’d like to be a resource to
talk it through with you, if that helps. I’m offering because I
know it’s usually really hard for anyone to solve problems on
their own. If you don’t want to talk about it, however, I re-
spect your privacy. If you do want to talk about it at any
point, I’m here. I promise to just listen and not jump to conclu-
sions. This statement is important because it transparently sig-
nals that your main goal is to help them in the long term, not
intrusively take over their personal lives; thus it reduces a key
threatening concern they have.

As your child starts talking, you can also signal to them that
you’re not going to turn the unsolicited-problem-solving dial
up to eleven. One way is to use Stef’s management tip of say-
ing, Can you tell me whether this is just a venting session or if
you want something to change? I’m asking so that I don’t re-
spond in a way that could make it worse. That’s a way to
transparently signal that you’re trying to collaboratively trou-
bleshoot it, not solve their problems for them.

Reflect on this scenario below. Which parts of this script
stand out? What would you change?

Bosses
Scenario. You’re a manager, and you’re scheduled to give per-
formance feedback to a young person you supervise. Although
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their work overall is of high quality, they’re still new to their
job, and they will need to fix some things in order to maintain
promotional velocity. How can you give critical feedback in a
way that makes your mentor mindset transparent to them?

Recommendations. As you adapt the transparency practice
from the examples above (and in chapter 5), try to avoid a few
key mistakes, such as: Don’t send group emails with criticism
that could come across as public accusations about what the
young person has done wrong. Don’t use the compliment sand-
wich because young people really want the truth. Don’t com-
pare them to other employees who are doing a better job. And
try not to be vague with your criticism (e.g., “your attitude”)
because that’s not concrete enough for them to fix.

Recall that a transparency statement works best at the be-
ginning of a possibly threatening conversation. A performance
review is potentially threatening because it could be a precur-
sor to a lower bonus or being managed off the team. Therefore
I recommend saying something up front that frames the review
as a routine action, such as, This is a regular performance re-
view where we go over your work and identify what is going
well and what we need to work on. It’s also an opportunity
for you to share with me about your experience working here,
so that I can help you get unstuck if there are any places
where something is getting in the way. This can also be a good
time to use a version of wise feedback: Although we’re going to
cover some areas where you can grow, remember that my
reason for doing this is to help you stay on a path with pro-
motional velocity by exceeding expectations.

Then, as you review the standards and expectations and the
young person’s performance relative to them, it’s important to
call out places where they have earned prestige with strong
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work. The performance review is a kind of adolescent predica-
ment, and the way to assuage it is to grant the young person
the status and respect they’ve earned.

When a young person has fallen short of expectations, it’s
important to talk about it, but a transparency statement can
help here as well. You can say, There are a few areas where
I’m seeing mistakes/underperformance. I’m going to ask you
a number of questions about these areas, but before I do I
want to be clear that my goal is to understand your perspec-
tive. I’m not trying to belabor the point or embarrass you.
Therefore, if it seems like I’m asking too many questions,
please just know that it’s coming from a place of not wanting
to make unwarranted assumptions about you. After all, if I
misunderstand things, then my advice would be unhelpful.

Note that in an enforcer mindset, it’s tempting to think, I
shouldn’t have to say all this stuff; they should be tough
enough to just take the feedback. In theory, yes, it would be
nice to be able to speak our minds and move on. But that’s ig-
noring the power of the adolescent predicament. When we do
that, not only do young people react negatively to performance
feedback, but we waste our time giving feedback that’s never
put to use—or managing hurt feelings. In the end, everyone is
happier if we are more transparent about our benevolent inten-
tions than we think we need to be.

Educators
Scenario. You’re a teacher giving feedback to a student who
has been struggling in your class. They feel that they have tried
but they are continuing to make the same mistakes. You want
to give them feedback, but you don’t want to further frustrate
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them. In the past you have tried to give them feedback, but
they have gotten defensive.

Reflect on this scenario below in light of the advice for par-
ents and managers. Which parts of this script could be lifted
and used again? What would you change?
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Chapter 6

Questioning and the Three Mindsets
Let’s think about the questioning practice in terms of the three
mindsets. The pejorative beliefs underlying the enforcer and
protector mindsets cause us to think that transparency is a
waste of time (enforcer) or too stressful (protector). The men-
tor mindset starts with the presumption that young people
have legitimate perspectives that lead to their behaviors. Thus,
when we understand their perspectives by asking questions, we
can better align our actions with young people’s long-term
well-being. See this in table 6.2 below.

Table 6.2. Questioning and the Three-Mindsets Framework

  ENFORCER
MINDSET

PROTECTOR
MINDSET

MENTOR
MINDSET

Worldview Young people’s be-
haviors come from
faulty perspectives
(shortsightedness,
selfishness, entitle-
ment), and so there
is no point to asking
questions to under-
stand them.

Young people would
find it uncomfort-
able or stressful to
have to answer
questions or explain
themselves, so it’s
better not to ask
probing questions
that challenge their
thinking.

Young people’s be-
haviors make sense
to them from their
perspectives, usual-
ly driven by their
views of gaining
status and respect.
We need to ask
questions to under-
stand that.

Actions Tell, don’t ask. Don’t tell, don’t ask. Ask, don’t tell.
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Using Questioning
The questioning mentor-mindset practice lays the foundation
for collaborative troubleshooting, which you saw Stef and
Sergio put into practice in chapters 2 and 4. Here, we’ll exam-
ine how to embed questions in your collaborative-trou-
bleshooting routine as a parent, boss, or educator. We have to
ask before we can collaborate on a solution.

Why Ask Questions When Collaboratively
Troubleshooting?

Collaborative troubleshooting helps young people overcome
their fear of making embarrassing mistakes. Recall that the
surge in testosterone during the adolescent years makes stu-
dents attuned to being looked down on. When we troubleshoot,
we show young people that we’re not judging them for mis-
takes, but instead we genuinely want to understand why they
might be struggling and how an issue might be fixed.
Therefore, collaborative troubleshooting comes across as a re-
spectful thing to do, which makes it motivating to young
people.

Stef and Sergio and other mentor-mindset leaders ask ques-
tions as a part of their collaborative troubleshooting because it
helps them get smarter. The more we ask questions that help
us see problems the way young people see them, the better we
can explain the solutions to them in the future. After all, we
don’t know how to prevent a misconception if we never find
out why a young person was confused in the first place. Thus,
asking questions while collaborative troubleshooting makes us
more effective leaders over time.
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Overview of Collaborative-Troubleshooting Routine

Collaborative troubleshooting is a three-step routine to help
leaders get the most out of their one-on-one conversations with
young people about mistakes, frustrations, or confusion. The
three steps are:

1. Surface young people’s thinking.
2. Validate what they already got right.
3. Bridge to a better understanding.

Think about the metaphor of mining mistakes to find the
good in them. When mining for precious gems, we have to sur-
face the jewel, identify its strengths, and then polish and refine
it to reveal the treasure. That process is similar to the three
steps of collaborative troubleshooting.

How to Collaboratively Troubleshoot

It’s easy to miscommunicate with young people, even if we’re
trying to use mentor-mindset practices. That’s why we have to
pay attention to the nuances of asking questions and trou-
bleshooting with young people. Look at table 6.3 below. It
shows each of the three steps of collaborative troubleshooting.
Read the second column as though you were a young person,
undergoing the adolescent predicament, testosterone coursing
through your body. Ask yourself: Will young people hear our
words in the ways we intended to communicate?

What, if any, reflections do you have on the information in the
table below?
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Table 6.3. How Collaborative Troubleshooting Could Be Miscommunicated to
Young People

COLLABORATIVE
TROUBLESHOOTING

STEP

WHAT WE SAY
OR DO

WHAT WE
INTEND TO

COMMUNICATE

HOW YOUNG
PEOPLE
HEAR IT

1. Surfacing thinking “What were you
thinking?”

“I want to under-
stand your rea-
soning so I can
explain it a differ-
ent way.”

“You weren’t
thinking.”

2. Validating what
they got right

“Don’t you re-
member that I
already told you
how to do this?”

“I know you have
this knowledge in
you, and I believe
that if you re-
trieved it, you
could do it right.”

“You don’t re-
member this
because you
weren’t paying
attention or you
don’t care.”

3. Bridging to a bet-
ter understanding

“This is an easy
problem. Just
do [simple
algorithm].”

“You already have
a lot of the pieces
you need, we just
need to help you
put them
together.”

“You are so
dumb that you
don’t even
know how to
do the easiest
stuff.”

Next, let’s look at some sample scripts and advice for each of
the three steps. These can help make what young people hear
more similar to what we intend to communicate.

1. Surfacing thinking
The first step is to ask authentic questions with uptake. These
questions build on young people’s thinking and have a genuine
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curiosity behind them. This step is important because we can’t
always guess exactly what young people were thinking when
they made a decision. If we make incorrect assumptions, young
people can feel disrespected and shut down. Therefore the best
approach is to ask, not assume.

Example scripts:

Could you show me what you’ve tried already, so I
can understand your reasoning? Then we can try to
troubleshoot it together.
I’m not going to tell you things you already know be-
cause that’s not respectful of your time. That’s why
I’m going to ask you a few questions to understand
what you were thinking, so we can try to solve the
problem together.

2. Validating what they got right
Say something concrete and transparent about what the young
person did correctly, even if they made a mistake overall. This
step matters because the brain tends to focus only on the nega-
tive, which can make young people take an all-or-nothing per-
spective on a mistake. They may think the leader believes they
have nothing of value, which feels disrespectful. Also, if we
don’t acknowledge the parts they got right, they might discard
those parts as also wrong. Therefore it’s important to make a
clear and authentic statement of what young people got right.

Example scripts:

I love the thinking that you showed when you [de-
scribe what they got right].
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I’m impressed that you already knew how to set this
up. Now we just need to figure out how to do the final
piece.
The parts you already got right will come in handy
later on when we do things that are more advanced.

3. Bridging to a better understanding
Leading questions, of the sort that Plato had Socrates ask in
Meno, can help young people bridge to a better understanding.
These questions build on what they already know and help
them see a connection to what they need to learn. Leading
questions are a way to impart knowledge while also having
young people own their thinking. In the examples below, pay
attention to the second half of each question. These leading
questions (“How might they…” or “What would happen if…”)
are a clear signal to troubleshoot and tinker.

Example scripts:

Let’s build on the thinking you already did. What
would happen if you
______________________________?
So if you know this part already, then what can you
tell me about
______________________________?
You already understood two tricky pieces [name
them]. How might they now apply to
______________________________?

Reflect on these scripts below. Which parts of these scripts
stand out? If you were going to apply them to the young people
in your life, what would you change?
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Chapter 7

Stress and the Three Mindsets
Let’s think about the meaning of stress in terms of the three
mindsets. People with an enforcer mindset think that stress
must be the result of an individual’s character flaws, and so
they unhelpfully advise stressed-out young people to suck it up.
However, unalleviated chronic stress will eventually take a toll
on mental health. People with a protector mindset view stress
as a destructive force that young people can’t deal with, and so
they try to minimize the stress in young people’s lives.
However, no one can grow without challenges. In a mentor
mindset, we view the stress response for what it is: the part of
our minds and bodies that mobilizes resources to keep us alive.
See this in table 7.2 below.
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Table 7.2. Talking About Stress and the Three-Mindsets Framework

  ENFORCER
MINDSET

PROTECTOR
MINDSET

MENTOR
MINDSET

Worldview Stress is a nuisance
that comes from
weakness or poor
planning.

Stress can crush
young people and
derail them from
their goals, so they
must be protected
from it at all costs.

Stress is a natural
by-product of young
people choosing to
challenge them-
selves, and it is a re-
source that can fuel
better performance

Actions Tell young people
that if they want to
be responsible and
successful they
need to suppress
and overcome their
stress.

Tell young people to
reduce their stress-
ful demands and
avoid stressful situ-
ations in the future,
and/or solve their
problems for them.

Remind young peo-
ple that their stress
is usually a sign that
they’re doing some-
thing impressive,
and encourage
them to embrace
those feelings to
power their
performance.

Using-the-Stress Practice
Let’s look at the ways to talk about stress from a mentor-mind-
set perspective. A useful start is the synergistic-mindsets mes-
sage (i.e., positively evaluating the challenge and embracing
the stress response). But that’s not enough. Recall Hecht’s
study, which showed that when leaders echoed the synergistic
mindsets, they doubled the benefits of the synergistic mind-
sets. The way to echo the synergistic-mindsets message is to
use the Sergio Trifecta: validate, seek to understand, and offer
to collaborate. Let’s see what this looks like for parents and
bosses (because I showed examples for educators in the
chapter).
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Parents

Scenario. Your child has a major assignment due in one of
their advanced classes the next day. They feel stressed and
overwhelmed because they’ve been paying more attention to
their extracurriculars than to this particular class, so they’ve
fallen behind. You see them starting to get anxious and tense
and overreacting to everything. You offer to help. They get mad
and say they want to just drop the class and take something
easier.

As parents we are torn between different goals. On the one
hand, we want to teach our children responsibility and ac-
countability, so in this case we’re inclined to put our foot down
and tell the child they have to finish the class and just deal with
the stress. On the other hand, we want to protect them from
anguish, so we’re inclined to tell them that the advanced class
isn’t that important and they can drop down a level. The Sergio
Trifecta can accomplish both goals. We can help them meet a
high standard, keeping them on track for better opportunities
in education and the workforce in the future, while also sup-
porting them so that they’re not at risk for a mental health
crisis.

Example scripts:

Validate: Don’t judge or blame them for getting into
this situation. It’s not the time for that. Instead, vali-
date their feelings. You can say, I understand why
you’re really stressed right now, and I think it’s legit-
imate. You’re doing a lot, from your advanced classes
to your extracurriculars, and that’s really impres-
sive. I think anyone who’s chosen to challenge them-
selves like you have would feel similarly. So you
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shouldn’t feel bad about being stressed because it’s
normal.
Seek to understand: Next, don’t jump into a mode of
trying to solve their problems for them—either by
telling them to deal with it or by telling them to quit.
Instead, you can be curious about what the issues are
and where they’re stuck. You can say, I don’t want to
give you any advice without first understanding
what you’ve tried so far. What isn’t working yet for
you?
Offer to collaborate: Once you have asked authentic
questions with uptake (chapter 6), and figured out
what they need, then you can offer to collaborate. You
shouldn’t simply delegate responsibility and tell them
to go figure it out. Nor is it a good idea to try to inter-
vene on their behalf (e.g., by complaining to their in-
structor). Instead, it’s more helpful to use your unique
position to get them unstuck by helping them solve
the specific challenges they raised in response to your
questions. For instance, if they’re mostly worried
about the specific assignment that’s due, you can say,
Let’s take a look at what you’ve done so far and see
what we need to do differently. Although you under-
stand the assignment more than I do, sometimes it
can help to have a second person walk through the
plan for how to tackle it. That can make it seem a lot
more manageable. Remember: sometimes the stress
of a deadline can help us focus our attention and do
better, so long as we have some help with planning
out a line of attack. I’m here to be a sounding board
for as long as you need to get a handle on the
assignment.
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Reflect on this scenario below. Which parts of this script
stand out? What would you change?

Bosses
Scenario. Suppose that instead of a major school assignment,
your young direct report is prepping a major presentation for
senior management. They’re so stressed that they can’t even
make progress. What is a mentor-mindset way to help them
deal with their stress and knock the presentation out of the
park?

Example scripts:

Validate: Your first goal is to reduce the pressure to be
perfect by complimenting them on how far they’ve
gotten to this point. I’m noticing that the magnitude
of this presentation is really stressing you out. I want
to start by saying that’s normal. You’re presenting to
senior management. You’ve got a great opportunity
to impress them in front of you, but it’s also normal;
it’s a sign that you’ve chosen to do something impres-
sive that not everybody has the courage to do.
Seek to understand: Next, your goal is to understand
what’s blocking them so that you don’t solve the
wrong problem. Just so we can make sure that this
goes as well as possible, I’d like to hear from you
about how far you’ve gotten, what you’ve tried so far,
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and what’s not working for you. I want to know that
before I give you any advice because it’s not a good
use of your time to hear a bunch of suggestions that
you’ve already tried out. Where are you in the
process now, and where are you getting stuck right
now?
Offer to collaborate: Last, your goal is to offer to col-
laborate specifically on the parts that they will have a
hard time doing well at their career stage. Usually, we
do that by offering to walk through drafts, hear a prac-
tice talk, or connect them with other experts in the
company who give good presentations or who give
great feedback. Okay, now that I think I understand
the issue, I’d like to suggest a few things. At this point
you’re aiming to give very concrete guidance specifi-
cally on the issues that are holding them back the
most—and therefore causing them to think that the
demands are exceeding their coping resources. First, I
think I can be helpful in solving some of the organiza-
tional issues, so I’d like to work with you on that.
These are issues I faced a lot when I was starting out,
so I know they’re fixable, but they’re hard to fix with-
out an outside perspective. Second, I want to intro-
duce you to X, who tends to give really great feed-
back. X knows a lot about how the senior manage-
ment team tends to view presentations like this, so
they’re going to be a good resource. If you do a prac-
tice talk with X, then I’m confident you will have
caught any of the issues that would come up in the
real thing. That’s important because one reason this
can feel so stressful is the uncertainty about what the
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senior management will say, so we never feel pre-
pared enough. X can help fix that.

Reflect on this scenario below. Which parts of this script
stand out? What would you change?

Educators
Read through the first parenting scenario above. Now imagine
that instead you’re addressing a student who’s struggling in
your class.

Which parts of the parenting script stand out to you as an
educator? What would you keep? What would you change?
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Chapter 8

Purpose and the Three Mindsets
A mentor mindset grows out of the belief that young people
have the potential to reshape our society for the better, provid-
ed we offer them the proper motivation and support. We can
appeal to their senses of obligation and responsibility for im-
proving culture and society. See table 8.1. This can help us to
answer young people’s why questions.

Table 8.1. Purpose and the Three-Mindsets Framework

  ENFORCER
MINDSET

PROTECTOR
MINDSET

MENTOR
MINDSET

Worldview Young people are
shortsighted and
selfish.

Young people would
wither and crumble
if they tried to pur-
sue ambitious goals
that could change
their communities or
the world.

Young people are
capable of making a
broader contribution
to society, with the
right support, and
would be motivated
to do so because it
confers social
status.

Actions Attempt to motivate
with appeals to nar-
row, immediate self-
interest.

Attempt to motivate
with appeals to nar-
row, immediate self-
interest.

Attempt to motivate
with appeals to
long-term, beyond-
the-self
contribution.
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Using Purpose
How can leaders support young people’s purposes for learning
in their daily conversations? Consider these scenarios:

A teacher wants her students to be motivated to pre-
pare for the state test by doing their best on a practice
worksheet.
A mother wants her child to do some extra assign-
ments at home so they can do better in their advanced
math classes.
A boss wants his young direct report to learn a new
management skill at an off-site workshop so that they
can make the team more efficient (and get in line for a
promotion).

We’ve conducted experiments that compared specific and
concrete phrases that invoke a purpose for learning. These ex-
periments have uncovered phrases that work and phrases that
don’t.

The Purpose-Note Study
We conducted an experiment in which teachers gave students a
boring but important assignment, and like in the wise-feed-
back study, we appended different handwritten notes from
teachers on the tops of the assignments (randomly assigned).
The note that had the biggest impact on young people’s scores
on the assignment read, I’m giving you this assignment be-
cause I think you have the potential to get an interesting job
and make people’s lives better one day, if you develop your
skills on assignments like this one. We asked students how
they would react if they got such a note. They said things like,
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“This is an awesome note.… It makes students think about
their future life and makes them do it more confidently,” or “I
could do this if it means having a good job and helping people
one day. Besides, having a teacher believe in you feels pretty
good.”

The winning note had three essential elements. First, it em-
phasized that this activity would enable students to learn a skill
that they could use in many different settings in the future.
This emphasis was important because students tend to assume
that most activities don’t matter and have no long-term value
apart from a letter grade. Second, those skills could benefit the
student in the future. It says that the skills could lead to an in-
teresting job, which they might enjoy. Third, the activity taught
skills that could empower the student to help others, giving the
assignment prosocial, beyond-the-self value.

Our experiment showed that all three elements were impor-
tant. When we removed any of the three elements, the note
proved less effective.

One note just emphasized the skills students would get: I’m
giving you this worksheet because I think it can help you
practice your skills. This message sounds innocuous or posi-
tive, but in fact it came across as an insult that offended stu-
dents. When we asked students how they might feel if they got
this kind of note, they said, “I’m pretty sure that a student will
feel kind of dumb, like they don’t know how to use writing
skills.” Students interpreted a note that gave no purpose but to
develop skills as implying, I think you lack skills and need to
fix that.

Other notes emphasized the student’s immediate short-term
interests. When the note said, I’m giving you this worksheet
because it might be interesting to you, then students were in-
credulous. They said, “That’s what teachers say when some-
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thing is definitely not going to be interesting.” When the note
said that the teacher was giving the worksheet because it will
be useful for you, then students wanted to debate, saying, “It
might be useful for a grade, but will it be useful in the real
world?” Only when we had all three elements (skills, long-term
self-interest, and beyond-the-self impact) did students think
that most of their peers would be motivated by the note.

Parenting
Let’s adapt the purpose note for the parenting example of mo-
tivating your child to do the extra practice problems.

Skill development: Don’t portray the problems as
pointless busy work to please a teacher. That’s not a
good reason to do it, especially if the child doesn’t re-
spect (or feel respected by) the teacher. Instead, por-
tray it as a learning opportunity. You can use growth-
mindset language here: This is a chance to grow your
mental muscles even further. You’re going to be able
to use that better and stronger brain in the future to
do lots of different things.
Personal benefits: Don’t overpromise that one assign-
ment can change their lives in the future. Instead, em-
phasize how mastering the content sets them up for
having the freedom to choose the career options that
matter most to them: If you understand this subject
on a deep level, it’s going to open a lot of doors for
you because this is something that a lot of colleges
value and that you can use in many different majors.
That means that you’ll have an easier time picking a
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major and eventually a job that you’re the most in-
terested in.
Beyond-the-self benefits: Don’t imply that students
are solely self-oriented; for example, by talking about
how much money students will make in the future.
Students already know that better jobs pay more.
Instead, emphasize that you see them as people who
have a lot to bring to a better future, which they can
accomplish with their stronger brains: You can also
think of your hard work on this assignment as you
doing your part to help others. Why? Because the
more you build your skills and strengthen your
brain, the more prepared you’re going to be to tackle
the social issues that are most important to you in the
future. After all, the problems that society hasn’t
solved yet are also the hardest ones, and we’re going
to need all the strong brains we can get if we’re going
to solve them.

Bosses
These same steps and scripts can be adapted to the workplace
as well. Bosses rarely talk to their employees in terms of their
growth, but they could. In fact, Ole, the top manager from the
Obs supermarket in Norway, routinely talked to his young di-
rect reports in this way; for example, when he sent them to off-
site trainings to level up their management skills.

Reflect on the purpose-note study below. Which parts of the
script above could you apply to a direct report that you’ve sent
to get trained on a new skill? What would you change?
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Chapter 9

Belonging and the Three Mindsets
The three mindsets lead to different perspectives on belonging.
In an enforcer mindset, belonging is a choice. If someone
doesn’t fit in, then they didn’t care enough or weren’t brave
enough to make friends or become integrated. Therefore they
should accept whatever consequences come from that choice.
In a protector mindset, belonging is all that matters, and it’s
easily compromised. Therefore, the goal is to safeguard belong-
ing by removing anything that could threaten it—whether by
reducing intellectual standards or attempting to artificially
boost a sense of belonging (“YOU BELONG”). In a mentor
mindset, however, belonging is a narrative that young people
construct for themselves. When they experience threats to be-
longing, they might need help telling themselves a new story.
Other times, they might need the mentor to intervene and
manage the threat. Or they might need actual opportunities to
belong, such as more inclusive peer or affinity groups, as at
Airbnb (chapter 3). With support, the young person can create
their belonging; for example, by seeking out the relationships
and growth opportunities that appeal to them the most. See ta-
ble 9.2.
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Table 9.2. Belonging and the Three-Mindsets Framework

  ENFORCER
MINDSET

PROTECTOR
MINDSET

MENTOR
MINDSET

Worldview When young people
feel like they don’t
belong, they’re usu-
ally right. It’s a sign
that they don’t have
the talent or don’t
care enough to
come to belong.

When young people
feel like they don’t
belong, they are
helpless and debili-
tated. They have to
be protected from
any belonging
threat, such as fail-
ing to meet high
expectations.

Young people’s un-
certainty about be-
longing is important
and legitimate, but it
could change; for
example, through
the agentic steps
young people take
to create their
belonging.

Actions Act as though be-
longing is irrelevant.

Take any action
possible to protect
young people from
questioning their
belonging.

Give young people
a better narrative,
through both words
and deeds, so they
can cope with and
overcome possible
threats to
belonging.

Using Belonging
I’m often asked by managers, coaches, professors, and other
educators how to deploy the science of belonging for groups,
classes, or teams. Some of the problems they ask about are:

Secondary school students are working on a project in
a small group in class, and some of the girls laugh and
make fun of the other girls who make a mistake.
College students are working on a group presentation,
and one young man dominates the conversation and
doesn’t let anyone else contribute.
A diverse team at a tech company is working on a new
product, and nobody wants to rock the boat or offend



438

anybody else. They withhold their honest opinions, so
the product doesn’t get the criticism it needs and ends
up being mediocre.

All these problems are either rooted in, or contribute to,
concerns about belonging. Below are my recommendations for
practices that prevent or address them. Only some of these
ideas have been tested directly in experiments. Others have
been developed with expert practitioners. All of them, however,
are what I personally use to promote belonging with classes or
teams. Artifacts for each practice are linked in the notes at the
end of this book.

Overview of Belonging Practices for
Groups and Teams
Figure 9.6 overviews the practices and the best timing to use
them. Some are key to launching a group or team well, so they
should be done first thing. Others are crucial for making sense
of a major challenge or setback because those are times that
could evoke uncertainty about belonging and competence. A
third set of practices work best at milestones, such as the end
of a term or the launch of a product. What they all have in com-
mon is that they’re designed to set up better, more optimistic
storytelling in a young person’s mind.

Smarter getting-to-know-you activities. We’ve all experi-
enced icebreaker activities for groups out there. Unfortunately,
most prove as ineffective as the compliment sandwich. For in-
stance, members of a group will commonly share some superfi-
cial information (e.g., their favorite cereal or a TV show they
watch). This exercise doesn’t do anything to resolve uncertain-
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ties about belonging. People worry about belonging because
they worry that others may not value them as a person or may
view them as incompetent, not because they don’t know some-
body’s breakfast routine. What works instead?

Figure 9.6. An example timeline for activities to promote belonging in a
group.

I recommend—and frequently use—the fast-friends proto-
col, developed by the brilliant social psychologist Arthur Aron.
(The protocol is freely available online.) In the fast-friends ex-
ercise, pairs of people take turns asking and answering ques-
tions that gradually increase in intimacy. For five minutes, they
answer questions in set one, which require only a little bit of
self-disclosure (e.g., “What would constitute a ‘perfect’ day for
you?”). For the next five minutes they answer questions in set
two, which require more self-disclosure (e.g., “What is your
most treasured memory?”). In the final five minutes they an-
swer questions in set three, which are quite intimate (e.g.,
“Complete this sentence: ‘I wish I had someone with whom I
could share…’ ”). Aron’s experiments have found that pairs of
people who complete this fifteen-minute protocol end up being
more vulnerable and honest with a stranger than they’ve been
with some of their closest friends. The University of California,
Berkeley, social psychologist Rodolfo Mendoza-Denton found
that the fast-friends protocol was especially effective for people
who are in a minority group if it’s used to help them make
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friends with others in the majority group. Whenever I teach,
students tell me they are shocked by how much the fast-friends
protocol made them feel heard, valued, and included, despite
anything potentially embarrassing they’ve revealed in this brief
period of time.

Fast friends works to address belonging uncertainty because
it targets the root of what holds people back from being effec-
tive in groups. The adolescent predicament causes people, es-
pecially those facing threats to their social standing (such as
negative stereotypes or marginalization), to worry that others
will look down on them when they make mistakes. They worry
that people will exploit their vulnerability. Fast friends doesn’t
just tell people not to worry about that; it shows them that this
group or team is a safe place to be vulnerable. It’s an experi-
ence that justifies confidence in belonging.

Shared purpose. A second activity that I use every time is a
shared-purpose activity. During this exercise, members of a
team all say what they hope to get out of the group, class, or
team and how it fits into their personal or professional goals.
Furthermore, they explain how they see the hard work of the
group or team contributing to something beyond themselves.
The shared purpose doesn’t have to be grandiose. For instance,
in a psychology class, students describe how they plan on using
the knowledge to improve their own performance, how they
want to complete an impressive final project that they can talk
about in a job interview, and how they want to use the tips in
the class to help family members (e.g., younger siblings)
succeed.

What’s the value in this shared-purpose activity? I’ve often
found that higher-status groups (e.g., students whose parents
have college degrees) tend to mistakenly assume that lower-
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status groups (e.g., students whose parents don’t have college
degrees) aren’t motivated by the same kinds of goals as they
are because of the norm of self-interest (see chapter 8). Then,
looking down on their lower-status peers, they don’t treat them
with as much respect. But when groups surface their shared
purposes—including their goals of helping others—then it
tends to a sense of mutual respect.

Noticing routines and communication norms. One of
the biggest killers of team cohesion is a sense among some
members—especially those from groups who are marginalized
or underrepresented—that their work doesn’t matter. They
don’t feel like they need to come to meetings or speak up be-
cause the group or team will do fine without them. When they
don’t show up, the other group members think that the absent
ones just don’t care and/or aren’t reliable. That judgment
erodes trust that everyone can contribute. For example, I often
hear about students in community college classes who arrive
late, hide in the back of the class, and eventually stop coming,
assuming that nobody cares whether or not they show up.
Unfortunately, slogans like “You Matter” don’t solve this prob-
lem. Young people need to experience mattering, in the actions
of their group or teammates.

I recommend two activities to address this. The first is a
noticing routine. After a group forms, everyone takes the time
to share their preferred means of communication (e.g., text,
email, Slack, etc.) and their contact information. Next, every-
one in the group agrees to message others in the group if an
important meeting begins and somebody is missing, using
their preferred means of communication. Members agree to
say something like, Hey, we’re getting started. Just reaching
out because we’d really love to have you and your contribu-
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tions be a part of this. The goal isn’t to blame and shame, but
to make people feel like their contributions matter and would
be missed. College classes that use this tend to get very high at-
tendance rates (>90 percent).

A second activity sets communication norms. It involves ex-
plicitly discussing high expectations for collaborative commu-
nication in the group. Again, this is best done during one of the
first group meetings. I like to use the well-known constructive-
and-destructive-group-behaviors protocol. In this protocol,
the members of a group or team each select one constructive
group behavior that they see themselves bringing to the group
(cooperating, clarifying, inspiring, harmonizing, risk-taking,
process checking), and they ask groupmates to help bring that
out of them. Next each member selects one destructive behav-
ior that, if they’re being honest, they’re at risk of bringing to
the group (dominating, rushing, withdrawing, discounting, di-
gressing, blocking). They ask that groupmates try to help them
not bring that behavior to the group. This protocol works be-
cause it licenses everyone in the group to be proactive in help-
ing each other be the best version of a groupmate. Without this
activity, it might seem rude for one person to say You’re domi-
nating the conversation. Stop! to another. But after this activi-
ty, anyone can request a change in behavior without seeming
like they’re policing everyone else.

First Major Challenge
Belonging stories. Before or during a challenging period
(such as a crunch to meet a deadline at work or a major exam
in class), it’s useful to present belonging stories to the group
(see figure 9.4, for the template). These stories can help young
people who are struggling to see that their difficulties are nei-
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ther permanent nor abnormal or help those who aren’t strug-
gling to have more compassion for their peers.

One way to present belonging stories is through the reading
and writing exercises that Walton and I used in our experi-
ments, but that’s not the only way. For example, a panel of for-
mer members of the group or team could address the current
members in a short Q and A. Each member of the panel can be
coached to follow the template in figure 9.4. Similarly, leaders
can record interviews with the former members and play them
for the group. We call this a peer-modeled mindset. Dr.
Cameron Hecht and I (with colleagues) experimentally evalu-
ated the peer-modeled-mindset approach in rigorous under-
graduate biology courses. We found that it improved perfor-
mance especially for students from underrepresented groups.

Notice and positively evaluate differences. A person’s
sense of belonging becomes threatened when they worry that
their team won’t value or include “people like me.” One way to
overcome this is to notice and positively evaluate the charac-
teristics that make them and their group different. It’s impor-
tant to notice differences (rather than gloss over them) because
they are meaningful parts of people’s backgrounds. We can’t
pretend as if something essential about us doesn’t exist—at
least not for long—and others shouldn’t pretend to be blind to
it. It’s useful to positively evaluate differences; for example, by
saying how the group overall can benefit from new and varied
perspectives.

Northwestern University business school professor Dr.
Nicole Stephens evaluated an intervention that’s similar to the
peer-modeled-mindset activity described above. She convened
a panel of college students from different family backgrounds—
some were first-generation college students, and some had
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parents with college degrees. The former group described how
college was more difficult for them because they had to navi-
gate the complex system on their own, without guidance, and
usually with less family wealth than their peers. Then, they de-
scribed how their background gave them a valuable perspective
on college; for example, that they would make sure to take ad-
vantage of every opportunity that their parents sacrificed for
(e.g., clubs, extracurriculars, labs, meeting with professors).
Stephens found that this panel improved the grades of students
who were the first in their families to go to college.

Milestones
Publicly celebrate wins. Young people like to hear recogni-
tion for their hard work on a team or in a group. After all, if
they’ve done something to earn prestige, then they’d like to re-
ceive it—or else they may feel like suckers for toiling away
without recognition. This problem has only increased in im-
portance as more work has moved online, with less face-to-face
communication. For many young people, weeks or months of
work can feel like a tree that fell in the woods, with nobody
around to appreciate it. This issue can contribute to a lack of
belonging on a team because it can make people feel like their
work doesn’t matter.

My final recommendation is to plan celebration rituals to
publicly name the respect-and-status-worthy accomplishments
of young people at regular intervals. These celebrations can
happen at team retreats, at presentations to celebrate a major
milestone achieved, or at all-staff meetings. Newsletters can of-
fer a celebratory platform, but my recommendation is that live
verbal descriptions of employees’ impressive work, delivered in
front of colleagues, tend to have the most impact.
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With an enforcer mindset we might say: Isn’t this ritual just
puffing up self-esteem? After all, weren’t employees simply do-
ing their jobs and meeting expectations? Puffing up people’s
self-esteem is when you praise them for fulfilling rudimentary
requirements like showing up for work on time. Doing high-
quality work to meet or exceed our high expectations is gen-
uinely impressive. If we ask employees to do something ad-
vanced and difficult and they actually pull it off, then we
should celebrate it.

Bosses
Reflect on this practice below. Which parts could you use with
a team that you’re leading? Which parts would you change? If
you can, draw out your own timeline for the practices in your
journal.

Educators
Reflect on this practice below. Which parts could you use with
a class that you’re teaching? Which parts would you change? If
you can, draw out your own timeline for the practices in your
journal.
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Chapter 10

How can mentors emulate Stassun’s culture of inclusive excel-
lence? One powerful concrete strategy is to create what he calls
the mentoring committee, in the workplace (e.g., for employ-
ees whom you wish to elevate) or in academia (e.g., graduate
students, as in Stassun’s case). It can prove especially impor-
tant for young people who may not come from backgrounds
that gave them many high-level contacts in their chosen pro-
fessional fields (or in highly selective settings in general). The
point of the committee, then, is to turn the mentor’s network of
connections into resources for the mentee’s growth.

Overview of the Mentoring Committee
The mentoring committee is a constellation of experts who
have been strategically chosen to include people who can pro-
vide relevant training experiences or job opportunities. Some
experts belong to the mentee’s home organization. Others are
external, in other organizations. Usually, the mentors have ac-
cess to some tool, such as a telescope or dataset, or they have
some unique skill, such as a rare data-analysis method or expe-
rience in a given labor market, that would supercharge a
mentee’s progress. Mentees form a committee of these experts,
both internal and external, each of whom provides access to at
least one unique resource (e.g., a tool or skill).
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Why Form a Mentoring Committee?
Stassun finds that having a mentoring committee is more ef-
fective than having a single Mentor with a capital M to take
care of a student’s academic, social, and emotional needs. A
main reason is bandwidth. There are a limited number of men-
tors available, and none can do everything. Even Stassun, if
he’s asked Will you be my mentor?, finds himself asking, “To
what end?” In the bridge program, Stassun coaches students to
say something more like this: My aspiration is to work on ex-
citing question X. I’ve done a self-assessment and planning
exercise, and I determined that one of the things I’m going to
really need some mentoring around is method Y. I’ve heard
that you know that method better than anyone. I’m wonder-
ing if you could be on my mentoring committee and meet with
me for an hour every three months to make sure I’m on track
with that method. That statement outlines a very specific ask.
Most mentors will say yes because the student seems organized
and motivated. The mentoring committee solves the problem
that busy people don’t have time to be a mentor. It also means
that the student will have impressed multiple future employ-
ers, like the bridge student who added a mentor from Yale
University to her committee and later became the first Black
woman to earn a PhD in physics there.

How Do You Form a Mentoring
Committee?
Stassun recommends that mentees first think about the kind of
work they want to be doing and the kind of impact they want to
have on the field. Then mentees meet with Stassun or another
senior scientist to lay out the skills they already have, the skills
they will learn from their existing mentors, and the skills they’ll
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need to learn elsewhere. “They’re building a bridge from where
they are now to where they want to be,” Stassun explained to
me. See figure 10.1.

Once mentees have identified the missing resources in their
bridge, then they work with the mentor to identify experts who
could be a link to those resources. At that point, it’s Stassun’s
job (or the job of other mentors in the Fisk-Vanderbilt pro-
gram) to search the Rolodex for people who might be able to
mentor for that specific resource—maybe someone who went
to graduate school with him, or who served on a national panel
with him. Stassun uses his personal network and social capital
to link mentees with desired mentors. Then he brokers an in-
troduction (and assures the mentor that it won’t be a massive
time commitment). Once students have filled in their mentor-
ing-network map (figure 10.2), then they meet a few times per
year with their committee. Stassun’s team also reviews the net-
work periodically to see which other planks need to be added
to the bridge. In summary, the mentoring committee is a way
of collaboratively troubleshooting the problem of how mentees
can prepare for their desired careers.

Figure 10.1. Mentors’ resources build a bridge to the mentee’s desired
skills.
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Figure 10.2. A simplified mentoring-committee network. Note: Dark
lines are established links; dashed lines are desired links.

Bosses
Reflect on the mentoring network. Which could you apply to a
direct report that you’re mentoring in your organization? How
would it have to be adapted for your organization?

Parents
Parents often have a hard time using their networks to help
their children. Many children reject their parents’ connections
with others, either because they devalue their parents’ exper-
tise or because they don’t want an unfair advantage. Many par-
ents, meanwhile, want to avoid doing everything for their chil-
dren; for example, by having their friends and associates give
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their children jobs. For parents, I recommend a far more
youth-led version of the network. Using open-ended, authentic
questions with uptake, parents can ask questions of young peo-
ple as they fill out their own networks. Parents: try not to fill in
the circles and boxes with your friends and associates. Instead,
ask leading questions.

Start with the young person’s goals: What are some things
you’d like to accomplish with your career [in high school, in
college, in your summer internship]. Pick a grain size that feels
manageable. Next, ask for an honest assessment: What are the
things you already know how to do that will get you there,
and what are things that you’re going to have to learn? After
understanding how they see their steps (and feel free to ask
leading questions), then you can have them fill out the circles
and boxes in figure 10.2 as they see fit. Who is already in their
network, maybe at school or in their peer group? Who could
they do an informational interview with? How could they find
out which other nodes they’d need? The most important thing
is that it needs to feel like (and actually be) something that’s
led by them. As a parent, your stance should be one of curiosi-
ty, deep interest, and respect—for instance, by being impressed
by their maturity and foresight. That stance is more likely to
help the young person stick with their plan.
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Chapter 11

The legendary Uri Treisman does many things that are unique-
ly indicative of a mentor mindset. For a long time, outsiders
marveled at his approach and his results, but they didn’t think
they could be like him. The same might be true for parents or
bosses who want to apply Treisman’s insights in their situa-
tions. By this point in the book, hopefully you know that you
can learn from his expertise, adapt it, and put it into practice.
To help you do this I’ve created some reflection questions so
that you can apply his insights to the organization or group
you’re leading—whether it’s at home, in the workplace, at uni-
versity, or on a sports team.

Insight #1: Watch Where People Walk
As parents, we often think we know best. We look at our chil-
dren, we see where they need help, and we prescribe solutions.
We form this habit from the moment our children are born, be-
fore they can talk. As they become adolescents, however, things
change. Young people start developing their own pathways of
desire, which may or may not map onto the paths we want
them to walk. Unfortunately, we can’t design a mentorship ex-
perience that prepares them for long-term growth unless we
understand their paths.

As bosses, we commonly make the same mistake. We look at
our young employees and see unfinished products. Many com-
panies lay out a developmental path for those young employ-
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ees, often rooted in the path that the senior management fol-
lowed. But is that necessarily the right path for the next gener-
ation? John Mackey at Whole Foods should have examined
that question. If you’re a manager, what are some pathways of
desire that you see in your young employees, or in the next
generation in general, that could be powerful assets if
harnessed?

As educators, when we look at students who are in need of
help, we tend to view them primarily in terms of their weak-
ness and deficiencies, not their strengths. Therefore, many ed-
ucators tend to rely on remedial (and disrespectful) programs,
like Berkeley did in the 1970s with Black math students. Chip
Engelland, the NBA’s best shooting coach, does the opposite.
He doesn’t see a player for the flaws in their shot; he sees their
shot as fundamentally good but just in need of a tune-up, as he
said to Kawhi Leonard (see introduction). For educators think-
ing about students who are struggling, what are the pathways
of desire that could act as strengths to be amplified in the
future?

Now take some time to reflect: What is a metaphorical path-
way of desire that the young people you have in mind naturally
walk and seem determined to walk, despite the very clear side-
walks we’ve laid out for them? Try to think of something that
matters deeply to them, that their attention and energy natu-
rally gravitates toward. Describe it on the lines below. To an-
swer this, you might imagine yourself doing the equivalent of
Ralph Cornell riding the grounds of the park on a horse, or Uri
Treisman going undercover at the dorms for minority students
at Berkeley. How could you discover a valuable pathway of de-
sire to build on?
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A valuable pathway of desire for the young people I have in
mind is…

One way I could “walk the grounds” to discover what this
pathway looks like for young people is to…

One way I could build on this underappreciated asset (rather
than focusing on deficits) is to…

Insight #2: Pay Attention to Entrances
Parents, ask yourselves: What’s the parenting equivalent of the
entrance to a park, where your expectations get a refresh? We
may find it hard to think about an entrance into new relation-
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ships with our children because we’ve been in ongoing rela-
tionships with them for their entire lives. But consider the op-
portunity of a change in the schedule, or any change in their
status or roles—for example, the start of summer, the start of
the school year, the transition from elementary to secondary
school, or from secondary school to college, and so on. In those
moments, we can mark the transition across the threshold by
resetting expectations. We can say, Now that you are [starting
middle school/going into summer/coming home from
college], you’re a different, more mature person, and that
means that our relationship has to evolve. Now is a good time
to talk about what will be new, what you can expect from me,
and what I expect of you. To be like Treisman, you can mark
this by doing something special—your version of inviting them
to tea. You could take them to a new restaurant, or on a trip, or
simply allow them to have dessert before dinner. Anything to
shake them out of their routine and clearly communicate, The
baggage from our relationship from before is no longer rele-
vant, can be set aside, or maybe discarded altogether; this is
new. You may be surprised how much significance you can
convey with a small gesture that makes the entrance to a new
era feel different.

Reflect a second. What’s a time coming up that could serve
as an entrance to a new era for your child, where you could re-
set some of your ways of interacting with each other?
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The most obvious entrance for bosses to pay attention to is
new-employee onboarding. All too often, we simply throw new
hires into the deep end and tell them to sink or swim. And all
too often, the only ones who end up swimming are the ones
who already walked in the door with great advantages (e.g.,
family members who were in that field). Thus, failing to pay at-
tention to entrances makes the workplace, and our society,
more unfair. Bosses also tend to think that orientation is pri-
marily a job for HR. We think, I’m not the expert on payroll
and benefits, so I’ll leave it to HR to tell new employees every-
thing they need to know. But when young people enter a new,
intimidating setting that puts them in the adolescent predica-
ment, they need more than logistical information; they need
existential information. Thus, as we saw in chapter 9, it’s im-
portant to cue up messages about belonging particularly as
people start in a new role. Applying Treisman’s insights and
Stassun’s example (chapter 10), those messages could be tar-
geted to the baggage young people bring with them. How can
we signal that their impostor fears don’t apply? That previous
struggles or failures don’t have to be their destiny here? Or
even that previous status or respect they might have taken for
granted in their old setting needs to be re-earned in this new
setting?

Reflect a second. What’s a way that your organization fails
to consider the entrances for young people? What are some
positive opportunities to consider it more in the future?
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Educators can apply Treisman’s insights by planning rituals
around the start of a new semester or a major unit. We need to
signal clearly that something new and different is possible.
Students who have struggled with the subject in the past, and
have “scar tissue” from the experience, need a clean break.
Cultural rituals like Treisman’s can send the message that This
is different, you can be a new and different student from this
moment, you can accomplish more than you thought possible.
Treisman calls this disequilibrating: he’s trying to knock stu-
dents out of the equilibrium they’ve settled into. For example,
he starts the class by playing music from a playlist developed
by international students who were asked to share their cultur-
ally meaningful music. Treisman also tells students that one
day they’ll look back on their fears and insecurities and laugh.
Further, he gives students bonus points on the first day for the
best wrong answer—an answer that made him think.

One of the secondary math teachers in our hidden-Treisman
project had a quirky way of getting students to leave behind
their fear of mistakes in math. Next to the chalkboard, he hung
a poster of a dancer in a ridiculous shark costume. On the first
day, he showed a video of that shark dancer looking goofy in
the background of Katy Perry’s Super Bowl halftime musical
performance. His point was that sometimes you look goofy
when you try something outside your comfort zone, but it’s
better to try. Next he puts a hard math problem on the board,
calls on a student, and says, “Be the shark!” He keeps it up all
year. It’s a weird yet effective way to signal that his class is dif-
ferent. Students don’t have to carry their old fears of mistakes
anymore.

I have my own way of disequilibrating students. I like to use
the fast-friends protocol (chapter 9’s “Putting It into Practice”
section). It feels new and different. I host a former-student
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panel on the first or second day, in which the former students
talk about how they used what they learned in my class in their
current job or in a job interview. These testimonies signal that
something new and different is happening because most class-
es simply tell students what to learn but never explain why. I
also appoint the party-planning committee on the first day (a
reference to The Office). I tell incredulous students that they’re
going to make so many friends in class that they’ll want to cele-
brate. I also pull out my dad jokes. For example, I give imagi-
nary bonus points to students who have the courage to raise
their hand and talk in front of the class. Then I explain that
imaginary bonus points can be redeemed for imaginary prizes.

The point isn’t to encourage you to copy our quirks. These
idiosyncratic habits fit our personalities. They only work be-
cause they’re authentic to who we are. But you have the same
overarching goal we do. You want to shake students out of their
old expectations, as early in the class as possible, so that they
can suspend any doubts about their abilities or belonging until
later, after they’ve worked in earnest in the class. You want stu-
dents to embrace your precociously high standards and take
advantage of the supportive resources you offer them, and
they’re more likely to do that if they see how the class is differ-
ent from ones in the past.

Reflect a second. How could your course disequilibrate stu-
dents early in the semester to get them to discard any old fears
or hang-ups and embrace the opportunity to learn in your
class? What’s something new and unexpected that could send
the signal this place is different?
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Insight #3: Plan for Future Growth
Parents can plan for future growth by finding ways to transfer
responsibility to their children. One of the most frequent com-
plaints I hear from parents is that they have to do everything
for their children. But when you watch what parents actually
do, they act like protectors, grabbing the metaphorical steering
wheel the second their children veer off course. Such parents
are like landscape architects who install flowering plants that
die every winter and then complain about how much gardening
they have to do each year. They’re using short-term strategies,
so don’t be surprised if the benefits don’t last!

The parenting coach Lorena Seidel is the epitome of plan-
ning for future growth. For example, she decided to never ref-
eree her children’s fights. Normally, when parents are embar-
rassed by their children yelling at each other, they rush in to
solve the problem. They ask what the fight is about, and they
tell their kids what the solution should be. Parental interven-
tion can stop the fighting in the moment, but as soon as anoth-
er fight breaks out, parents have to step in again.

Lorena simply refused to do that anymore. The next time
her children fought, she demanded that they come up with a
solution themselves. Her kids did the talking, not her. This ap-
proach took longer than when she solved the problem herself,
but she waited patiently and prevented them from walking
away. Soon enough, her children figured out how to resolve
their own fights. An investment in time up front has saved her
from having to put on the striped jersey and referee hundreds
of fights in the future.
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Reflect a second. How has your parenting failed to plan for
future growth? What are some positive opportunities for you
to do this better in the future?

Bosses can plan for future growth by investing in employees’
skill development over time. For instance, you could give em-
ployees time on the clock to take courses that teach skills out-
side their everyday job requirements. Or you could allow em-
ployees to work on projects that are in a different department
or on a different team, so that they can develop new expertise
in a low-stakes setting. It can be hard to commit to this ap-
proach in a culture that prizes short-term profits or quarterly
stock prices because the payoff of planning for future growth
might come months or years in the future. Those acquired
skills, however, will prove useful in the future when the person
or the organization has to pivot. Having somebody versatile on
staff who already knows how to do a newly needed task can
make the work go much faster, compared to going out and hir-
ing for that specific skill. What’s more, young people who feel
like they’re growing are more likely to stay with an employer
because they’re adding valuable human capital, while also feel-
ing respected. Thus, planning for future growth in the work-
place can be more efficient, in terms of saving HR costs and the
ability to pivot (e.g., when technology changes), than a man-
agement strategy solely focused on short-term performance.
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Reflect a second. What’s a way that your organization fails
to plan for future growth? What are some positive opportuni-
ties that managers have to do this better in the future?

Educators can plan for future growth by directly adapting
Treisman’s practices. The first step is to stop thinking that your
job is to prepare your students to earn an A on a given exam
that semester or year. Your main goal is to guide students to
retain a deeper and more sophisticated understanding of your
discipline long after they’ve left your class. For example, Sergio
Estrada’s main goal is to impart a working knowledge of the
basic concepts in physics so that his students are equipped for
strong postsecondary careers in science or mathematics. He
doesn’t care what score students earn on the AP exam, as long
as he knows they’ve learned how to think like physicists. As it
so happens, he also has the most students in the district who
earn a score of 3 or above (a passing grade). Thus, Sergio plans
for future growth, but his efforts help with short-term growth
as well.

One practice that Sergio and Treisman have in common,
and that almost any educator can emulate, is a very flexible
policy on retaking exams. Sergio allows students to retake their
exam and get back half the points they missed. If a student
earned an 80 percent, then they can retake the test to earn an-
other 10 percent back and raise their grade to a 90 percent.
Treisman, as I mentioned in chapter 11, allows students’ final
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exam scores to overwrite their scores on all the midterm ex-
ams. These exam policies have two major effects. They account
for the fact that different students have different rates of learn-
ing, especially when so many students start the semester far
behind their peers. In addition, these policies create an incen-
tive for students to reexamine their mistakes and learn from
them. When students revisit their misunderstandings, they
build a better understanding that they can carry with them
long into the future.

Reflect a second. How could your policies or procedures in
class (e.g., your exam- or assignment-grading policies) be bet-
ter aligned with your plan for future growth? What are some
positive opportunities for you to do this better in the future?

Storytelling and Anticipatory
Socialization
While Treisman was living his double life as an ethnographer,
he started reading the sociologist Robert Merton’s 1940s clas-
sic theories of anticipatory socialization: the idea that mentors
can help prepare a young person to live in a world that they do
not yet belong to. This suggests that young people need to see
how their previous experiences overcoming struggles prove
they could overcome analogous struggles in the future. In two
years observing Treisman, I saw that he had routines and ritu-
als designed to impart two lessons to socialize young people
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into a future in the field: tenacity and purpose. He teaches
these lessons day in and day out using his own brand of story-
telling that mirrors what we learned in chapter 9. Treisman
was the reason why we emphasized these two ideas in our
Camp Champions study.

Tenacity

A few years ago I talked to a friend who was completing a PhD
in mathematics. She told me a story about slinking into her ad-
viser’s office to apologize for having a “bad math week,” which
meant that despite lots of effort, she hadn’t solved a certain
proof because she made a logical error way up at the top. The
adviser laughed knowingly and said, “That’s it? Talk to me af-
ter you’ve had a bad math year.” My friend went on to explain
that 99 percent of the daily experience of professional mathe-
maticians working at the top of their fields is getting problems
wrong. Most people have been socialized from a young age to
think that the top math people can get every problem right
without difficulty. In fact, struggle and confusion aren’t just a
common experience for the world’s top mathematicians—
they’re almost all the experience. Most professional mathe-
maticians are working on previously unsolved problems. Of
course they struggle if millennia of talented math people
couldn’t solve them. The tenacity to persist through struggle is
a key skill for professional mathematicians to master.
Therefore, Treisman’s students would learn it.

How do you instill the tenacity to persist through struggle?
You follow the same steps as telling a belonging story (chapter
9). Treisman doesn’t give a belonging story all at once. He does
it continuously, throughout his teaching, in a process he calls
perspective giving. With perspective giving, Treisman will in-
troduce a hard problem, then take a step back and say some-
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thing about what it means for students and their math identi-
ties, and then dive back into the math. It’s natural and seam-
less—and effective at socializing students into the field of
mathematics. In doing so he touches on the four main themes
of a strong belonging story. Here are some perspectives I saw
him give when I observed his teaching for two years:

Normalizing struggle. On the first day of class, Treisman
says, “Everyone in this class will struggle, and that’s by design.”
To prove it, he says, “You’ll be doing problems that only ten
percent of previous classes got right.” Sometimes he’ll tell stu-
dents how many minutes people normally struggle on a given
problem. He does this to stop students from expecting to solve
a problem quickly or thinking that a lengthy grind means
they’re bad at math. Instead, he affirms to his students that
he’s asking them to do ambitious work because he respects
their potential.

Evidence of change. Treisman doesn’t discourage his stu-
dents by implying that the difficulties are endless. Instead, he
gives them a story about how their struggles will improve. Note
that he never promises that the math will be easy. Instead, he
emphasizes that problems that used to seem impossible will
become doable, so the class can move on to the next hard prob-
lems. He says things like, “In this class you’ll learn to struggle
and like it,” and “You might be asking yourself, ‘Am I going to
be completely confused?’ The answer is no, you’re going to be
increasingly confident.”

Action steps. Next, Treisman constantly refers to features of
the course that are designed explicitly to support students as
they learn to struggle and like it. He reminds them of action
steps they can all take to achieve success, such as relying on
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their peers to help them learn the material—an insight that
goes back to his days as an ethnographer at Berkeley. He clari-
fies that “your biggest resource is each other.” To back that up,
he sometimes calls on students to tell him the name of their
neighbor, and if they don’t know, they lose points. This tactic
encourages students to introduce themselves to each other
every period. Then during a lecture, he pauses every five or ten
minutes, especially after a hard concept, and says, “Okay, let’s
make sure your neighbor understands that.” Students have to
explain the material to their neighbors. He tells his class that
“many students did well in high school by being loners, but
we’ve found that students did better if they studied half the
time alone and half the time in groups.” Ultimately, he’s pre-
paring them for engaging in mathematical discourse, not just
during the class but going forward in the field.

Snowball. Treisman constantly talks about snowball effects.
He emphasizes that steps that students take now to work
through struggle and think mathematically with others can
start a positive cycle that could take them to where they want
to go in life. He often does this with sarcasm, saying, for exam-
ple, “As juniors, you’ll all laugh about the insecurities you had
as freshmen.” He drives home the point that their efforts now
will be worth it.

Purpose. Last, Treisman encourages a sense of purpose for
careers in math and related fields, in ways that go beyond (and
add texture to) what I shared in chapter 8. He instills a readi-
ness to contribute to the field or to society, while also connect-
ing to students’ identities and backgrounds. He aims to make
the struggle and suffering worth it, so that students stay in the
field. His purpose-building activities might seem out of place
in a typical calculus course, but they work.
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Treisman starts a startlingly high proportion of his sen-
tences in class with the phrase, “When you’re leaders in your
fields…” He finishes those sentences by explaining how stu-
dents will use the lesson from the day’s lecture when they’re
leading a report for the National Academy of Sciences or head-
ing the research division at a major corporation and so on. At
first this seemed like an odd thing to say to eighteen-year-olds
who don’t know if they can pass a single calculus class, let
alone chair a national commission on cryptography. Then I re-
alized why it works. It’s a respectful thing to say because it im-
plies they have value and will do impressive things. That re-
spect makes it motivating. In addition, he’s explaining that
what he’s teaching them has a point. Learning the day’s lesson
is not a hoop they’re jumping through to get an A. It’s a step
they’re taking toward a high-status professional life. In my own
teaching, I’ve started saying, “When you’re leaders in your
fields…” any time I introduce something hard or confusing as a
way of showing students that the difficult content is my way of
taking them seriously. Note that it’s not the magic phrase that
matters here, it’s the respectful connection to future status.

As another unusual exercise, Treisman asks students to
skim reports coming out of the National Academy of Sciences.
“Browse the reports, find two to three things that are stunning,
and write a one-to-two-page essay,” he says. Treisman tells the
students that they’re future scientists, and scientists like to
browse the edges of their disciplines and get an impression of
what’s new. Of course, most of these technical reports are in-
scrutable to college freshmen. Treisman assures them that
when he looks at these reports he only understands about 25
percent. Therefore, if students feel confused, they’re becoming
more like professionals in the field because he feels the same
way. He wants students to adopt identities as professional sci-
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entists, and he breaks down what that means: constantly skim-
ming the horizons of the field, despite your confusion.

Treisman’s final purpose-supportive activity is his most
powerful. It is his ritual for connecting students with their
backgrounds—their high schools, hometowns, and teachers.
Toward the end of the semester, he has students write letters to
their high school math teachers, offering their thanks for get-
ting them to where they are, but also explaining how much
they learned in their college calculus class. Students write their
letters after a full semester in which Treisman has mentioned
the “high school way of doing things” as a foil for his more ad-
vanced “college way” of doing calculus. There’s a lot to unpack
in this sophisticated practice. Treisman critiques the “high
school way of doing things” so that students don’t feel bad or
dumb for misunderstanding something. They can blame their
high school education, not themselves. At the same time,
Treisman knows that most students feel a deep sense of grati-
tude toward their high school teachers. He can’t trash a stu-
dent’s hometown any more than Chip Engelland (see the intro-
duction) can say to a player, Your shot is terrible, and you
have to change everything. Their past experiences got them to
where they are. Treisman, as we’ve seen, needs to understand
people’s strengths and assets before he critiques them. Thus,
his letter-writing ritual honors students’ teachers and back-
grounds while also connecting them to a better future.



468

Chapter 12

If your organization wanted to plan for future growth, how
could you emulate the Camp Champions method? This ques-
tion is as relevant for bosses in summer internship programs
as it is for leaders in outdoor programs, schools, or
extracurriculars.

The Transfer Checklist
Here’s a recipe to plan for transfer. Read each. Then check
whether each element is present in your organization. The
more checks you have, the more prepared you are for transfer.
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Table 12.1

ELEMENT EXPLANATION CHECK?

Choose con-
sistent
themes

What are the high-level lessons you want people to
take away from overcoming challenges? (At Camp
Champions it was tenacity and purpose, but you
can choose whichever terms you want to
emphasize.)

 

Legitimately
challenging
activities

What are the opportunities to earn prestige; for ex-
ample, by taking on truly impressive challenges?
These are critical for young people to gain mean-
ingful senses of accomplishment rather than hollow
self-esteem boosts.

 

In-the-mo-
ment
reflections

Are leaders present with young people in the midst
of their challenges so that young people take away
the right lessons from their challenges? It can be
important to name a personal quality such as
tenacity or purpose in the moment because they
are often abstract.

 

End-of-
day/week
reflections

Does the group have an opportunity to reflect at the
end of the day or week to capture the times when
they exemplified a given quality during the
day/week? This is important to turning a momen-
tary experience into a narrative story that the young
person can tell themselves about the kind of person
they are.

 

Letters Do the leaders write the young people letters after
the group activity, reminding them of the impressive
things they accomplished and the personal quali-
ties they displayed? At Camp Champions, the
counselors wrote to students a few weeks after
camp, outlining the bravery of the campers and
what it said about their tenacity and purpose.
Those letters served as reminders of the life lessons
even after they left the camp.

 

Long-term
reflections
that bridge
settings and

Are there opportunities months or even years later
to reflect on how the young people have transferred
the lessons to their daily lives or to next chal-
lenges? At Camp Champions, we followed up with
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facilitate
transfer

a short writing exercise in which the former
campers explained how they had to display tenaci-
ty and purpose once they were back in their KIPP
schools. That served to help young people take the
lessons from camp and tell themselves a story of
how they applied to adversity at school.
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