
JOE FERGUSON, PhD
PhD Clinical Psychology, Fielding University
MBA, Wharton School of Business

When you say you are not sure what you think about 
something, you are revealing the nearly universal 
but mistaken assumption that you are a singular 

person with a singular set of thoughts and feelings. In fact, 
your singular identity is a persistent illusion that arises at 
the very tip of an ancient pyramid of diverse neural activity. 
Much of your cognitive machinery is dedicated to selecting 
among alternatives, each of which must be represented 
more or less distinctly somewhere in your brain before it 
can become a candidate for selection. Indeed, there must 
be some neural mechanism that actively advocates each 

possibility. These are the voices within you. Taken together they constitute your 
thinking.You are not sure what you think about something because you harbor every 
sort of thought about it simultaneously. You both love and hate your partner, your 
family, your friends and your career. Your task is to decide whether to stay or move 
on, and how. Reason and logic can be helpful here, but you should not expect them to 
relieve you of the ultimate decisions. You do have a singular literal voice, however; 
the one that comes out of your mouth. You can use it in conversation to explore, 
rationalize and decide in a more systematic way than is possible inside your solitary 
head. In conversation, reason and logic can play a larger role. Conversation is the 
exclusive vehicle of personal counseling and psychotherapy.

Like creative brainstorming in science, engineering and the arts, the best results 
FDQ�DOZD\V�EH�KDUYHVWHG�IURP�WKH�ULFKHVW�ÀHOG�RI�SRVVLELOLWLHV�DQG�LPSRVVLELOLWLHV��
Ambivalence and multiplicity are good things, and even essential to a point. Creativity 
also requires a reliable executive mechanism for responsible decision making and 
effective action when the proper time comes. This is a manageable process and it can 
be very productive. Trust me. Call me.

Your Multiplicity
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As Gautama pointed out 2500 years ago, entanglements 
are everywhere in life. A bunch of them come with 
you out of the womb and as you go along you get 

entangled with ever more complex relationships, identities, 
groups, organizations, cultures, activities, habits and ideas. 
Some of these entanglements are necessary and  some are 
not. Some of them are healthy and some are problematic. 
Sometimes they just fall away, sometimes they are torn 
away and sometimes it is necessary to cut yourself loose.

Like a boat that has become entangled, with ropes, to a 
pirate ship or a dock in rough weather, you have to cut that whole package loose and 
move to a better location. Maybe you need to leave that job or relationship. Maybe 
you need to move away from this place and change everything. Maybe you need to 
sail away to parts unknown for a fresh start. Or maybe you just need a new perspective 
on your circumstances without changing anything. Maybe you need to cut loose from 
your attachments rather than from the objects of those attachments. Maybe you need 
to change your perspective or your attitude. Maybe you just need to relax and stop 
struggling. There are certain types of knots, known to seamen and wise men, that do 
not yield to force, but which release spontaneously when relaxed.

Then there is always the question of your destination once you have cut loose. There 
are always new entanglements waiting to become entangled with the ones you carry 
with you. I think enlightenment is cutting loose from attachments that entangle you, so 
that you can choose attachments that nurture you. Detachment provides the freedom 
WR�UHÀQH�\RXU�SHUFHSWLRQ��LQWHQWLRQ��VSHHFK��DFWLRQ��OLYHOLKRRG��HIIRUW��PLQGIXOQHVV�
and concentration. Gautama was wise. Trust me. Call me.
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People often think they have inherited their anxiety or 
depression from their parents because everybody in the 
family seems to have had it for generations. While there 

are some rare genetic conditions that cause or promote anxiety 
or depression at the physiological level, most of the time the 
older generations have actually trained their descendants to be 
anxious or depressed. The generational transmission of most 
psychological conditions may go along with the genome, but 
is not actually in it. This is called epigenetic transmission.

Human babies are born with only about a quarter of their 
adult brain and their intellectual capacity is limited to basic survival functions. They come 
equipped with a full range of emotional responses but they have no means of determining 
which emotions they should feel at any particular moment, unless they are hungry or 
uncomfortable. Newborns can, however, make eye contact with their caregivers, read 
the expressions on their faces, and mirror those emotions themselves. To a large extent 
babies feel what their parents feel. This is why postpartum depression and anxiety are 
so problematic. An anxious or depressed parent is training their child to be anxious or 
depressed. The range of situations children can feel some way about expands as they get 
older. Parents with generalized anxiety or chronic depression are constantly training their 
children to perceive the world as a dangerous or hopeless place. This is usually obvious 
when a client tells me their life story.

The good news is that epigenetic transmission of anxiety or depression is just 
behavioral conditioning and is therefore reversible by means of generalized counter-
conditioning and psychotherapy, once it is properly understood. It is not necessary or 
helpful to work through every single trigger or issue that seems to be the problem. Trust 
me. Call me.
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Suppose that when you die you are neither obliterated nor 
transported to an afterlife, but rather are informed that 
you will continue your experience eternally within the 

FRQÀQHV�RI�WKH�OLIH�WKDW�\RX�KDYH�MXVW�ÀQLVKHG�OLYLQJ��/LNH�D�
SLQJ�SRQJ�EDOO�WKDW�LV�WUDSSHG�EHWZHHQ�WZR�RSSRVLQJ�SDGGOHV�
RU�WKH�SURYHUELDO�GUXQN�ZKR�LV�WUDSSHG�EHWZHHQ�WZR�WUHHV��
\RX�ZLOO�OLYH�RXW�HWHUQLW\�LQ�WKH�PRPHQWV�RI�\RXU�OLIH�H[DFWO\�
DV�WKRVH�PRPHQWV�H[LVWHG�WKH�ÀUVW�WLPH�DURXQG��<RX�ZLOO�EH�
DEOH�WR�WUDYHO�DW�ZLOO�EHWZHHQ�\RXU�ELUWK�DQG�\RXU�GHDWK�DV�
WKRXJK�WKLV�WHUULWRU\�ZDV�\RXU�RZQ�WHPSRUDO�UHDO�HVWDWH��DQG�

\RX�FDQ�VSHQG�DV�PXFK�WLPH�DV�\RX�FKRRVH�DQ\ZKHUH�ZLWKLQ�LW��/LNH�,�VDLG�WKRXJK��WKLV�
LV�IRUHYHU�VR�JHW�XVHG�WR�LW�

<RX�DUH�LQIRUPHG�WKDW� WKLV�HWHUQDO�IDWH�ZLOO�EH�PDGH�EHDUDEOH�RU�EOLVVIXO�E\�\RXU�
ability to reinterpret any of your moments an unlimited number of times as you pass 
UHSHDWHGO\�WKURXJK�WKHP��DQG�DOVR�E\�\RXU�DELOLW\�WR�IRUJHW�ZKDWHYHU�\RX�FKRRVH��,Q�WKH�
ORQJ�UXQ��\RXU�ÀUVW�NLVV�PD\�EH�HPLQHQWO\�IRUJHWWDEOH�DQG�\RXU�SULVRQ�PLJKW�WXUQ�RXW�WR�
EH�\RXU�DVKUDP��:KDWHYHU�\RX�FKRRVH��H[FHSW�WKDW�\RX�KDYH�WR�ZRUN�ZLWK�HDFK�PRPHQW�
DV�LW�DFWXDOO\�RFFXUUHG�

7KLV�PD\�RU�PD\�QRW�EH�ZKDW�LV�DFWXDOO\�JRLQJ�RQ�KHUH��EXW�LW�LV�SURGXFWLYH�WR�VXSSRVH�
VR�EHFDXVH�LW�UHFRJQL]HV�WKH�H[WUDRUGLQDU\�YDOXH�RI�HDFK�IXWXUH�PRPHQW�WKDW�\RXU�OLIH�
KDV�UHPDLQLQJ�WR�UXQ��<RX�GR�QRW�QHHG�D�GLDJQRVLV�RU�HYHQ�D�FRPSODLQW�WR�MXVWLI\�FDOOLQJ�
PH�DERXW�XSJUDGLQJ�\RXU�UHPDLQLQJ�WHPSRUDO�UHDO�HVWDWH��RU�LQ�RUGHU�WR�LPSURYH�LW�LQ�DQ\�
QXPEHU�RI�LQGHSHQGHQW�ZD\V��,I�\RX�NQHZ�WKDW�\RX�ZHUH�LQ�\RXU�OLIH�IRUHYHU�\RX�PLJKW�
WDNH�EHWWHU�FDUH�RI�LW��7UXVW�PH��&DOO�PH�

Forever In Your Life
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You could drop everything right now and go to Brazil 
WR�PDNH�\RXU�OLYLQJ�LQ�WKH�ÀVK�PDUNHWV�RI�5LR�DQG�
OHDUQ�WR�SOD\�WKH�ERQJR�GUXPV��<RX�ZRXOGQ·W�KDYH�

to tell anyone you were leaving or have anything to do with 
\RXU�FXUUHQW�OLIH�HYHU�DJDLQ��<RX�FDQ�MXVW�EHJLQ�WR�LPDJLQH�
WKH�UDQJH�RI�H[SHULHQFHV�WKDW�\RX�PLJKW�KDYH�RYHU�WKH�UHVW�
RI�\RXU�OLIH�LI�\RX�GLG�VXFK�D�WKLQJ��,W�LV�QRW�OLNHO\�WKDW�\RX�
ZLOO�FKRRVH�WR�GR�WKLV��EXW�\RX�FRXOG��,�VRPHWLPHV�HQFRXUDJH�
P\�FOLHQWV� WR�FRQVLGHU�
VXFK� SRVVLELO L W LHV�

ZKHQ� WKH\�DUH�GHSUHVVHG�DQG�KRSHOHVV��3DLQ�
DQG�GLVWUHVV�FDQ�EH�SURGXFWLYH�RI�FKDQJH�DQG�
LW�LV�D�JRRG�LGHD�WR�H[DPLQH�WKH�EURDGHVW�
SRVVLEOH�UDQJH�RI�DOWHUQDWLYHV�EHIRUH�
FRPPLWWLQJ� WR� D�QHZ�SDWK��&ULVLV�
LV�RSSRUWXQLW\��EXW�EH� VPDUW� DERXW� LW� DQG�
UHPHPEHU�WKDW�\RX�GRQ·W�KDYH�WR�KDYH�D�FULVLV�
LQ�RUGHU�WR�VHL]H�WKH�GD\��

$�OLJKW�FRQH�UHSUHVHQWV�WKH�UDQJH�RI�SRVLWLRQV�
LQ�VSDFH�WKDW�D�SKRWRQ�FDQ�UHDFK�LQ�D�JLYHQ�WLPH��VWDUWLQJ�IURP�DQ�DUELWUDU\�RULJLQ��
3K\VLFLVWV�FDOO�WKLV�D�ZRUOG�OLQH��DQG�\RXU�OLIH�LV�OLNH�WKDW��,W�VRPHWLPHV�IHHOV�OLNH�\RX�
KDYH�QR�RSWLRQV��EXW�\RX�DOZD\V�GR��<RX�could drop everything right now to earn your 
OLYLQJ�LQ�WKH�ÀVK�PDUNHWV�RI�5LR�DQG�OHDUQ�WR�SOD\�WKH�ERQJR�GUXPV��,I�\RX�DUH�VWXFN��
WKDW�LV�D�FKRLFH�\RX�DUH�PDNLQJ�DQG�\RX�FDQ�FKRRVH�RWKHUZLVH��,I�\RX�DUH�LQ�GLVWUHVV��
WKHQ�WKLV�UHDOL]DWLRQ�VKRXOG�PDNH�\RX�IHHO�EHWWHU�LPPHGLDWHO\��7UXVW�PH��&DOO�PH�

You Are Here
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For my present purpose retirement begins at the point 
where, without further earned income, your best 
projection of your net worth at the time of your death 

is zero. Beyond this point you should regard everything 
you do as voluntary, whether you continue working in 
the same profession or not. The world is vast and wide 
and there is no possibility of scratching the surface of 
its opportunity in a lifetime, yet many people fail to take 
advantage of their freedom when they can. Sometimes this 
is due to insecurity, pointless greed or lack of imagination, 

but the most common obstacle to retirement and its proper exploitation is productivity 
anxiety. Productive societies like ours succeed by conditioning their citizens to work 
hard and to feel lazy and worthless if they do not. The adaptive value of productivity 
anxiety is clear. Mother Nature likes to keep us on our toes and she is prepared to 
motivate us with the stick.

0DQ\�SHRSOH�DUH�KDXQWHG�E\�WKH�VXVSLFLRQ�WKH\�PD\�QRW�EH�VXIÀFLHQWO\�SURGXFWLYH�
or engaged, especially when they are contemplating or embarking on retirement. 
Previously, they could defend their productivity and engagement simply by stating 
their profession or course of study. Some people feel the need for an equivalent 
justification of their time in retirement, when you should not have to justify 
yourself. If you sit in the lotus posture for seven years of silence and then achieve 
enlightenment, have you been idle most of that time? If you engage in interesting 
FDSHUV�RI�QR�SDUWLFXODU�VLJQLÀFDQFH�IRU�WKH�UHVW�RI�\RXU�OLIH�\RX�VKRXOG�QRW�IHHO�JXLOW\�
about that. What are you doing with your time and what are you going to do with it 
in the future? Trust me. Call me.
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Imagine your brain as a vast range of convoluted 
cortical hills stretching into the distance before you, 
upon which a multitude of intelligent cats wander 

aimlessly, thinking their individual feline thoughts, each 
seeking some higher purpose. Note the random patterns 
in which the cats freely roam. The hills represent your 
ideas, your desires and your intentions. The activity of 
the cats on each of these hills is your brain, thinking about 
those things.        

As you survey your cognitive kingdom from the high vantage point of your 
prefrontal cortex, you cast the bright spotlight of your attention on one thematic 
hill after another, according to your evolving interest and intention. The cats are 
attracted to the spotlight and their aimless wanderings are drawn into patterns that are 
increasingly focused on the objects of your attention. They continue to think about 
those things on your behalf, for a while, even after you have turned your attention 
elsewhere, drifted into a daydream, turned on the television or fallen asleep.

If you are thinking systematically, and if you reanimate each thematic cat hill 
periodically with provocative new thoughts and your attention, I think you can 
maintain about 5 parallel thought processes around the clock without particular 
stress or strain. Few people habitually think this way, although I recommend it for 
you in your particular situation. This description is not entirely fanciful. Neurons 
ÀUH�LQ�JURXSV�DQG�WKDW�LV�KRZ�\RX�WKLQN��7UXVW�PH��&DOO�PH�

Herding Cats
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Ketamine
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Psychotherapy usually boils down to questions of 
identity and attachment. Who we think we are and 
how we want the world to be seem like absolute 

necessities, no matter how sophisticated our philosophy or 
psychological insight. When they are out of alignment we 
often become anxious, depressed or otherwise unhappy. 
A few hours of structured conversation and analysis are 
XVXDOO\�VXIÀFLHQW� WR� LGHQWLI\� WKH�SUREOHPDWLF� LGHDV�DQG�
the perspectives that make them problematic. That’s the 
easy part. Changing perspectives and attachments that 

SUHVHQW�WR�XV�DV�LQWXLWLRQ�FDQ�EH�GLIÀFXOW�DQG�WLPH�FRQVXPLQJ��7KH�XVXDO�PHWKRGV�
of psychotherapy amount to a gradual reconditioning of problematic thoughts and 
perspectives by means of prolonged examination from many angles. This work can 
be painstaking and lengthy because we are swimming upstream against our intuition.

Suddenly, a treatment modality that has been loitering on the fringes of 
psychotherapy for decades has burst into the mainstream in the form of ketamine 
therapy. Ketamine has been widely used as an anesthetic for over 50 years and is 
recognized as safe and effective in a wide range of medical applications. In much lower 
doses, ketamine has psychedelic properties that induce a state of mental dissociation in 
which your sense of identity is detached from the intuitive thoughts and perspectives 
that normally seem so much a part of you. In this state it is often possible to directly 
“see” these thoughts and perspectives as distinct from your self, and to move away 
from them intentionally. Ketamine offers great potential for rapid psychotherapy 
in many cases and I am collaborating with the medical professionals who are now 
offering ketamine treatment in Santa Fe. Trust me. Call me.
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Nagging
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Once a suggestion has been made and understood 
three times, repeating it further can be properly 
regarded as nagging. If it really is just a suggestion, 

this is the time to respectfully drop it. If it is actually a 
request or an instruction, this is the time to clarify that 
and then renegotiate or try to enforce it. A popular but 
unfortunate alternative is to increase the frequency of the 
same ineffective suggestion until the victim explodes or 
goes underground. What is intended as friendly interest or 

guidance is frequently experienced as nagging. Regardless of the objective realities, 
the perception of nagging evokes defenses that inhibit effective communication 
across the board, or much worse. 

Resolution does not necessarily mean dropping it. Friends, colleagues, couples, 
parents and children legitimately guide, counsel and train one another all the time, 
usually by mutual consent, and repetition is often essential to these consensual goals. 
The trusting license to engage one another in this persistent and challenging way can 
be an important element in healthy personal relationships, so long as it is welcome 
or at least within the scope of age-appropriate parental responsibility. It is sometimes 
appropriate to be insistent about sufficiently important issues, and sometimes it is 
just intrusive or overbearing. It is important for both of you to be clear about what 
the suggestion really is, why it looks like nagging to one of you, and what you both 
should do about it. Nagging is pointless and toxic. Trust me. Call me.
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Lie detectors are unreliable but incredibly persistent. 
I am talking about human lie detectors, although 
the machines are unreliable too. If your partner 

is worried about whether you are faithful, drink directly 
from the milk carton, still love them or think they are fat, 
WKHQ�WKH\�ZLOO�EH�ORRNLQJ�IRU�HYLGHQFH�WR�FRQÀUP�WKHLU�
VXVSLFLRQ��,I�\RX�ZHUH�JXLOW\�WKH\�ZRXOG�QRW�H[SHFW�WR�ÀQG�
much evidence because they credit you with superhuman 
powers of deception. Under these circumstances it doesn’t 

WDNH�PXFK�WR�ÀQG�\RX�guilty enough, which may trigger fresh investigations in 
completely different areas. Their investigations might encourage you to investigate 
back. It’s a slippery slope and there are things that you have been cagey or downright 
secretive about. Of course there are. This does not necessarily mean there is a 
problem. Privacy is important.

Human lie detectors often mistakenly believe that they are investigating a simple 
WUXWK��ZKLFK�LV�UDUHO\�WKH�FDVH��:KHQ�WKH�WDUJHW�RI�LQYHVWLJDWLRQ�LV�LQÀGHOLW\�RU�WKH�
milk carton thing, there is an important sense in which it is either true or false. But 
when the question is about a subjective experience like love or the perception of 
fatness, then the truth is likely to vary over time and circumstance. It is easy to 
read too much into the discoveries that are made in such fuzzy territory. You have 
probably each investigated the other in this way to some extent. It is a good idea to 
H[DPLQH�\RXU�ÀOH�RI�RSHQ�FDVHV�IURP�WLPH�WR�WLPH��DQG�WR�FRQVLGHU�ZKHWKHU�VRPH�RI�
them can be safely closed. Trust me. Call me.

Lie Detectors
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Watts of Thoughts: E=mc2

JOE FERGUSON, PhD
PhD Clinical Psychology, Fielding University
MBA, Wharton School of Business

Energy cannot be created or destroyed, but only 
transformed. Since Einstein, matter is energy and so 
is every other thing in this universe; including your 

car, your computer, and your thoughts. Thoughts are not yet 
understood well enough to derive their energy content, but 
they are certainly implemented in neural chemistry that is 
very well understood, and that can be described completely 
as an electrical process powered by granola, Red Bull, salt, 
water, and oxygen. Although we cannot yet calculate it, 
HYHU\�WKRXJKW�KDV�D�VSHFLÀF�ZDWWDJH��:KHQ�VRPH�1REHO�
ODXUHDWH�ÀQDOO\�GLVFRYHUV�WKH�PHDQLQJ�RI�WKH�ZRUG�gist we 

will be closer to the formula for that calculation.
     For the moment we can rely upon our universal agreement that there are a 

limited number of thoughts that can be thunk in a given period of time. That is why 
you need more time to think about this, and why your children need more time to 
study. I have read the opinion that people think about 30,000 thoughts a day, which is 
ULGLFXORXV�EXW�SUREDEO\�DERXW�ULJKW��DQG�WKDW��������RI�WKHP�DUH�UHSHDWV��1RZ�that is a 
really interesting thought whether it is literally true or not! The technical term for this 
phenomenon is perseveration, and it constitutes a great waste of intellectual energy 
that could be applied far more fruitfully. You know what I am talking about. Yes, you.

     The good news is that obsession and other pointless repetitive thinking is 
voluntary, at least to a certain extent. To the extent that it really is involuntary it can 
EH�UHFRQGLWLRQHG��:KDW�FRXOG�\RX�DFFRPSOLVK�LI�\RX�VSHQW�PRUH�RI�\RXU�WLPH�WKLQNLQJ�
systematically and effectively about your projects and the ongoing development of 
\RXU�OLIH"�:RXOG�\RX�EH�PRUH�FRPIRUWDEOH"�:RXOG�\RX�EH�PRUH�SRZHUIXO"�:RXOG�
\RX�EH�PRUH�DGPLUDEOH"�:RXOG�\RXU�OLIH�EH�EHWWHU"�<HV��RI�FRXUVH��7UXVW�PH��&DOO�PH�
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Anxiety and Stress
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Stress is the biological manifestation of anxiety, which 
is the feeling of impending catastrophe. The stress 
response prepares you to deal with whatever threat 

\RX�SHUFHLYH�E\�ÀJKWLQJ�RU�ÁHHLQJ�IURP�LW��6WUHVV�LV�KHDOWK\�
for about 15 minutes, which is how long it took our distant 
ancestors to resolve their typical impending catastrophe, one 
way or the other, before returning to the serenity of grazing, 
sleeping and digestion. If the stress response is prolonged it 
becomes a medical and psychiatric problem. Since civilization 
has made actual danger so rare in our daily lives, modern 

anxiety and stress are now commonly associated with questions of social standing and 
ÀQDQFLDO�VHFXULW\��ZKLFK�GR�QRW�IDOO�ZLWKLQ�WKH����PLQXWH�UHVROXWLRQ�ZLQGRZ�WKDW� LV�
optimal for health and happiness.

Most people speak as though they believe stress is something external that oppresses 
them rather than something they do in response to certain situations. This perspective 
is partially correct, but it limits the range of potential solutions to those that actually 
eliminate or change the stressful circumstances themselves. If the circumstance in question 
is something like gravity, your family or the inevitability of death, then the solution will 
have to entail some shift in perspective rather than any alteration of physics or the human 
condition. Unlike the world itself, there is no limit to the malleability of perspective. 
Perhaps this insight is what some people call enlightenment.

Fortunately, each link in the chain leading from anxiety to stress can be broken. When 
VWUHVVIXO�FLUFXPVWDQFHV�DUH�LPPXWDEOH�DQG�\RXU�SHUVSHFWLYH�LV�LQÁH[LEOH��LW�LV�VWLOO�SRVVLEOH�
to neutralize the stress response by means of skills like bravery and poise. Even when 
WKHVH�IDLO�\RX�FDQ�OHDUQ�WR�UHOD[�LQ�WKH�VDPH�UHÁH[LYH�ZD\�WKDW�\RX�UDLVH�\RXU�DUP�RU�
wiggle your ears. This may sound like a trick but it isn’t. Trust me. Call me.
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In our society, narcissism is an insult and humility is 
vastly over-reported. The most ambitious politicians 
and celebrities routinely proclaim their humility 

on national television, while narcissism is the title of a 
personality disorder. We are encouraged to disguise our 
natural narcissism and to pretend humility, which can 
render us inauthentic, guilty, and depressed.

The hallmarks of Narcissistic Personality Disorder are 
a grandiose sense of self-importance and a powerful need 

for admiration. These are also hallmarks of the most admirable and accomplished 
individuals in our society. The difference between saints and jerks lies primarily in 
their level of social sophistication. Jerks apparently do not realize that they actually 
QHHG�WR�EH�DGPLUDEOH�LQ�RUGHU�WR�EH�DGPLUHG��6DLQWV�UHFRJQL]H�WKLV�DQG�RIWHQ�VDFULÀFH�
WKHLU�SK\VLFDO��ÀQDQFLDO��DQG�HPRWLRQDO�ZHOO�EHLQJ�LQ�RUGHU�WR�GR�H[WUHPHO\�DGPLUDEOH�
WKLQJV��(QOLJKWHQHG�QDUFLVVLVWV�LQ�RWKHU�ÀHOGV�SUHIHU�WR�EH�VOLJKWO\�OHVV�DGPLUDEOH�
ZLWKRXW�GHSULYDWLRQ��DV� ,�GR��7KH�RIÀFLDO�SV\FKLDWULF�GLDJQRVLV�RI�1DUFLVVLVWLF�
Personality Disorder is reserved for jerks and it is a diagnosis that I don’t use.

Grandiose plans are prerequisite to major accomplishments. Admirable personal 
ethics are prerequisite to admiration. Enlightened narcissists understand that ethical 
pretensions are easily detected and they are therefore genuine, consistent, and 
reliable. Enlightened narcissism is the foundation of ethical behavior, despite nearly 
universal claims to the contrary. Embrace and harness your natural narcissism!  
Trust me. Call me.

Enlightened Narcissism
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JOE FERGUSON, PhD
PhD Clinical Psychology, Fielding University
MBA, Wharton School of Business

Success is often mistaken for a condition that can be 
VXVWDLQHG�LQGHÀQLWHO\��%XW�VXFFHVV�LV�DQ�HYHQW�UDWKHU�
WKDQ�D�FRQGLWLRQ��PRUH�OLNH�D�JRRG�SDUW\�WKDQ�D�JRRG�

PDUULDJH��7KH�WKULOO�RI�DFFRPSOLVKPHQW�LV�DOZD\V�WUDQVLWRU\��
1HZ�LQWHUHVWV��DVSLUDWLRQV��DQG�SURMHFWV�PXVW�FRQVWDQWO\�
UHSODFH�WKRVH�WKDW�KDYH�EHHQ�IXOÀOOHG�RU�HOVH�D�QRQVSHFLÀF�
GHVSDLU�FDQ�GHYHORS��,URQLFDOO\�� WKLV� LV�PRVW� OLNHO\�DW� WKH�
SHDN�RI�D�VXFFHVVIXO�FDUHHU��ZKHUH�WKH�JURZWK�FXUYH�VWDUWV�
WR�OHYHO�RII�

7KLV�LV�KDOI�WKH�GHVSDLU�WKDW�XQGHUOLHV�WKH�VWDQGDUG�PLGOLIH�FULVLV��7KH�RWKHU�KDOI�LV�D�
VXGGHQ�DZDUHQHVV�RI�WKH�WLFNLQJ�FORFN��1RZ�\RX�KDYH�WHUURU�DQG�GHVSDLU�DW�WKH�KHLJKW�RI�
DGXOW�DFKLHYHPHQW��QHLWKHU�RI�ZKLFK�KDV�DQ\�DSSDUHQW�H[WHUQDO�FDXVH��7KH�URRWV�RI�WKH�
PLGOLIH�FULVLV�DUH�WKHUHIRUH�LQYLVLEOH�DQG�\RXU�SXEOLF�RIWHQ�FDQQRW�HPSDWKL]H�ZLWK�\RX�
EHFDXVH�QRWKLQJ�DSSHDUV�WR�KDYH�FKDQJHG��(YHQ�you�PD\�KDYH�D�KDUG�WLPH�DFFRXQWLQJ�
IRU�WKH�FULVLV�DQG�HYHU\RQH�LV�WKHUHIRUH�OLNHO\�WR�FRPH�XS�ZLWK�WKHLU�RZQ�H[SODQDWLRQ�
IRU�ZKDW�\RXU�SUREOHP�really�LV��6XFK�H[SODQDWLRQV�DUH�RIWHQ�LQDGHTXDWH�RU�PLVWDNHQ�

�����/RQJ�DIWHU�LWV�VKHOI�OLIH�KDV�H[SLUHG��VXFFHVV�RIWHQ�FRQWLQXHV�WR�SURYLGH�PDWHULDO�
DQG�RWKHU�UHZDUGV�WKDW�PDNH�LW�GLIÀFXOW�WR�WU\�DQ\WKLQJ�HOVH��,Q�RUGHU�WR�JHW�WKH�WKULOO�
EDFN�LW�LV�QHFHVVDU\�WR�WU\�VRPHWKLQJ�QHZ��VRPHWKLQJ�UHDOO\�VXEVWDQWLDO�DQG�VRPHWKLQJ�
DW�ZKLFK�\RX�PXVW�SUREDEO\�VWDUW�RII�UHODWLYHO\�LQFRPSHWHQW��2WKHUZLVH�\RX�DUH�OLNHO\�
WR�ÀQG�\RXUVHOI�ZLWK�DQ�H[SHQVLYH�VSRUWV�FDU�DQG�D�VZHHW�\RXQJ�WKLQJ��VWLOO�LQ�GHVSDLU��
7KLV�ZLOO�QRW�GR��<RXU�VLWXDWLRQ�LV�XQLTXH��EXW�QRW�that�XQLTXH��7UXVW�PH��&DOO�PH�

The Thrill of Incompetence
and the Agony of Success
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Social Distance and Masking
JOE FERGUSON, PhD
PhD Clinical Psychology, Fielding University
MBA, Wharton School of Business

It is a simple fact that you are alone inside your head 
from the moment you are born until the day you die. 
Your whole life unfolds within the two pints of neurons 

that constitute your brain, except that they are constantly 
exchanging signals with the outside world. Early on, these 
signals convince you that there are others like you out 
there, whose opinion matters and on whom your survival 
depends. In order to interact with them, you invent an 
identity that you wear like a mask, without knowing it’s 
a mask or that you have invented it. Everyone has their 

own mask and, when we face each other, we determine what to think and how to 
feel together. This is what it means to be a social being.

Until very recently, all social interaction was up close and personal. Our family, 
our tribe and the occasional stranger were the only others we encountered. We were 
literally in each other’s face; where body language, prosody and context matter 
more than words. In the Middle Ages, books and newspapers began to stand in for 
personal communication. In the 60s, Walter Cronkite became our uncle, who spoke 
to us every day. Just yesterday, text messaging, cable news and Twitter became our 
constant companions. Then came COVID, social distance and literal masking. Each 
step along this path stripped away more of the social nuance and context we have 
HYROYHG�WR�UHO\�RQ��2XU�LGHQWLW\�LV�LQFUHDVLQJO\�GHÀQHG�E\�WKLV�QHZ�QHWZRUN�RI�VLJQDOV�
that are not human. Many people I know, clients I see, and societies I observe are 
fragmenting and suffering in this alien environment. Adjustments will be required 
inside our heads, where we will always live alone, and in our human relationships, 
which determine what we think and how we feel. Trust me. Call me.



JOE FERGUSON, PhD
PhD Clinical Psychology, Fielding University
MBA, Wharton School of Business

It is important to recognize and embrace your inner laboratory 
DQLPDO�VR�WKDW�\RX�FDQ�EHWWHU�LQÁXHQFH�\RXU�RZQ�EHKDYLRU�
RQFH�\RX�GHFLGH�ZKDW�\RX�ZDQW�WR�GR��5DWV�DUH�SDUWLFXODUO\�

good for conditioning experiments because they exhibit complex 
LQQDWH�EHKDYLRU�DQG�WKH\�DUH�XQFRQWDPLQDWHG�E\�FXOWXUH�RU�E\�
WKLQNLQJ��7KHVH�UDW�IHDWXUHV�DOORZHG�SV\FKRORJLVWV�WR�GHWHUPLQH�
WKH�PDWKHPDWLFDO�UXOHV�RI�SRVLWLYH�DQG�QHJDWLYH�UHLQIRUFHPHQW�
KDOI�D�FHQWXU\�EHIRUH�WKH�QHXUDO�PHFKDQLVP�RI�FRQGLWLRQLQJ�ZDV�
SURSHUO\�XQGHUVWRRG��<RX�HVWDEOLVK�D�UHLQIRUFHPHQW�VFKHGXOH�IRU�
\RXUVHOI�ZKHQ�\RX�OHDUQ�WR�SOD\�JROI�RU�TXLW�VPRNLQJ��PDVWHU�D�
QHZ�VXEMHFW��UHFRYHU�IURP�DQ�DGGLFWLRQ�RU�RYHUFRPH�D�IHDU��<RX�
are reconditioning yourself intentionally all the time; or trying to 

ZLWKRXW�H[DFWO\�NQRZLQJ�WKH�UXOHV��<RX�DUH�WU\LQJ�WR�HPEUDFH�\RXU�LQQHU�UDW�
7DUJHWV�IRU�EHKDYLRU�PRGLÀFDWLRQ�DUH�QRW�VR�FOHDU�ZKHQ�ZH�DUH�WDONLQJ�DERXW�LQWLPDWH�

UHODWLRQVKLSV��SHUVRQDO�DVSLUDWLRQV��NLGV��SDUHQWV��VH[XDOLW\��ORYH��PRQH\��UHWLUHPHQW��VHFXULW\��
DWWDFKPHQW�RU�H[LVWHQWLDO�DQJVW��&RQWUDU\�WR�WKH�VWULFW�EHKDYLRULVWV��KXPDQV�KDYH�H[WUHPHO\�
complex language and symbolic instincts that are genetically coded and literally embodied 
LQ� WKH�ZHWZDUH�RI�RXU�EUDLQV�DQG�YRFDO�FRUGV��6SHHFK�LV�RQH�SURGXFW�RI� WKLV�V\VWHP�DQG�
WKLQNLQJ�LV�DQRWKHU��(YHU\WKLQJ�ZH�WKLQN��VD\�DQG�GR�LV�FRQGLWLRQHG�RQ�WKLV�IRXQGDWLRQ�E\�RXU�
FXOWXUH��ODQJXDJH�DQG�VLWXDWLRQ��7KLV�LV�WKH�HVVHQWLDO�SRVWPRGHUQ�LQVLJKW�DQG�LW�LV�DOVR�WKH�NH\�
WR�FRXQVHOLQJ�DQG�SV\FKRWKHUDS\��)URP�D�VXIÀFLHQW�GLVWDQFH�PDQ\�RI�RXU�VWURQJHVW�EHOLHIV�
WXUQ�RXW�WR�EH�TXLWH�DUELWUDU\��HVSHFLDOO\�WKH�G\VIXQFWLRQDO�RQHV�WKDW�DUH�FDXVLQJ�\RX�JULHI��
&XOWXUH�DQG�ODQJXDJH�GHÀQH�ZKR�ZH�WKLQN�ZH�DUH�DQG�ZKDW�ZH�WKLQN�LV�JRLQJ�RQ��LQFOXGLQJ�
WKH�SUREOHPV�ZH�WKLQN�ZH�KDYH�DQG�WKHLU�VROXWLRQV��7KLV�LV�ZK\�FHUWDLQ�NLQGV�RI�WKLQNLQJ�DQG�
WDONLQJ�FDQ�EH�HVSHFLDOO\�KHOSIXO�

'HSUHVVLRQ�DQG�DQ[LHW\�UHÁHFW�\RXU�EHOLHI�WKDW�\RXU�VLWXDWLRQ�LV�GDQJHURXV�DQG�KRSHOHVV��WKDW�
HYHU\WKLQJ�LV�D�ELJ�GHDO��DQG�WKDW�WKLV�LV�QHYHU�JRLQJ�WR�FKDQJH��1RQH�RI�WKHVH�WKLQJV�LV�DFWXDOO\�
DV�WUXH�DV�LW�VHHPV�ZKHQ�\RX�DUH�GHSUHVVHG�RU�DQ[LRXV��DQG�WKLV�LQVLJKW�LWVHOI�SURYLGHV�LPPHGLDWH�
UHOLHI�IURP�GHSUHVVLRQ�DQG�DQ[LHW\��7KLV�LQVLJKW�QHHGV�WR�EH�UHLQIRUFHG��7UXVW�PH��&DOO�PH�

Embrace Your Inner Rat
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JOE FERGUSON, PhD
PhD Clinical Psychology, Fielding University
MBA, Wharton School of Business

The rocket does not care much about the gantry or what 
stands behind it. It is poised to explode into space on 
the back of its powerful thrusters with transition to 

warp speed shortly thereafter, no doubt. The universe waits 
to be discovered and an appreciation for the history and 
support structure that makes the launch possible will have to 
wait a while. For the avoidance of doubt, you are the gantry 
and your son or daughter is the rocket. Let’s assume you 
are not trying to live vicariously through your offspring and 
you are not trying to mould him or her to the pre-conceived 

image you certainly have in mind, but rather that your pure and steadfast goal is to 
facilitate the success of their own personal mission in life; whatever that might turn out 
to be. If you are in this for the credit you might want to come up with a backup plan.

   As the gantry falls away, which is where you are now, Mission Control is suddenly 
reduced to radio communication. Until that moment the launch sequence could be 
interrupted at any time while all manner of equipment and personnel could be applied 
directly to the rocket. That luxury has expired. If there is a problem now, the best you 
FDQ�GR�LV�WR�SURYLGH�UDGLR�DGYLFH�RQ�KRZ�WR�MXU\�ULJ�DQ�DLU�SXULÀFDWLRQ�V\VWHP�IURP�VSDUH�
parts for the zero-gravity toilet. The isolated crew are going to have to do it themselves. 
They still need Houston to calculate a re-entry that doesn’t involve incineration, but 
they may not realize this until they have been in orbit for a while. Be patient and wait 
IRU�WKH�����FDOO��,�UHDOL]H�WKLV�LV�GLIÀFXOW�

    Planning, training and ground operations are all vital to the success of the mission, 
but after launch you can’t use your own tools anymore. You should start shifting to 
radio support as soon as possible. Trust me. Call me.

Launch Operations

Concise Personal Counseling
$225 per 70-minute session ~ Walking Distance From St. John’s College 

(505) 913-7159 ~ DrJoe@Fergi.com ~ www.Fergi.com
NM LICENSE 1401 / CA LICENSE 22260                                 ADVERTISEMENT



JOE FERGUSON, PhD
PhD Clinical Psychology, Fielding University
MBA, Wharton School of Business

As Gautama Buddha famously observed, attachment 
is the root of all suffering. This is true, but 
attachment is also the root of love and passion. 

Attachment is fundamental to the the human condition 
but it is also, to some extent, voluntary. Detachment can 
be cultivated by various means, and it is an objective 
of many schools and practices; including science and 
enlightenment. Detachment is often an important goal 
of psychotherapy. Dissociation is a state of detachment 
from personal identify itself, to which we can resort under 

circumstances of extreme trauma. Pain is unavoidable but suffering is relieved by 
detachment, according to the metaphorical formula:

Suffering = Pain x Resistance
Attachment can also be cultivated by various means, and it too is an objective 

of many schools and practices; including education and marketing. Attachment is 
RIWHQ�DQ�LPSRUWDQW�JRDO�RI�SV\FKRWKHUDS\��$WWDFKPHQW�VW\OHV�GHÀQH�ZKLFK�SHRSOH�
are compatible and how they determine whether or not they are being loved. 
Relationship counseling is often a matter of translation from one love language 
into another. Codependence is an attachment to shared identity at the expense of 
personal identity and interest, demanding constant reinforcement at any price. 
Insecure attachment often resorts to a defensive form of protective detachment, 
or the pretense of detachment. Secure attachment can be mistaken for detachment 
EHFDXVH�LW�UHTXLUHV�QR�VLJQV�RU�DFWLYH�FRQÀUPDWLRQ��6HFXUH�DWWDFKPHQW�FDQ�DIIRUG�
to be relaxed and undemanding. The avoidance of suffering need not entail the 
renunciation of attachment, passion or joy. Trust me. Call me.

Attachment
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JOE FERGUSON, PhD
PhD Clinical Psychology, Fielding University
MBA, Wharton School of Business

Intuition is one part of yourself making suggestions 
to another part, generally without explanation. What 
you are aware of as your conscious self is really just 

a tiny subset of what goes on inside your head. Consider 
what suggestion a cat’s whiskers might give to their cat 
about whether to proceed into that narrow space. The kitty 
doesn’t need to know trigonometry, the width of its hips or 
WKH�FRQVHTXHQFHV�RI�JHWWLQJ�VWXFN�LQ�D�SLSH�WR�EHQHÀW�IURP�
the intuition that arises from the simultaneous stimulation 
of whiskers on both sides of its face. This intuition means 

“Don’t crawl into that pipe, Kitty!” Most of the cats that ignored this intuition in the 
SDVW�DUH�GHDG��7KLV�VLPSOH�UHÁH[�VXJJHVWV�KRZ�LQWXLWLRQ�ZRUNV�DW�KLJKHU�OHYHOV�

Once you have invested the necessary hours to master any discipline, regardless of 
LWV�VFRSH�RU�VFDOH��\RX�FDQ�H[SHFW�WR�KDYH�LQWXLWLRQV�WKDW�UHÁHFW�ZKDW�\RX�KDYH�OHDUQHG�
in that domain thereafter. Note that intuition encodes everything you learn regardless 
of whether it is right or not, so intuition also institutionalizes errors, mistakes and 
delusions along with wisdom. Intuition is effortless and it frees you from having to 
UHFRQVWUXFW�HYHU\WKLQJ�IURP�ÀUVW�SULQFLSOHV�UHSHDWHGO\��VR�\RX�FDQ�EXLOG�RQ�ZKDW�\RX�
KDYH�OHDUQHG��&UHDWLYLW\�LV�LQWXLWLYH��DOPRVW�E\�GHÀQLWLRQ��<RX�FDQ�LQYLWH�\RXU�LQWXLWLRQ�
to generate surprising new alternatives from among which you can select those that 
are interesting but not too crazy. Intuition is only a good thing as long as your critical 
reasoning and judgment are intact and activated. Intuitive judgments about the quality 
of your own intuition are aesthetics, which inform you about what you think is good 
and right without your having to know why you think that. Intuition is a sharp sword 
with two edges. Pay attention to how you wield it. Trust me. Call me.

Intuition, Creativity and Aesthetics
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JOE FERGUSON, PhD
PhD Clinical Psychology, Fielding University
MBA, Wharton School of Business

This too shall pass. If you are pessimistic and depressed, 
you will get over it. If you are optimistic and joyful, you 
will get over that too. If you are deciding whether to 

PDUU\�RU�GLYRUFH��UHWLUH�RU�ÀQG�D�QHZ�OLQH�RI�ZRUN��JR�WR�%UD]LO�
to become a bongo drum player or endure what you have come 
WR�UHJDUG�DV�D�SRLQWOHVV�H[LVWHQFH��\RX�ZLOO�SUREDEO\�ÁLS�EDFN�
DQG�IRUWK�UHSHDWHGO\�EHIRUH�PDNLQJ�D�GHFLVLRQ��<RX�PD\�HYHQ�
ÁLS�EDFN�DQG�IRUWK�LQGHÀQLWHO\�ZLWKRXW�HYHU�PDNLQJ�D�GHFLVLRQ��
The facts in the world that we are considering are generally 
QRW�ÁLSSLQJ�EDFN�DQG�IRUWK�OLNH�WKLV��VR�LW�PXVW�EH�VRPHWKLQJ�

DERXW�XV�DQG�WKH�ZD\�ZH�WKLQN�
)OLS�ÁRSSLQJ�LV�EXLOW�GHHSO\�LQWR�WKH�VWUXFWXUH�RI�RXU�EUDLQV��DV� LOOXVWUDWHG�E\�WKH�

phenomenon of binocular rivalry. Normally the images presented to each of our eyes 
are almost identical and our brain integrates them to give us a single image with depth. 
+RZHYHU��LI�\RX�DUH�ÀWWHG�ZLWK�JRJJOHV�WKDW�SUHVHQW�HQWLUHO\�GLIIHUHQW�LPDJHV�WR�HDFK�H\H��
say a house on the left and a face on the right, then you don’t see a face superimposed 
RQ�D�KRXVH�DV�\RX�PLJKW�H[SHFW��EXW�UDWKHU�\RX�VHH�ÀUVW�RQH�LPDJH�DQG�WKHQ�WKH�RWKHU��
DOWHUQDWLQJ�EDFN�DQG�IRUWK�HYHU\�IHZ�VHFRQGV��7KLV�LQYROXQWDU\�DOWHUQDWLRQ�LV�QDWXUH·V�
ZD\�RI�PDNLQJ�VXUH�ZH�FRQVLGHU�YDULRXV�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQV�RI�RXU�VLWXDWLRQ��,I�KXPDQV�GLGQ·W�
do this our ancestors would have been eaten and some other species would be living in 
Santa Fe.

'LIÀFXOW�SHUVRQDO�GHFLVLRQV�RIWHQ�HQWDLO�WKLV�VRUW�RI�LQYROXQWDU\�ÁLS�ÁRSSLQJ��ZKLFK�
FDQ�EH�H[SHULHQFHG�DV�HLWKHU�FRQIXVLRQ�RU�LOOXPLQDWLQJ�GHOLEHUDWLRQ��)OLS�ÁRSSLQJ�FDQ�
be productive for a while. This insight is instructive for the resolution of dilemmas, the 
reduction of anxiety and depression, and the enhancement of serenity. Trust me. Call me.

Like Binocular Rivalry
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Walkabout
JOE FERGUSON, PhD
PhD Clinical Psychology, Fielding University
MBA, Wharton School of Business

The walkabout I recommend entails a sustained and 
solitary launching into a comfortable but unfamiliar 
environment that is interesting but not dangerous. 

Twice for me, this has been India with good hotels. My 
object is to suspend the routines and regularities of life 
as much as possible in order to invite new thoughts and 
experience into that space. A walkabout must be undertaken 
alone because personal relationships channel so much of 
our capacity into established patterns. Pattern maintenance 

is arguably the purpose of human relationships and it is generally a good thing, but 
not on a walkabout. A walkabout should be longer than a month.

A walkabout is not a vacation but a pursuit, the object of which can be framed as 
EURDGO\�RU�DV�QDUURZO\�DV�\RX�SOHDVH��<RXU�LQWHQWLRQ�LQYLWHV�\RXU�XQIHWWHUHG�PLQG�WR�ÀOO�
WKH�HPSW\�VSDFHV�ZLWKLQ�\RXU�IUDPH��DV�\RX�LQYLWH�LW�WR�ÀOO�\RXU�VFUHHQ�ZLWK�ZRUGV�DQG�
WKRXJKWV�ZKHQ�\RX�ZULWH��7KLV�FUHDWLYH�ÀOOLQJ�LV�HIIRUWOHVV��DOWKRXJK�VRPH�SHRSOH�IHHO�
compelled to strain while it is happening, out of a mistaken sense of executive agency. 
The daily walkabout cycle is a setup for this process. The unfamiliar environment into 
which you launch each morning arrests your attention for a while and clears away 
the ordinary mental debris. Whatever befalls you in your launching might enhance 
\RXU�IUDPHZRUN�LQ�VRPH�ZD\�RU�LW�PLJKW�QRW��,Q�WKH�DEVHQFH�RI�URXWLQH�WR�ÀOO�\RXU�GD\�
after the action, absentminded rumination is your creative engine. Only periodically 
GR�\RX�UHÁHFW�XSRQ�ZKDW�KDV�ÀOOHG�WKH�VSDFHV�DQG�FXOO�LW�GRZQ�WR�VRPHWKLQJ�\RX�FDQ�
use. There, at the end, is your executive agency. There is your walkabout harvest. 
Trust me. Call me.
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JOE FERGUSON, PhD
PhD Clinical Psychology, Fielding University
MBA, Wharton School of Business

Guilt is anxiety about being cut out of the herd to 
die alone in the wilderness. Humans are intensely 
social creatures who define ourselves almost 

entirely by our membership in groups, and by our roles 
within them. Family is the most fundamental group from 
which it is possible to be expelled; although nations, 
clans, companies, clubs, cliques and cabals can all serve 
as surrogates. We feel that if we were expelled we would 
be utterly alone, and guilt is therefore a close cousin 

to loneliness. Since guilt is the fear of exposure and expulsion, the loneliness it 
engenders can be sustained in the very midst of the group itself, which is confusing 
for everyone.

Guilt demonstrates that you have accepted the code of some group as valid and 
applicable to you, whether you agree with the code or not and even whether you have 
the vaguest idea what you have agreed to. You have accepted someone’s version of 
what is appropriate and you expect to be held accountable to that standard. Does 
the word inappropriate irritate you? Do you feel that words like this are deployed to 
manipulate you? Guilt demonstrates loyalty and it is often extracted from its victims 
for that reason alone. Perhaps you have had parents, lovers or employers like this. 
If they can induce you to feel guilty they believe they will own you, especially if 
you don’t know exactly what it is you feel guilty about. They are right. Guilt is an 
oppressive emotion and it is unnecessary in the presence of integrity. You don’t need 
guilt. Trust me. Call me.

Guilt
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Burn Your Bucket List
JOE FERGUSON, PhD
PhD Clinical Psychology, Fielding University
MBA, Wharton School of Business

Ever since Jack Nicholson and Morgan Freeman 
made that movie a few years ago, everybody is 
making lists of things they want to do before they 

die. Sometimes these lists are long and extravagant. The 
creation of a bucket list can be a constructive gesture of 
freedom and self determination when you are feeling 
VWLÁHG�DQG�XQIXOÀOOHG��DQG�LW�PD\�HYHQ�UHVXOW� LQ� WKH�
accomplishment of one or two of its entries. But my 
clients routinely demonstrate that bucket lists have a 

way of morphing into to-do lists over time, at which point they are likely to 
JHQHUDWH�DQ[LHW\�DQG�IUXVWUDWLRQ�UDWKHU�WKDQ�H[KLODUDWLRQ�DQG�IXOÀOOPHQW��,Q�WKHVH�
cases the question becomes “How can I ever hope (or afford) to accomplish all 
WKH�WKLQJV�,�KDYH�GHÀQHG�DV�HVVHQWLDO�WR�P\�IXOÀOOPHQW"µ 
,W�LV�WLPH�WR�VFUDS�WKH�EXFNHW�OLVW�LQ�IDYRU�RI�D�PRUH�VXEWOH�PHWDSKRU��RQH�WKDW�

celebrates the inexhaustible range of possibilities in the world as well as the 
ÁXLG�QDWXUH�RI�RXU�RZQ�SUHIHUHQFHV�DQG�WDVWH��,�SURSRVH�7KH�)XQQHO�RI�/LIH, for 
which you should imagine the sort of contraption that dispenses food pellets to 
your hamster when he chooses to dine. Harry the Hamster assumes there is an 
inexhaustible food supply and he takes it for granted that the next pellet out of 
the chute will be just as tasty as those still buried in the hopper above. He does 
not ask for any particular pellet and he does not worry about getting through 
them all; he simply asks ́ :KDW�QH[W"µ Harry is serene and happy. Be like Harry. 
Trust me. Call me.
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Capers
JOE FERGUSON, PhD
PhD Clinical Psychology, Fielding University
MBA, Wharton School of Business

Capers are essential to the well-being of human 
males at every stage of their development. At 8 
months, a satisfactory caper can consist of crawling 

out of bounds or landing on the most satisfying notes of 
the electronic musical pad beneath our Johnny-Jump-Up. 
Over the course of the male lifecycle our capers may 
evolve to encompass skateboarding, paintball, football, 
girls, cars driven with reckless abandon, forbidden women, 
forbidden men, business and power pursued with reckless 

abandon, money pursued with reckless abandon, espionage, war, philosophy or 
WHFKQRORJ\�SXUVXHG�ZLWK�UHFNOHVV�DEDQGRQ��ÀVKLQJ��JROI�DQG�XQFRQYHQWLRQDO�HVVD\V��
7KH�QHHG�IRU�FDSHUV�FDQ�EH�VDWLVÀHG�ZLWKLQ�WKH�ODZ�DQG�ZLWKLQ�WKH�FRPPLWPHQWV�
of any reasonable relationship if it is recognized for what it is and addressed in a 
healthy and straightforward manner, although it need not stay within these bounds. 
6QHDNLQJ�RXW�WR�D�PRYLH�LQ�WKH�DIWHUQRRQ��JRLQJ�WR�D�ÀOP�IHVWLYDO�DORQH�IRU�D�FRXSOH�
of days, or disappearing into the desert for an esoteric academic conference are like 
crawling out of bounds for me now. In caper deprivation a dreadful malaise may 
VHW�LQ��HVSHFLDOO\�DW�PLGGOH�DJH��DQG�WKLV�FDQ�EH�GLIÀFXOW�WR�GLDJQRVH�DQG�WR�FXUH��
Midlife malaise can result in unexplained weight loss, sudden motorcycles, and the 
appearance of sweet young things where there should be none. Capers are essential 
to the well-being of human males at every stage of development. They should be 
cultivated and nurtured carefully rather than allowed to grow wild. Trust me. Call 
me or have him call me.
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Depression
JOE FERGUSON, PhD
PhD Clinical Psychology, Fielding University
MBA, Wharton School of Business

COLHQWV�DUH�UDUHO\�GHSUHVVHG�ZKHQ�WKH\�OHDYH�P\�RIÀFH��
7KLV�LV�QRW�EHFDXVH�,�DP�D�EULOOLDQW�SV\FKRWKHUDSLVW�EXW�
VLPSO\�EHFDXVH�ZH�KDYH�MXVW�KDG�D�OLYHO\����PLQXWH�

FRQYHUVDWLRQ��<RX�ZHUH�GHSUHVVHG�RQ�DUULYDO�DQG�LW�WRRN����
PLQXWHV�WR�GHVFULEH�\RXU�VLWXDWLRQ��KRZ�\RX�IHHO��DQG�ZKDW�\RX�
WKLQN�DERXW�LW�DOO��$W�WKLV�SRLQW�,�DVN�LI�\RX�DUH�VWLOO�GHSUHVVHG��
ULJKW�DW�WKDW�PRPHQW�VLWWLQJ�WKHUH�RQ�P\�FRXFK�DQG�WDONLQJ�WR�
PH�VR�HQHUJHWLFDOO\��<RX�DUH�D�ELW�VXUSULVHG�WR�ÀQG�WKDW�\RX�
DUH�DFWXDOO\�QRW�GHSUHVVHG�DW�WKDW�PRPHQW��EXW�\RX�DVVXUH�PH�
WKDW�WKH�IHHOLQJ�ZLOO�UHWXUQ�VKRUWO\��,�JUDQW�WKDW�LW�SUREDEO\�ZLOO��

EXW�QRW�ZKLOH�\RX�DUH�LQ�P\�RIÀFH��,�DVVXUH�\RX�WKDW�\RXU�WHPSRUDU\�UHPLVVLRQ�LV�QRUPDO�
DQG�,�SRLQW�RXW�WKDW�GXULQJ�WKH�FRXUVH�RI�RXU�FRQYHUVDWLRQ�WKHUH�KDV�EHHQ�QR�FKDQJH�LQ�WKH�
GHSUHVVLQJ�VLWXDWLRQ�\RX�KDYH�MXVW�GHVFULEHG��<HW�\RX�DUH�QRW�GHSUHVVHG�DW�WKLV�PRPHQW��
VR�LW�PXVW�EH�WKDW�WKH�UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�\RXU�VLWXDWLRQ�DQG�\RXU�GHSUHVVLRQ�LV�QRW�DV�
GLUHFW�DV�\RX�KDYH�SUHVXPHG�

%HIRUH�\RX�OHDYH�P\�RIÀFH�ZH�OHDS�RQ�WKH�RSSRUWXQLW\�WKDW�\RXU�WHPSRUDU\�UHOLHI�
DIIRUGV�WR�PDNH�VRPH�VPDOO�EXW�FRQVWUXFWLYH�GHFLVLRQ�UHJDUGLQJ�\RXU�VLWXDWLRQ��7KLV�WRNHQ�
FHPHQWV�\RXU�HQJDJHPHQW�ZLWK�WKH�UHVROXWLRQ�RI�\RXU�GLOHPPD��ZKLFK�OHDGV�WR�WKH�DFWXDO�
FKDQJH�DQG�SHUPDQHQW�UHOLHI�\RX�VHHN��,W�LV�XVXDOO\�QRW�GLIÀFXOW�WR�LGHQWLI\�WKH�NQRWV�RI�
FLUFXPVWDQFH�DQG�SHUVSHFWLYH�WKDW�DUH�YH[LQJ�\RX��7KH�&RJQLWLYH�7ULDG�RI�'HSUHVVLRQ�LV�
WKH�FRPELQDWLRQ�RI�DQ�XQDFFHSWDEOH�VLWXDWLRQ��D�VHQVH�RI�SRZHUOHVVQHVV�WR�FKDQJH�LW��DQG�
WKH�IHDU�WKDW�LW�PD\�JR�RQ�IRUHYHU��5HPRYLQJ�DQ\�RI�WKHVH�HOHPHQWV�UHOLHYHV�GHSUHVVLRQ��
,W�LV�QRW�URFNHW�VFLHQFH�DQG�LW�ZRUNV��2QFH�WKH�SDUDO\]LQJ�KD]H�RI�GHSUHVVLRQ�KDV�OLIWHG�
\RX�FDQ�WXUQ�\RXU�DWWHQWLRQ�WR�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�DQG�PDQDJLQJ�WKH�FRPSRVLWLRQ��GLUHFWLRQ�
DQG�TXDOLW\�RI�\RXU�OLIH��7UXVW�PH��&DOO�PH�
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Disavow Your Thoughts & Feelings
JOE FERGUSON, PhD
PhD Clinical Psychology, Fielding University
MBA, Wharton School of Business

Every kind of thought is in your head. The vast 
majority of these are unconscious and most would 
be incomprehensible if you could somehow 

experience them. What might be the thoughts of your 
digestive tract, for example, which has 5 times as many 
active neurons as your spinal cord? Your thoughts and 
feelings are almost entirely dedicated to regulating your 
metabolism or seeking food, money, friends and sex in a 
complex dynamic environment. You will note that, without 

effort or awareness, you never put the fork in your eye instead of your mouth, exit 
through the window rather than the door, or mistake your spouse for a hat. Your 
XQFRQVFLRXV�WKRXJKWV�JHW�DORQJ�MXVW�ÀQH�ZLWKRXW�\RXU�DWWHQWLRQ��ZKLFK�ZRXOG�RQO\�
confuse you both.

You view the life you think you lead from within a tiny bubble of conscious 
experience, balanced high on the pointy tip of your metaphorical brain. From within 
that bubble you vaguely sense the unconscious mass of primitive impulses and 
feelings from which your thoughts, behavior and personality emerge. Sometimes 
you hear them in the form of obsessive thoughts or emotions you would rather not 
experience. Every kind of thought is in your head and you are capable of any emotion, 
attitude or act; but you are more than that. You use language and you reason about 
your circumstances. You decide which thoughts and feelings to endorse and which 
WR�GLVDYRZ��<RX�GHFLGH�KRZ�\RX�UROO��DQG�\RX�HYHQ�KDYH�VRPH�LQÁXHQFH�RQ�ZKDW�
you think and feel. Trust me. Call me.



Don’t Believe 
Everything You Think

JOE FERGUSON, PhD
PhD Clinical Psychology, Fielding University
MBA, Wharton School of Business

The thoughts that pass through your head at any 
SDUWLFXODU�PRPHQW�UHÁHFW� WKH�H[SOLFLW�DQG�LPSOLFLW�
beliefs you have come to embrace over the course of 

your life, reinterpreted in light of your current physical and 
emotional state, under whatever your current circumstances 
happen to be. Note that many of your beliefs and important 
aspects of your personality were present at birth, and many 
others were impressed upon you immediately thereafter by 
whatever family, culture or cult you happen to have been 
born randomly into. The earliest beliefs you arrived at on 

your own were childish and often mistaken, as were your feelings about those beliefs. 
You were then drawn, more or less by chance, to communities of people and ideas 
WKDW�LQÁXHQFHG�WKH�IXUWKHU�HYROXWLRQ�RI�\RXU�WKLQNLQJ�DQG�EHOLHI�DFFRUGLQJ�WR�WKHLU�RZQ�
biases. This house of cards is the source of the ideas that come spontaneously to your 
mind these days, many of which are mistaken or beside the point. You are thinking 
this way most of the time, and so is whoever you are having trouble with. You should 
be skeptical about both of you and about what you think of each other.

The good news and the bad news is that words actually spoken, as opposed to 
thoughts merely thunk, can have an outsize effect on the thinking and speaking that 
follow. The bad news follows when the words are treated as statements of fact or 
arguments to be defended. The good news follows when they are taken as intuitive 
K\SRWKHVHV�WR�EH�FULWLFDOO\�H[DPLQHG�� WHVWHG�DQG�HYDOXDWHG��7KLV� LV� WKH�PHWKRG�RI�
critical reasoning, of science, and of my approach to psychotherapy and personal 
counseling. It works best when you aren’t committed to believing everything you 
think. Trust me. Call me.
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JOE FERGUSON, PhD
PhD Clinical Psychology, Fielding University
MBA, Wharton School of Business

After the fact, people often want to defend themselves 
on the basis of the words they literally used rather 
than what they clearly meant. While backpedaling, for 

example, you might try to reverse yourself by making a claim 
like “...but I said you were right” when what you actually 
said was “...yeah, right” in that sarcastic tone that slips out 
despite your best effort to act like an adult. The meaning of 
words cannot be properly understood without also hearing 
their prosody, which is the rhythm, emphasis and tone that 
tells us what a speaker really means and whether he is lying. 
The absence of prosody is what makes Stephen Hawking’s 

robotic voice so strange. The absence of prosody is also what makes email and text 
messages so easy to misinterpret. With a phone call you get the voice and prosody back, 
with Skype you get facial expressions and eye movement, and when you are face to face 
with a person you also get their body language, odor, and a whole range of interpersonal 
signals you are not even aware of.

Beyond the transcript and the prosody, there is the larger context that determines what 
is really going on in an exchange between two or more particular people. An otherwise 
cutting insult delivered by one good friend to another may be properly understood as an 
expression of intimacy. See what we can safely say to one another? We are that close! 
Or a truly cutting insult can be delivered to an intimate partner in a way that no third 
party could recognize for what it is, which is assault with a concealed linguistic weapon. 
You know what I mean.

So there are at least three distinct levels on which the words that are directed at you 
can be interpreted, or misinterpreted: the transcript, the prosody and the context. Failing 
to recognize this accounts for about half of all human communication problems. This is 
one of those things everyone knows that should have a major impact on their lives, but 
often doesn’t. Trust me. Call me.

Understanding Words
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JOE FERGUSON, PhD
PhD Clinical Psychology, Fielding University
MBA, Wharton School of Business

A flâneur is one who saunters among the streets, 
mixing with the crowd but not participating, 
shopping with no intention to buy; an anonymous 

observer within the fray. A flâneur occupies no fixed 
position, either geographically or intellectually, and feels 
no compulsion to form any opinions. Flânerie is like a 
VDEEDWLFDO�RU�D�UHÁHFWLYH�SDXVH�GXULQJ�ZKLFK�WKH�ÁkQHXU 
is fully open to new impressions, some of which may take 
URRW�DQG�ÁRXULVK�ODWHU�RQ�

As you read this I will be immersed in the Sundance 
)LOP�)HVWLYDO��GXULQJ�WKH�FRXUVH�RI�ZKLFK�,�ZLOO�VHH����ÀOPV�RU�PRUH��(DFK�ZLOO�EH�
WKH�FUDIWHG�UHÁHFWLRQ�RI�VRPH�GLUHFWRU·V�SHUVSHFWLYH�RQ�VRPH�DVSHFW�RI�WKH�ZRUOG��,�
ZLOO�VHH�WKHVH�ÀOPV�LQ�WKH�FRPSDQ\�RI�D�IHZ�IULHQGV�DQG��������VWUDQJHUV�DQG�,�ZLOO�
SD\���WLPHV�ZKDW�LW�ZRXOG�FRVW�WR�VHH�WKH�VDPH�ÀOPV�DW�WKH�9LROHW�&URZQ�RU�WKH�-HDQ�
&RFWHDX��7KH�WHHPLQJ�PDVVHV�DQG�WKH�IHVWLYDO�DWPRVSKHUH�ZLOO�PDJQLI\�DQG�FRORU�WKH�
FRJQLWLYH�GHQVLW\�RI����XQSUHGLFWDEOH�ÀOPV�LQ�VR�VKRUW�D�WLPH��,�FDQQRW�XQGHUVWDQG�
the effects all of this will have on my future intuition, but the experience will change 
and expand me somehow.

Periods of sensory and intellectual flânerie, interspersed with periods of 
FRQVROLGDWLRQ�DQG�LQWHJUDWLRQ��DUH�DW�WKH�KHDUW�RI�ERWK�VFLHQWLÀF�DQG�DUWLVWLF�HQWHUSULVHV��
7KH\�DUH�DOVR�DW�WKH�KHDUW�RI�SHUVRQDO�GHYHORSPHQW��:LWKRXW�ÁkQHULH there would be 
no creative leaps and we would be condemned to circular lives within the bounds of 
what we already know. Proper ÁkQHULH is indistinguishable from laziness or nihilism, 
and is therefore suspect. Some people never let go long enough to absorb anything 
QHZ��<RX�VKRXOG�DWWHQG�FRQIHUHQFHV�RXWVLGH�RI�\RXU�ÀHOG��7UXVW�PH��&DOO�PH��



JOE FERGUSON, PhD
PhD Clinical Psychology, Fielding University
MBA, Wharton School of Business

When I am having a certain type of animated 
conversation I like to be interrupted, as do most of 
my buddies. When we are on a roll, an interruption 

indicates that my interlocutor has grasped whatever point I 
was making and is ready to a) acknowledge it and move on 
to something else, b) acknowledge it and put some spin on it, 
or c) dispute it and suggest that I am an idiot for thinking that 
(in a good way). The way we see it, waiting for one another 
WR�ÀQLVK�HYHU\�VHQWHQFH��SDUDJUDSK�RU�PRQRORJXH�ZRXOG�EH�
JURVVO\�LQHIÀFLHQW�DQG�SDLQIXOO\�ERULQJ��VR�ZH�GRQ·W�GR�LW�RXW�

RI�PXWXDO�UHVSHFW��0\�EURWKHUV�DQG�,�ZRXOG�VRPHWLPHV�SUHIHU�WR�OHDSIURJ�RQH�DQRWKHU·V�
half-baked ideas into outer space and worry about re-entry later. We can engage in this 
sort of conversational irreverence because we know we are safe with each other no matter 
what we say, like teenage boys wrestling.

When we commune with our sweethearts, however, we try to strike an entirely different 
FRQYHUVDWLRQDO�WRQH��EHFDXVH�ZH�DUH�GHHSO\�LQWHUHVWHG�QRW�RQO\�LQ�ZKDW�\RX�KDYH�WR�VD\��
but also the lyrical way in which you choose to say it! We realize that this other type of 
conversation is as much about connection as it is about communication, as much about 
listening and being heard and as it is about the subject at hand. We realize that sometimes 
we are exploring new territory together rather than going anywhere or concluding anything 
in particular. We get that. We also realize that we will be sleeping outside in the dog 
KRXVH�LI�ZH�GRQ·W�JHW�WKLV�ULJKW��2QO\�SOHDVH�GRQ·W�DVN�XV�WR�JLYH�D�FKURQRORJLFDO�DFFRXQW�
RI�RXU�GD\��EHFDXVH�ZH�FDQ·W�GR�WKDW��:H�MXVW�GRQ·W�RUJDQL]H�LQIRUPDWLRQ�WKDW�ZD\��<RXU�
situation is unique and so is his. Trust me. Call me.

Guys, Interrupted
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Integrity
JOE FERGUSON, PhD
PhD Clinical Psychology, Fielding University
MBA, Wharton School of Business

Most people would agree that integrity includes 
doing what you say you are going to do, although 
it is not always clear when you have said you 

are going to do something. Nobody wants or expects to 
be held accountable for everything they say in ordinary 
conversation, which is more like brainstorming than 
GHFLVLRQ�PDNLQJ��6WDWHPHQWV�PDGH�XQGHU�WKH�LQÁXHQFH�
of alcohol are conditionally exempt, as are declarations 
made in anger, hysteria, delirium or confusion. The 
interpretation of when someone has said they are going 

to do something also has a great deal to do with the interests of the interpreter, who 
may be your partner, child, colleague or customer.

I have a large cardboard sign with the title Integrity�LQ�P\�RIÀFH�DQG�LQ�FRXSOHV�
counseling I use it to signify unambiguously when someone is making a serious 
commitment that they expect to be held accountable for. For the duration of the 
exercise, no statement or declaration can be regarded as binding unless the speaker 
is literally holding my cardboard sign, and I don’t hand it over lightly. I begin the 
exercise by asking each partner to excuse the other from every commitment or 
obligation they think they have ever made to one another. Going forward from that 
clean slate, I recommend that they hold the sign immediately in order to promise 
WKDW�WKH\�ZLOO�QRW�VOHHS�ZLWK�DQ\�WKLUG�SDUW\�ZLWKRXW�SULRU�QRWLÀFDWLRQ��&RPPLWPHQWV�
beyond that should be very few, and only regarding issues of genuinely vital interest 
WR�RQH�RU�ERWK�SDUWQHUV��&RPPLWPHQWV�FDQ�EH�RSSUHVVLYH�ZKHUH�IUHHO\�JLYHQ�JLIWV��
ORYH�DQG�VHUYLFH�DUH�QRW��7UXVW�PH��&DOO�PH�



JOE FERGUSON, PhD
PhD Clinical Psychology, Fielding University
MBA, Wharton School of Business

The Iron Chef is handed a bag of ingredients and 
challenged to create a culinary masterpiece. You 
are handed a bag of faculties and circumstances and 

challenged to create an autobiography. Prizes are awarded on 
the basis of the creation rather than the materials. This concept 
is particularly important during adolescence, midlife transition 
and old age; which sometimes overlap. 

During development, a personal and professional identity is 
IRUJHG�IURP�VWHUHRW\SHV�WKDW�DUH�ÁRDWLQJ�DURXQG�LQ�WKH�IDPLO\�
and the society, combined with the actual resources that each 
child happens to have received in his bag. Hopefully she is 

not pressed to follow a recipe for which she does not have the ingredients, but is allowed 
to utilize what she does have in something like her own way.

Around midlife the contents of the bag start to change, but the established recipe often 
does not. Short term memory degradation and back pain are among the most notorious 
PLGOLIH�ORVVHV�EXW��IRU�PHQ��ÁXLG�GHSOHWLRQ�DQG�WKH�ORVV�RI�LPPRUWDOLW\�DUH�DFWXDOO\�PRUH�
troublesome. On the other hand, experience and the possibility of wisdom have been 
added to the mix and these can be potent resources that enable new autobiographical 
possibilities. Hopefully the midlife transition goes well and there is no red sports car or 
26-year-old hottie.

Eventually we should expect to lose everything and die. It may sound strange to say 
that this does not have to be regarded as a loss. It depends upon who you think you are 
and what you think you are doing. If you have prepared yourself with an appropriate 
philosophy, then you may regard these changes as new ingredients for your evolving 
creation. You may be the sort of person who can do this naturally or you may have to 
ZRUN�RQ�LW��ZKLFK�LV�QRW�VR�GLIÀFXOW�RQFH�\RX�VWDUW��7UXVW�PH��&DOO�PH�

Iron Chef
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Lost Boys
JOE FERGUSON, PhD
PhD Clinical Psychology, Fielding University
MBA, Wharton School of Business

At 15, plus or minus 3 years, many adolescent males 
make a convincing case that they are incapable of 
any responsible judgment and unable to grasp the 

concept of a future. They continue to reinforce this impression 
through creative demonstrations of astounding recklessness 
and poor judgment until they are 24, plus or minus 8 years. 
This is when the world switches from predicting how they 
are going to turn out to judging how they actually turned out, 
ZKLFK�LV�FULWLFDO�EHFDXVH�WKDW�MXGJPHQW�WHQGV�WR�IXOÀOO�LWVHOI�

This indisputable reality is sometimes called the self-
IXOÀOOLQJ�SURSKHF\�RU��PRUH�WHFKQLFDOO\��WKH�3\JPDOLRQ�RU�5RVHQWKDO�HIIHFW��5RVHQWKDO�
famously demonstrated that when teachers are led to expect enhanced performance 
from their randomly assigned students they get it, and when they are led to expect poor 
performance they get that. The same goes for psychologists and probably for physicians 
DV�ZHOO��3UHGLFWLQJ�DQ�RXWFRPH�LV�YHU\�GLIIHUHQW�WKDQ�FUHDWLQJ�RQH��ZKLFK�LV�ZKDW�LV�JRLQJ�
RQ�KHUH��3DUHQWDO�MXGJPHQWV�DQG�H[SHFWDWLRQV�H[HUW�D�IDU�PRUH�SURIRXQG�3\JPDOLRQ�HIIHFW�
on their kids than those of teachers or psychologists.

The fact of the matter is that we have no idea what our kids are going to make of 
themselves, or when. Since they often don’t even wake up until they are 24, plus or minus 
8 years, that is a more reasonable time to start predicting how they are going to turn out 
than to start judging how they actually did. Many of them are just starting their adult 
launch sequence. This is also the point at which you can actually be helpful to them if you 
have not previously alienated them by trying to be too helpful, too forcefully, too soon. If 
you aren’t careful you can wind up treating your son as though he were defective, which 
is neither helpful or true. Trust me. Call me or have your son call me.
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Manipulation
JOE FERGUSON, PhD
PhD Clinical Psychology, Fielding University
MBA, Wharton School of Business

I am an accomplished manipulator of people and I have 
a professional obligation to be transparent about that. 
Psychologists mostly just talk, and practically none of 

the things we actually say requires a license. But I do need 
a license to call myself a psychologist and I am committed 
to a code of ethics that includes informed consent. Personal 
counseling and psychotherapy are intermittently manipulative 
in the sense that some insights must be gained in stages that 
counselors and therapists already understand as we lead 
you through them, which we do at your invitation. Good 
parenting, friendship, mentoring and teaching of all kinds are 

also intermittently manipulative, and properly so as long as you are serving the genuine 
interests and have the reasonably informed consent of whoever you are counseling, 
treating, mentoring, parenting, partnering or otherwise helping out.

This sort of informed benevolent manipulation is clearly a good thing, and I only use 
the term in this context to highlight its evil twin; covert self-interested manipulation. 
This other species of manipulation is universally resented whenever it is suspected, and 
it routinely masquerades as its admirable sibling when challenged. The two species of 
manipulation have in common the fact they both involve intervals during which someone 
LV�LQWHQWLRQDOO\�OHDGLQJ�VRPHRQH�HOVH�LQ�VRPH�GLUHFWLRQ�E\�LQÁXHQFLQJ�WKHP�LQ�ZD\V�WKDW�
may be invisible or unclear. The difference between benevolent manipulation and its evil 
twin boils down to the question of motive, which can never be established objectively. 
Covert self-interested manipulation engages our trust and then violates it. Its hallmark is 
that it continues to conceal itself even after its objectives have been achieved. Even the 
ongoing suspicion of covert self-interested manipulation will poison human relationships. 
The only effective antidote to this type of suspicion is systematic remedial transparency, 
if you or they are up to that. Trust me. Call me.



Metacognition
JOE FERGUSON, PhD
PhD Clinical Psychology, Fielding University
MBA, Wharton School of Business

Metacognition is knowing you know something, 
without necessarily having that thing in 
mind. When a name or a word is on the tip 

of your tongue, that’s metacognition. When you know 
\RX�FDQ�ÀJXUH�RXW�D�SDUWLFXODU�W\SH�RI�SUREOHP��WKDW·V�
metacognition. When you get the gist of a thing without 
having all the details, that’s metacognition. A gist is 
really quite a slippery thing when you look at it closely, 
SRLQWLQJ�DV�LW�SUHVXPDEO\�GRHV�WR�D�FRPSOHWH�DQG�GHWDLOHG�

UHQGLWLRQ�RI�WKH�WKLQJ�DERXW�ZKLFK�WKH�JLVW�LV�VXSSRVHG�WR�EH��7KH�VXEVWDQFH�EHKLQG�
WKH�JLVW�LV�SUHVXPDEO\�HQFRGHG�VRPHZKHUH�LQ�PHPRU\��%XW�EHLQJ�KXPDQ��ZH�
VRPHWLPHV�KDYH�JLVWV�WKDW�WXUQ�RXW�WR�KDYH�QRWKLQJ�EHKLQG�WKHP�DW�DOO��:H�WKRXJKW�
ZH�NQHZ�VRPHWKLQJ�EXW�ZH�GLGQ·W�

Metacognition is one aspect of intuition, which informs us generally and tells 
us what to think and do. Stereotypes, insights and knowledge are all metacognitive 
REMHFWV��SURYLGLQJ�WKH�JLVWV�ZH�OLYH�DQG�UHDVRQ�E\��ZKHWKHU�WKH\�DUH�WUXH�RU�QRW��
:H�WKLQN�DERXW�RXU�IULHQGV�DQG�IDPLO\�LQ�WHUPV�RI�VWHUHRW\SHV�ZH�GHYHORS�MXVW�
IRU�WKHP��DQG�ZH�EHKDYH�DFFRUGLQJO\��:KDW�LV�WKH�JLVW�RI�\RXU�ORYHU��SDUWQHU��
friend or colleague? Forcing that question produces a recitation of facts, feelings, 
UHODWLRQVKLSV��H[SHFWDWLRQV�DQG�FKDUDFWHULVWLFV��7KLV�LV�\RXU�VWHUHRW\SH�IRU�WKDW�
SHUVRQ��7KLV�GHWDFKHG�SHUVSHFWLYH�DOORZV�\RX�WR�EH�DQDO\WLF�IRU�D�PRPHQW��ZKLFK�
FRXOG�FKDQJH�WKH�ZD\�\RX�VHH�WKLQJV��7UXVW�PH��&DOO�PH�
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Mind Wandering
JOE FERGUSON, PhD
PhD Clinical Psychology, Fielding University
MBA, Wharton School of Business

Mind wandering is a state in which we allow our 
minds to roam freely in their own mental space 
for a while, which is to say that we apply a 

minimum of effortful discipline to our thinking while we 
are doing it. Since mind wandering and daydreaming are 
indistinguishable from laziness they sometimes fall under 
suspicion, which is unfortunate because they are essential 
to creativity. Cognitive scientists have begun referring to 
the distinctive pattern of interaction among brain regions, 
whenever we are not engaged in an effortful mental task, as 

the Default Mode Network of the brain. Mind wandering is a fully conscious activity 
that consumes every bit as much metabolic energy as an effortful mental exercise 
OLNH�ZRUNLQJ�WKURXJK�D�GLIÀFXOW�PDWK�SUREOHP��0HDQGHULQJ�DPRQJ�WKH�OHVV�DWWHQGHG�
pathways of your mind, you encounter latent images and ideas that you apprehend 
and incorporate into ever broader networks of association by means of your attention. 
This is how ideas are formulated and developed, without effort. This is half of what 
we call thinking.

The other half is effortful and systematic. Systematic thinking utilizes whatever 
rules, logic and biases are available to arrive at decisions, take action and produce 
UHVXOWV��6\VWHPDWLF�WKLQNLQJ�VWULYHV�WR�FRQÀQH�LWVHOI�WR�ZKDW�KDV�DOUHDG\�EHHQ�OHDUQHG��
Systematic thinking is judgmental and restrictive in the service of competence and 
reliability. Systematic thinking is effortful. The common misbelief that only systematic 
thinking is productive leads to exhaustion, paralysis and distress. The fruits of thought 
are grown organically and harvested systematically. Systematic thinking and mind 
wandering should resonate and alternate in their own natural rhythm. Thinking doesn’t 
need to be so hard. Trust me. Call me.



Mindfulness
JOE FERGUSON, PhD
PhD Clinical Psychology, Fielding University
MBA, Wharton School of Business

When people refer to mindfulness as a mental 
discipline they generally mean sustained 
attention to the here-and-now, although the 

here-and-now turns out to be a slippery concept. Even the 
most abstract thought about the furthest future or the most 
distant past is thought in the here-and-now, of course, but 
that is not what mindfulness people usually mean. They 
mean attention to immediate sensations like your breath 
DQG�WKH�IHHO�RI�\RXU�IHHW�RQ�WKH�ÁRRU��RU�WR�WKH�SK\VLFDO�
space you are in and the objects that are in it with you; 

even though your immediate view might encompass many miles or the vastness of 
space. The point of mindfulness is that you are not thinking about whatever you are 
attending to, you are simply experiencing it.

'HÀQLWHO\�H[FOXGHG�IURP�WKLV�VRUW�RI�PLQGIXOQHVV�LV�DQ\�KXPDQ�QDUUDWLYH�WKDW�LV�
H[WHQGHG�LQ�WLPH�DQG�VSDFH��OLNH�\HDUQLQJ��GLVDSSRLQWPHQW��H[SHFWDWLRQ��IUXVWUDWLRQ�
DQG�DQ[LHW\��7KHVH�WKLQJV�GR�QRW�H[LVW�LQ�WKH�PRPHQW��HYHQ�WKRXJK�WKH\�DUH�VXIIHUHG�
there. Therein lies the therapeutic value of mindfulness. Sources and objects of 
DQ[LHW\��GHSUHVVLRQ��IUXVWUDWLRQ�DQG�DQJHU�DUH�WKH�QDWXUDO�WDUJHWV�RI�GHFRQVWUXFWLRQ�E\�
mindfulness. Mindfulness relieves these unpleasant feelings while you are actually 
practicing it and, if you are paying attention, it also demonstrates that there is no 
necessary connection between the elaborate narratives we think of as our lives and 
the way we actually feel at any particular moment. Mindfulness relieves suffering. 
If it sinks in, this intellectual insight can have a profound impact on your philosophy 
and your perspective, which can have a profound impact on your life and the way 
\RX�H[SHULHQFH�LW��7UXVW�PH��&DOO�PH�
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JOE FERGUSON, PhD
PhD Clinical Psychology, Fielding University
MBA, Wharton School of Business

By the time you have overcome your physical 
addiction to cigarettes you are likely to believe 
that a smoke will relieve the unpleasant sensations 

RI�URDG�UDJH��VRFLDO�DQ[LHW\��H[LVWHQWLDO�DQJVW��ÀQDQFLDO�
LQVHFXULW\�DQG� LUULWDWLRQ�ZLWK� WKH�GLIÀFXOW�SHRSOH�ZKR�
surround you. In fact, the only sensation a cigarette will 
actually relieve is the craving for nicotine itself. Your 
mistake stems from the fact that for years you were always 
craving nicotine because you were hopelessly addicted to 

it, so you were always relieved when you lit up no matter what else happened to be 
irritating you at any particular moment. In this situation you are like a laboratory 
animal being trained to smoke a cigarette whenever you have a sensation you don’t 
like. You therefore miswant cigarettes after you have quit, even though cigarettes 
don’t actually make you feel better about anything but nicotine withdrawal. If you 
succumb to this mistake you will quickly reestablish your physical addiction and 
resume your ongoing misinterpretation of what a cigarette can do for you. Catch 22.

The term miswanting was coined by Daniel Kahneman, who won a Nobel Prize 
in Economics for his work on the psychology of judgment and decision-making. 
Most of his insights have since been applied to advertising strategies intended to 
train you to miswant all sorts of things. But miswanting is by no means limited 
to consumer products. You have also been conditioned to miswant things in your 
personal relationships, your career, and your life. Many of these unfortunate mistakes 
can be neutralized by identifying them and learning to want better. Trust me. Call me.

Miswanting
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Pandemic
JOE FERGUSON, PhD
PhD Clinical Psychology, Fielding University
MBA, Wharton School of Business

There is nothing like a close call to get your 
attention! Heart attacks and cancers that don’t 
NLOO�\RX��FDU�ZUHFNV�\RX�GRQ·W�GLH�LQ��JXQÀUH�WKDW�

grazes you, addictions you overcome, predators you 
escape and pandemics you survive. These are moments 
when evolution invites you to look around afresh and 
make serious changes to ensure that never happens again! 
These are rare opportunities because we spend most of 
our time trying to make things routine so we don’t have 
to pay any further attention to them. We have to because 

our bandwidth is limited and we have much to do. And so we go along, absorbed 
in all our projects, tolerating much in the service of stability until the next close 
call startles us awake again.

Such moments of adrenalin clarity, while they last, are ripe with potential. 
Many of my clients come to me in such moments and it is important to identify 
their full range of opportunities quickly and clearly, before the moment passes. 
7KHQ�ZH�VORZ�GRZQ�WR�UHÁHFW�PRUH�FDUHIXOO\�RQ�ZKDW�VKRXOG�EH�GRQH�DQG�KRZ�WR�
do it. Note that the special clarity we enjoy after close calls is not restricted to the 
particular crisis at hand, but can be extended to the rest of your life as well. We are 
in a collective situation like this right now with the COVID-19 pandemic, which 
has our full attention but which will ultimately fail to kill most of us. This might 
be a good moment to examine your life to see what adjustments are indicated. I 
KDYH�D�VSDFLRXV�RIÀFH�LQ�DQ�LVRODWHG�ORFDWLRQ�ZKHUH��ZKHQ�WKH\�OHW�\RX�RXW�RI�\RXU�
house, we can have a few intimate conversations at a safe social distance. Or we 
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Parasympathy
JOE FERGUSON, PhD
PhD Clinical Psychology, Fielding University
MBA, Wharton School of Business

The sympathetic nervous system activates every 
DVSHFW�RI�WKH�KXPDQ�PLQG�DQG�ERG\�IRU�ÀJKW�RU�ÁLJKW�
when the brain detects a situation that could have 

FDWDVWURSKLF�FRQVHTXHQFHV�� OLNH�EHLQJ�NLOOHG�DQG�HDWHQ��
7KH�ERG\�LV�VDWXUDWHG�ZLWK�VLJQDOV�DQG�KRUPRQHV�WKDW�IRFXV�
the mind and senses on an obsessive, hyperactive search 
IRU� WKUHDWV��%ORRG� LV�GLYHUWHG� WR� WKH�PXVFOHV�DQG� OLPEV�
WKDW�ZLOO�EH�H[SHFWHG�WR�GR�WKH�ÁHHLQJ�RU�ÀJKWLQJ��+HDUW�
UDWH�LQFUHDVHV��SXSLOV�GLODWH��GLJHVWLRQ�VWRSV�DQG�WKH�ZKROH�
RUJDQLVP�LV�VHW�RQ�KDLU�WULJJHU��,Q�WKH�QDWXUDO�HQYLURQPHQW�IRU�
which sympathetic activation was evolved, the situation is 

UHVROYHG�ZLWKLQ�VHFRQGV�RU�PLQXWHV�E\�PHDQV�RI�HVFDSH��YLFWRU\�RU�GHDWK��,I�DFWLYDWLRQ�
LV�H[WHQGHG�EH\RQG�WKLV�WLPHIUDPH�LW�KDV�WKH�PHGLFDO�DQG�SV\FKRORJLFDO�FRQVHTXHQFHV�
ZH�FDOO�VWUHVV�DQG�DQ[LHW\�

The parasympathetic�QHUYRXV�V\VWHP�GHDFWLYDWHV�WKH�UHG�DOHUW�FRQGLWLRQV�RI�ÀJKW�
RU�ÁLJKW��UHWXUQLQJ�DOO�V\VWHPV�WR�PRGHV�PRUH�DSSURSULDWH�WR�GLJHVWLRQ��UHÁHFWLRQ��VH[�
DQG�VOHHS��'HVSLWH�WKH�KHDGOLQHV��SK\VLFDO�GDQJHU�LV�H[WUHPHO\�UDUH�LQ�RXU�VRFLHW\��VR�
ZH�VKRXOG�VSHQG�PRVW�RI�RXU�WLPH�LQ�WKLV�VWDWH�RI�VHUHQLW\��8QIRUWXQDWHO\��WKH�PHQWDO�
V\VWHPV�UHVSRQVLEOH�IRU�SHUFHLYLQJ�WKUHDWV�RIWHQ�DWWDFK�WKHPVHOYHV�WR�DEVWUDFWLRQV�WKDW�
SRVH�QR�H[LVWHQWLDO�WKUHDW��VXFK�DV�WKH�VWDWXV�RI�RXU�UHODWLRQVKLSV��ÀQDQFLDO�VWDWHPHQW�RU�
SROLWLFDO�SHUVSHFWLYH��7KH�ÀJKW�RU�ÁLJKW�UHVSRQVH�FDQ�EH�WULJJHUHG�E\�DOPRVW�DQ\WKLQJ��
DQG�LW�LV�XQFOHDU�ZKHQ�DEVWUDFW�VLWXDWLRQV�OLNH�WKHVH�KDYH�EHHQ�UHVROYHG��LI�HYHU��7KH�
SDUDV\PSDWKHWLF�UHVSRQVH�PD\�QHYHU�EH�DOORZHG�WR�UHWXUQ�XV�IURP�ÀJKW�RU�ÁLJKW�WR�
IHHG�DQG�EUHHG��VR�ZH�VXIIHU�IURP�DQ[LHW\�DQG�VWUHVV��)RUWXQDWHO\�� LW� LV�SRVVLEOH�WR�
stimulate the parasympathetic response intentionally, which usually requires some 
WUDLQLQJ�LQ�EUHDWKLQJ��PHGLWDWLRQ��K\SQRVLV��ELRIHHGEDFN��FRXUDJH�DQG�RU�SKLORVRSK\��
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Regret
JOE FERGUSON, PhD
PhD Clinical Psychology, Fielding University
MBA, Wharton School of Business

Don’t believe everything you think. People are not 
rational, especially when they are making important 
decisions. Daniel Kahneman, a psychologist, won 

a Nobel Prize in Economics for identifying a truckload 
of systematic errors people make when they rely on their 
intuition. People are more likely to refuse a bet if they are 
told they have a 30% chance of losing than if they are told 
they have a 70% chance of winning the same bet, they are 
afraid of terrorists who pose no statistical threat but not of 
driving cars on the freeway, and statements that rhyme are 

more likely to be believed. The list of cognitive biases goes on and on. Salesmen, 
conmen, educators, artists, lovers and psychologists exploit them all the time.

People fear loss more than they value gain and they take extreme measures to avoid 
GHFLVLRQV�WKH\�PLJKW�UHJUHW��VDFULÀFLQJ�RSSRUWXQLW\�LQ�RUGHU�QRW�WR�EH�PLVWDNHQ��:RUVH��
we tend to evaluate loss relative to what we have at the moment and gain relative 
WR�ZKDW�ZH�KRSHG�IRU�ZKHQ�ZH�VWDUWHG��7KLV�SDUWO\�DFFRXQWV�IRU�WKH�GLIÀFXOW\�PDQ\�
SHRSOH�KDYH�HQGLQJ�RU�À[LQJ�UHODWLRQVKLSV��FKDQJLQJ�FDUHHUV��DGMXVWLQJ�SRUWIROLRV��
retiring or getting otherwise unstuck. The avoidance of suffering is more powerful 
than the pursuit of happiness, which is why my clients tend to show up when they are 
near rock bottom on some dimension of their lives. Their distress doesn’t trouble me 
EHFDXVH�,�VHH�LW�DV�D�FDWDO\VW�IRU�FKDQJH��7KHLU�SUHVHQFH�LQ�P\�RIÀFH�DXWRPDWLFDOO\�
shifts their focus from intuition to rational analysis, regardless of anything I might 
contribute. There is as much to be gained when you are happy as there is when you 
are miserable. Come see me now, whatever state you are in. Trust me. Call me.
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Strong and Strange Attractors
JOE FERGUSON, PhD
PhD Clinical Psychology, Fielding University
MBA, Wharton School of Business

In mathematics, an attractor is a sticky situation toward 
which a system tends to evolve once more transient 
factors have played themselves out. For example, a 

lot of things happen during a round of golf, but gravity 
guarantees that the ball will always wind up on the ground 
and stay there until some work is done to put it back in 
play. Gravity is a strong attractor. Social psychology is 
not as advanced as physics, so human relationships are 
not understood with the same mathematical precision as 

golf, but a quick review of the frantic coupling and uncoupling you have witnessed 
throughout your life should convince you that intimate relationships are strong and 
sometimes strange attractors. This is written in the inscrutable genome and it plays 
out like clockwork whenever existing relationships are disrupted by a force majeure 
such as puberty, death or a mid-life crisis. Once they have been established, even 
the most painful relationships can be incredibly sticky, sometimes to the ongoing 
bewilderment of the principals themselves.

Careers, friends, artistic preferences, politics, cable drama, addiction, sports, 
news, gossip, hobbies, habits, obsessions, memes, ruts and routines are also strong 
attractors. Once you are stuck to them it requires an intentional effort to break free. 
,Q�WKH�ZRUVW�FDVW�\RX�FRXOG�UHPDLQ�VWXFN�WR�ZKDWHYHU�VROXWLRQ�\RX�ÀUVW�VWXPEOHG�XSRQ�
LQ�HDFK�FDWHJRU\�DQG�\RXU�OLIH�FRXOG�EH�IXOO\�GHÀQHG�DQG�XQEHDUDEO\�GXOO��$�SHUYDVLYH�
sense of staleness will alert you to this danger. You should take strong but judicious 
action to liberate yourself from your most oppressive attractors. Trust me. Call me.
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The Button Factory
JOE FERGUSON, PhD
PhD Clinical Psychology, Fielding University
MBA, Wharton School of Business

Where do your personal buttons come from, the 
ones that can be so easily pushed? Over the 
holidays you may have returned to the bosom of 

your complicated family; to the psychosocial factory where 
your original buttons were manufactured and installed, and 
where they know how to press them! A personal button is 
just a trigger that initiates some conditioned psychosocial 
response, as the proverbial nuclear button initiates an 
elaborate process of global annihilation. The theoretical 

foundation of personal button manufacturing is behaviorism and operant conditioning, 
which dominated academic psychology during the middle half of the last century, 
until the “cognitive revolution” rediscovered thinking as an important element of 
human behavior. Behaviorism and operant conditioning describe you, accurately, as 
a machine that is programmable by means of reward and punishment, which is how 
personal buttons are manufactured. But, ironically, your programming also includes 
the possibility of rational thinking and decision making, by means of which you can 
customize and transcend your factory settings. In addition to your various buttons, 
you have probably learned to think for yourself to some extent, and to take a certain 
class of decisions and actions on that basis. Even your original factory buttons can be 
GLVDEOHG�RU�PRGLÀHG�ZLWKRXW�XQGXH�IXVV�once you have chosen to do that radical thing. 
There are button factories and service stations everywhere, not only in your family, and 
your personal buttons can be reconditioned and repurposed throughout your lifetime. 
It is better when your programming is voluntary and intentional. Trust me. Call me.
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The Governor’s Card
JOE FERGUSON, PhD
PhD Clinical Psychology, Fielding University
MBA, Wharton School of Business

In the city of Kyoto, there lived a great Zen master 
called Keichu. Keichu held sway over his temple and 
was respected for his astute perceptiveness. When 

Kitagaki took over as Governor of the city, he heard much 
about Keichu’s wisdom. Kitagaki called upon Keichu 
one evening at the temple to pay his respects. Kitagaki 
presented his calling card to the attendant and asked for an 
audience with the Master. The attendant asked Kitagaki to 
wait and went inside to give the card to Keichu. “Master, 

there is someone here to see you,” the attendant announced, and he gave Keichu 
the card which read: Kitagaki, Governor of Kyoto. “I have nothing to do with this 
fellow!” bellowed Keichu, throwing the card in disgust. “Tell him to leave right 
away!”

The attendant picked up the card and dashed to the hall where Kitagaki was 
waiting. “My apologies, dear Sir,” he said, “The Master does not wish to see you,” 
returning his card. Realizing his folly at once, the Governor took a pencil and 
scratched out something from the card. “That was my mistake,” he told the attendant, 
giving him the card again. “Would you please be kind enough to ask your Master once 
again?” The attendant returned to Keichu’s chamber and handed him the Governor’s 
card again. The card now simply read: Kitagaki. The Governor had scratched out 
the words, Governor of Kyoto. Keichu read the card and his eyes lit up. “Oh, it is 
Kitagaki? Yes, I would like to see him now; please send him in!” And that is how the 
Governor of Kyoto got an audience with the Zen Master Keichu. Trust me. Call me.
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The Hedonic Treadmill
JOE FERGUSON, PhD
PhD Clinical Psychology, Fielding University
MBA, Wharton School of Business

The Hedonic Treadmill theory claims that people 
each have a personal level of happiness to which 
WKH\�UHWXUQ�DIWHU�HYHQWV�UHQGHU�WKHP�EULHÁ\�PRUH�

or less happy; just as we return to our usual weight after a 
diet or a period of gluttony and dissipation. One famous 
study found that quadriplegic accident victims are only 
slightly less happy than major lottery winners one year 
after their accident or win. This is an important insight 
with practical implications for you. The acquisitions and 

achievements on which we misplace our hopes of future happiness are ephemeral. 
In fact, most satisfaction comes in the form of anticipation before attainments are 
realized, and the rest comes during a short period of appreciation thereafter. Both of 
these satisfactions are often abbreviated further by the unfortunate perception that 
nonchalance is cool. “Sure, I have all this fabulous stuff, but you can see from my 
expression that I am really quite bored with it all.” Nonchalance can be overcome 
once it has been recognized as the anesthetic that it is.

The lesson of the hedonic treadmill is not that attainment is pointless, but rather 
that attainment must be continuous if it is to shift our set point of happiness. Our 
relentless mistake is to presume that the satisfaction of some particular attainment 
will be lasting. The solution is to systematically disrupt our own stability on an 
ongoing basis, so that our happiness can be spiked anew just as we are acclimating 
to our last caper. If you get the rhythm right, this is like skipping along the crest of 
the waves rather than bobbing up and down like a cork. Trust me. Call me.
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Death
JOE FERGUSON, PhD
PhD Clinical Psychology, Fielding University
MBA, Wharton School of Business

I became aware of my own mortality when I was 11 
years old, as a result of the Cuban Missile Crisis. Like 
everyone else, I was convinced we were all about to be 

incinerated in a nuclear holocaust and I became depressed 
IRU�WKH�ÀUVW�WLPH��:KHQ�WKH�FULVLV�ZDV�UHVROYHG�HYHU\RQH�HOVH�
was relieved, but I realized I would eventually die anyway. 
I have been aware of that fact most days since October 16, 
������7KDW�DZDUHQHVV�KDV�KDG�DQ�HQRUPRXV�LQÁXHQFH�RQ�WKH�
course of my intellectual, emotional, social and professional 

development. Our expectation for when�ZH�ZLOO�GLH�LV�FHQWUDO�WR�UHVSRQVLEOH�ÀQDQFLDO�
planning and to many important lifestyle decisions. It is also central to the development 
of our personal philosophy and quality of life, whether we are aware of this or not. The 
psychological impact of mortality can be moderated by faith, denial or certain types 
of reasoning; each of which has broad and complex consequences.

I have had the privilege of interacting closely with a number of friends, relatives and 
clients who knew they were going to die within a short time. Each of them reacted in 
their own way and each was surprised by that reaction. Despite the essentially traumatic 
nature of living through a terminal period, I would characterize about half the cases I 
have witnessed up close as positive in ways that these people articulated themselves. In 
almost every case there was a major reassessment and realignment of priorities. Nearly 
everyone would agree that the priorities of people who are aware of their imminent 
death are superior to those of people who are not. There is an opportunity here for 
those of us who have not yet received our diagnosis. Trust me. Call me.



Harvesting Creativity
JOE FERGUSON, PhD
PhD Clinical Psychology, Fielding University
MBA, Wharton School of Business

It is impossible to tell whether another person is being 
creative or not. It is difficult enough to tell whether you 
are being creative yourself. This is because the essence 

of creativity is surprise and the invisibility of origins. 
What is taken for creativity can be merely the repetition of 
something that was creative in the past, or that was learned 
elsewhere. Think of the aging pop star singing his only hit 
from 40 years ago, for the zillionth time. Even the most 
original works can morph into platitudes. This is not to 
disparage creativity but rather to exalt it by setting it apart 

from its relics and imposters. In addition to its many practical and aesthetic benefits, 
creativity is thrilling.

     At the most basic level creativity is not a systematic process, although it can 
be systematically cultivated. Beneath the surface of consciousness lies an enormous 
bubbling stew of constant neural and glandular activity; a mob of impressions, thoughts 
and impulses, all high on various endocrinal drugs. Some of these subconscious sirens 
sing in distinctive voices. There are among them geniuses and idiots, devils and saints, 
muses and gorillas; all clamoring for our attention. To dwell there is insanity, but it 
is from this babbling chaos that creativity emerges. We can watch this cacophony 
from above and impose some unexpected order on it, as though our unconscious 
were a Rorschach inkblot that we can interpret and render according to our craft and 
disposition; which it is. If the result surprises and delights us, then we experience it as 
creative and we get the rush of exhilaration that we seek. Creativity can be intentionally 
cultivated and harvested. Trust me. Call me. 
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