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“Ultimate wellbeing has nothing to do
with what’s outside us,”
says Daniel Goleman.

What would happen if we could fully take charge of our own wellbeing?

Six Seconds’ CEO Josh Freedman had the opportunity to sit down virtually with 
Daniel Goleman to talk about his newest book, Altered Traits: Science Reveals 
How Meditation Changes Your Mind, Brain, and Body, coathored with the re-
nowned Richard Davidson; a deep dive into the neuroscience of mindfulness. 
We start by defining wellbeing, then explore how the new science shapes new 
perspectives on ancient traditions as we seek to reverse trends of rising stress to 
restore peace and equanimity – at least within ourselves.

Fortunately, the latest neuroscience – and 
Six Seconds’ own research on emotional in-
telligence – offers enticing insights to help us 
increase this most precious state. The short 
answer is: Wellbeing flourishes from the in-
side out. We can’t chase it and we can’t buy it. 
But we can train ourselves, mind, body, and 
heart, and grow the “muscles” that enable 
our best selves.

Unfortunately, Goleman points out, we live in 
a world that seems to be conspiring against 
this growth.

Wellbeing is an elusive term in modern Engli-
sh; we don’t really have a word to define this 
active, awake, vibrant state of open attention.

The ancient Greeks called it  Eudaimonia, 
a burning ember of “good genius” that mar-
ks the best in human aspiration (more). In 

Japanese, a similar term is “Genki” — an 
internal force of health. The Japanese cha-
racter              “genki” has roots in the Chinese 
characters for “first” and “energy” or “spirit,” 
the force that permeates all life (more). Po-
sitive Psychology guru Martin Seligman de-
scribes it as Flourishing. Whatever the word, 
many of us want more. Where do we get it?

Why We Feel Yucky: What’s 
Diminishing Wellbeing?
According to the Gallup-Healthways Wel-
lbeing index of five key wellbeing ingredien-
ts (Purpose, Social, Financial, Community, 
Physical), only 7% of Americans are  “thri-
ving” across all 5 domains. In addition to the 
personal benefits, there is a serious economic 
case for wellbeing: those who are thriving in 
in 4 out of 5 domains and also “engaged” at 
work miss 70% fewer workdays per year, are 
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45% more adaptable to change, and are 59% 
less likely to look for a new job that year. But 
what, exactly, is wellbeing?

“Wellbeing is a state of being content with 
things as they are,” Gole-
man says. He goes on the 
say, “A major component is 
equanimity. A form of hap-
piness that is not dependent 
on external circumstances, 
on what someone else does 
or says. It’s an internal state 
where you’re continuously 
reminding yourself that 
you’re okay as you are.”

There are many forces that challenge this sta-
te, not the least of which is a near-continuous 
message that products or technology or gurus 
(something or someone outside of ourselves) 
will provide bliss. “When kids are four or five 
they’re very kind. Once they start Elementary 
School,” Goleman says, “they’re spending their 
day in a context with their peers, competing 
for praise. It starts with trying to please the te-
acher, later it might be your boss. Frankly, the 
economy is built on that kind of a mechanism.”

He explains this is based on the psychological 
principle of a “just noticeable difference,” or 
JND. That subtle improvement from one ver-
sion of your phone to the next. “The economy is 
built on having the same old thing with a JND.

Just enough to give the brain a little orienting 
response, to make it excited so we think, ‘oh, 
I have to have that.’ Our economic system is 
built on the assumption that we are wired to 
be this way.”

That wiring, however, may not be innate. Our 
culture and our economic system are entwi-
ned to acculturate people to be good consu-
mers, but those are traits we’ve created. In Al-
tered Traits, Goleman and Davidson look for 
a different path.

“When we looked at the more than 6,000 peer 
reviewed studies on meditation and mindful-
ness, it’s undeniable,” Goleman says. “Even 
at the beginning people get a better sense of 
of what they truly want and better ability to 
focus. Instead of being compelled by what is 
maybe seductively presented to them, they 
have more control of their attention.”

The benefits of effective meditation, Goleman 
says, are wide-reaching. He notes that, “Stu-
dents are better able to learn, they score bet-
ter on tests because their attention is stronger, 
which means their working memory operates 
better, which means long-term memory for 
the tests. It helps people handle stress better. 
If you’re a mindfulness practitioner, if you 
meditate, it turns out this strengthens the cir-
cuits in your brain that help you react less, be 
triggered less, and recover more quickly, whi-
ch is what we call resilience.”

Wellbeing 
flourishes from 
the inside out.
We can’t chase 
it and we can’t
buy it.

“
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Want to Feel Better? Bring Your Power Inside
“No-one can give wellbeing to you. It’s you who has to take action,” says Professor Stewart-
Brown from the UK NHS. What would be required to take ownership of your own wellbeing? 
We can start that process by training our minds. Mindfulness provides a powerful workout to 
give us more control of our attention. “Even at the beginning of mindfulness training,” Goleman 
explains, “people get this kind of control. They get a better ability to focus where they want.” 

When we carefully practice redirecting our attention, Goleman adds, “that’s like the mental equi-
valent of a rep, lifting a weight in the gym. It strengthens that internal circuitry just a little bit and 
this gives people more cognitive control. When we feel more in control our inner world, we are 
less vulnerable to the pulls and the pushes from outside, and so our wellbeing grows.” This kind 
of cognitive practice becomes even more powerful when it’s blended with emotional intelligence.

Analyzing recent emotional intelligence assessment data from Six Seconds’ SEI assessment, we 
tested the link between EQ and wellbeing among 56,866 people from 131 countries. We found 
three competencies are most predictive of wellbeing; all three have to do with taking ownership. 
For example, one key competency is “Engage Intrinsic Motivation.” As shown in the graphic 
(below), people with higher scores on wellbeing are around twice as strong in this competency.

This sense of autonomous self-control isn’t something we do just at a cognitive level; we also 
need to FEEL the ownership. As Goleman says, “When we talk about attention and regulating 
attention to create more choice, we’re also talking about emotions. Emotions and attention are 
interwoven in the brain. For example your emotions drive where you put your attention. Your 
emotions determine what you think is most significant for you. Your emotions determine what 
you sense is your purpose and meaning.” So, if we’re going to find meaning, we’re going to need 
to engage emotions.
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The Neuroscience of Motivation
One of the oft-discussed elements of motiva-
tion is our brain’s self-reward system. When 
our brains are working well, we get a dopa-
mine reward, a little self-prescribed hit of a 
heroin-like drug, to reinforce that pathway. 
This has led some to assume that more do-
pamine means more motivation. However, a 
fascinating motivation brain study at Vander-
bilt found something different.

Perhaps it’s not just how much dopamine 
reward we get, but WHERE our brains are 
creating the reward. This finding gives an im-
portant clue to the nature of internal motiva-
tion. When we have dopamine in our Insula, 
the study found, we are less motivated for the 
reward. The Insula is primarily implicated in 
self-awareness and perception. So paying at-
tention isn’t enough for motivation.

As stress rises, people feel more threatened and 
make volatile decisions based on that sense of 
fragility. Meanwhile, loneliness and narcissism 
are increasing, while empathy and trust 
are decreasing. People are unmoored.

“This combination is destructive to 
wellbeing and that’s one reason I think 
it’s very timely to look at what we could 
be doing for ourselves,” Goleman says.

“It may be why mindfulness is so tren-
dy these days,” he continues. “When 
we looked at the more than 6,000 peer 
reviewed studies on meditation and 
mindfulness, despite everything going 
on around us, mindfulness helps us 
overcome these pressures.”

In Altered Traits, Goleman says the benefits 
of mindfulness speak to many aspects of wel-
lbeing. In addition to the mental and physi-
cal, effective meditations practices also foster 
“loving kindness, being more empathic, be 
more likely to help someone in need. All of 
those get boosted.” As he says, “I think it’s no 
accident because the classical traditions from 
which these methods are extracted all were 
trying to make people flourish, help them be 
better human beings.”
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Becoming Better Human Beings:  
We have to stop tuning out 
others’ pain
“I see a direct relationship between the bene-
fits that accrue for wellbeing from mindful-
ness and emotional intelligence,” says Gole-
man. “Mindfulness enhances self-awareness. 
It also can enhance empathy, your ability to 
be present for another person.”

One of the big challenges for empathy, Gole-
man and Richardson write, is that often pe-
ople empathize emotionally with someone’s 
suffering but then tune out to soothe their 
own uncomfortable feelings.

To explain, Goleman shares the experience of 
mindfulness teacher Bernie Glassman, who 
brings participants to a Zen retreat where 
they live homeless on the streets of New York 
for a week.

Goleman points out that, “The most jarring 
fact of that transitioning from a regular citi-

zen to homeless is you’re instantly invisible.” 
This happens, he says, because people feel 
anxious, and they look at homeless person, 
and “when they feel someone else’s suffering, 
the easiest thing to do is tune out. That so-
othes their own empathic suffering.”

One solution is to practice meditations of 
love and kindness, where you actively work to 
view all people as people you know and care 
about. Goleman says this kind of compassion 
is rooted in the brain’s circuitry. When we be-
come more skilled at activating compassion, 
we’re better able to stay with discomfort. This 
suggests one way of increasing wellbeing is to 
increase our own feelings of connection.

“It’s your sense of connectedness that keeps 
you there instead of tuning out and turning 
in,” Goleman says. But in our current envi-
ronment, where people are feeling increasin-
gly disconnected and flattened, it’s incredi-
bly challenging. “All the more need for these 
practices,” Goleman exhorts.
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Mind Wandering and the Effort of 
Focused Attention
The design of the study mimics a challenge we 
all face in daily life. “Emotional signals occur 
very quickly in face to face interaction,” says 
Goleman. “An emotional message could be a 
little muscle twitch in the corner of the mouth 
or the eye. We get thousands of those in any 
face-to-face interaction. The question is, how 
many do you notice? How many do you pick 
up? How many were you present for? I remem-
ber an executive saying ‘Every time my mind 
wanders in a meeting, I wonder what business 
opportunity did I just miss?’ The same is true 
in everyday life. Every time my mind wan-
ders when I’m with someone I love, I wonder, 
‘What information, what communication, 
what message from them did I just miss?’”

On the one hand, it’s easy to see that di-
straction is a risk. We need to be able to fo-
cus and get the clues. But on the other hand, 

we need to learn to relax our minds and pay 
attention only to what’s important. “Those 
are halves of the same thing,” Goleman in-
sists. “Paying better attention means volun-
tary attention. I want to pay attention to what 
matters to me now. That’s why strengthening 
focus matters.”

Intriguingly, when we “pay attention” we are 
also ignoring. When we focus on one kind of 
datum, we suppress our brain circuitry for 
processing other information. Most schoo-
ling pushes us to become effective at igno-
ring X in order to focus on Y. But sometimes, 
Goleman says, we need “a whole other kind 
of attention which is open focus, where your 
mind wanders freely. That’s very good for in-
cubating creative thoughts, it turns out. The 
point is to have a choice, to have enough con-
trol that it’s up to you how you use your mind, 
not up to random idiosyncratic features in 
your environment.”

Again, we’re back to a simply profound notion:
Wellbeing is an inside job.
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