
Creative Participation in a Winner/Loser World
Richard Hill
I entered the field of psychotherapy late, when nearly 50. Some say this is good because life experience can help in understanding how to apply the various psychotherapeutic theories and techniques. My entry into psychotherapy, interestingly, was not driven by career or economy, but by the same force that has motivated much of my life—creative participation.

In my first career, almost another incarnation, I was an actor, singer, writer, and performer. This occupation gave me great pleasure, but it gave others pleasure, too. Sometimes it gave people a pleasure they confessed not to have felt for some time. The question arose in those early years: What is it about creative expression that gives people good feelings?

As my life journey progressed, I refined that question to: What is it about creativity that enables us to feel pleasure? A little more knowledge and wisdom morphed the question into: How is it that we can lose our sense of pleasure and happiness even in an open and creative environment?  One final step engaged me in what I believe is the truly important quandary: How is it that after decades of workshops, seminars, rooms full of books and countless hours of therapy devoted to the pursuit of happiness and self-development, we are becoming more stressed and anxious? (Kupfer et al, 1992).  This is the question that I seek to answer here or, at least, add what I believe is an important piece in the puzzle. 

Two years ago, when I was still struggling to find a satisfying answer, I began developing my own philosophical hypothesis. Then, in March 2005, I attended a 2-day seminar with Lou Cozolino and Daniel Siegel. They presented research-based knowledge and insights that felt like orchestration under the simple melody of my ideas.

The next 3 years were a process of searching, attracting, stumbling upon, and integrating the relevant contents of other minds and brains into something satisfying. This is, surely, interpersonal neurobiology at work.

I found this process not dissimilar to writing a song. The words and music come from thoughts, feelings, inspiration, information, focus, and an “allowing”, until something that feels whole and beautiful emerges as an independent entity. When shared, this moves people to somewhere new, somewhere more.

I should like to start by stating my original idea and then reveal the “knowledge breakthroughs” that have come together to provide the idea’s foundation and development. It’s a bit like getting a great “hook” for a song and then finding the chord structure, the verses, and the arrangement later. I wonder if that is what it was like for John Lennon when he saw an advertising poster “for the benefit of Mr Kite” and conceived his song for the Sgt Peppers album
Introductory Thoughts:

The Winner/Loser World Hypothesis
My hypothesis is that we live in a competitive “winner/loser” world that is both created from and, in a dynamic loop, creates a “winner/loser mindset.” Stress, anxiety, disengagement, distrust, and unhappiness are expected and predictable outcomes of thinking in such a way and living in such a world.

An immediate implication of this idea is that when books or workshops or therapy are being used to overcome the feeling of being a loser and regain the feeling of being a winner, sometime in the future there will be a return to a loser state because the basic perception of how the world works hasn’t changed. As we will see, this struggle is amplified when an individual feels disengaged.

In a disengaged state, where the measure of winning and losing is in the external environment, winning or losing is conditional on arbitrary social elements. This means that personal effort and discovery may be irrelevant to success. Put more simply, you can do your very best, advance your character, and develop your potentials, yet still be a loser in the external measures of the winner/loser world.

Plato talked about this in his Allegory of the Cave (1997). A modern interpretation was given in the film, The Matrix (Wachowski &Wachowski, 1999). When in the matrix world, the only reality that is perceivable is the construct of the computer program. This reality is impossible to ignore, escape, or change, even if there is an intuitive feeling that something is not right. Plato suggested that the escape is philosophy and enlightenment; The Matrix suggests the need to take a “red pill” in order to return to truth. I suggest that it is creativity, or more precisely, creative interaction that changes our mindset and allows us to shift from a winner/loser world construct to a creative, interactive mindset. Interaction promotes integration, both neurally and interpersonally, which, I believe, is the active event of the creative process.

Getting to Creative Participation

Hopefully, that introduction presents a clear picture of the idea. Now, we can look at the knowledge breakthroughs that lend support and foundation.

First is Daniel Siegel’s definition of mind. Among many other things that he has contributed, this definition, allows us to take leaps forward. In an article in the Psychiatric Annals in 2006, Dan says that the mind is the process that regulates the flow of energy and information in the brain and between brains. This emphasis on the importance of relationship in shaping brains is crucial, as we shall see below. In The Mindful Brain (2007), the term “embodied” is added. So, the mind is something that is about the way energy and information are guided in their movement in the mechanism—the brain. The mechanism, which includes the body as well as the brain-in-the-skull, is necessary for the mind to exist—embodied. 

From this we can see that the mind can affect the way the brain functions or flows. Numerous experiments have shown that mind can alter brain (Lazar et al, 2005; Schwartz & Begley, 2004). Interpersonal neurobiology extends the definition outside the body by saying that it is possible for our minds to affect other minds and, therefore, other brains. This process happens via a host of human neural capacities that enable us to appreciate, empathize, and emulate other minds within our own, but I won’t expand on that here. For our purposes, it is enough to know that not only do our thoughts, ideas, and beliefs affect our mind, but also other people’s thoughts, ideas, and beliefs affect them as well. 

This knowledge breakthrough makes it possible to understand why external cultural thoughts, ideas, and beliefs can affect someone’s mindset. Living in a winner/loser world can create a winner/loser mindset.

An important test of this view is the experiment by Aronson and Steele at Stamford University in 1995 called Underperformance by Stereotype Threat (1995). I apologise for oversimplifying the work, but the essential story is this: to test the idea that African-Americans were affected by widely held stereotypes that they were less intelligent as a racial group. They gathered equal-performing students and asked them to complete a test given a benign, non-intelligence based title. The African-American group produced similar scores to the other groups. The next cohort was given the same test, but they called it an IQ test. The African-American group produced significantly lower scores. 

Drawing these ideas together, I believe, enables us to say that background information in the culture, its unquestioned assumptions, can affect the process of energy and information flow in the brain. Those completing the so-called IQ test used different brain systems that altered their capacity to answer correctly. So, not only is our mind affected on the conscious level when we are immersed in a given culture, but it can also be affected by background assumptions that pervade our mental environment implicitly.

This leads us to the second breakthrough, which comes from Seligman, Lyubomirsky, Sheldon, and Schkade (2005) in positive psychology. Their “happiness formula” tells us that the happiness you actually experience, H, is determined by your biological set point (genetic disposition), S, plus the conditions in your life, C, and your voluntary activities, V.    H = S + C + V  (Seligman, 2002).
The winner/loser world is a part of our background social assumptions and fits well into the C element of this equation. Conditions are, essentially, those elements that are more constant in our lives. They may or may not be changeable, but have a longer time frame, and this means we are apt to adapt to them because of continuous exposure. When we integrate these breakthroughs, we can see that the conditions of life affect our mindset either explicitly or implicitly. Mindset affects the flow of energy and information creating a winner/loser world brainscape that affects voluntary actions. So, even when winner/loser world conditions are minimal or insignificant, voluntary thoughts and actions are still in the frame of the winner/loser mindset. We effectively become stuck in the winner/loser world just like Plato’s prisoners in the cave and the population in The Matrix. The winner/loser world becomes the pervasive reality.

I have found that this perceived reality is so ingrained that even when enjoying a non-competitive, non-winning, interactive experience, such as a holiday or a romantic interlude or a motivational workshop, people will say, “Oh well, that was great, but we’d better get back to the real world.” It is this real world that I feel has not been given enough attention in the processes of therapy. Certainly, we try to help people learn how to deal with the real world as they understand it, but I suggest that accepting this as the only possible world is a distinct element of the problem. As we learn from Erickson, Rossi and others (Rossi, 1993) and others, a problem is often an indicator of something relevant that needs attention. We could say that “the problem is a message.” I suggest the message is that many of our emotional issues are a direct response to the world we live in, rather than a failure to successfully live in the world as it is. The question now arises: How does this work on the psychobiological level? 

In my book, How the ‘real world’ Is Driving Us Crazy” (2006), I sought to give the general reader some kind of definition and framework of the differences between the winner/loser mindset and the creative/interactive mindset. Once named, it is often easier to see something and find out how it relates to our own experience. I chose 8 differences to express my observations. I’ll list them side by side in columns:

         Winner/Loser
        Creative/Interactive 






Exclusion

    Inclusion

Events


    Lessons/




              opportunities


Instruction

    Information


Competition

    Inspiration


Result


    Outcome


Probability

    Possibility


Transaction

    Interaction


Arrogance

    Confidence

If we take time to sit with the visceral experience of each of these ideas, I think the differences become fairly self-explanatory. On examination, these differences are strongly reflective of the difference between being in a fight/flight state and a socially engaged state. Having realized that, what I needed was some research that showed it was possible for a human being to be in one of these mindsets to the exclusion of the other. For that part of the orchestration, I fortunately stumbled upon the work of Stephen Porges (1995, 2007) and his Polyvagal Theory.
I find this to be an astonishing breakthrough in knowledge, one that is not yet fully appreciated or I wouldn’t have had to stumble across it. Both Dan Siegel (2007) and Lou Cozolino (2006) give Porges’ work a respectful airing in their books. For me, it is an essential key in our understanding of the spread of stress and anxiety (and also an essential foundation for the winner/loser world hypothesis).

Porges (2001) shows that our social engagement system is more recently developed and that the autonomic nervous system (ANS) functions in a phylogenetic order. The vagus nerve is a major player in the parasympathetic nervous system (PNS), and is divided into 2 functions. The phylogenetdically older vagus originates in the dorsal motor nucleus in the brain (dorsal vagus) and is unmyelinated. When this branch of the vagus is activated, we freeze and can become immobilized. The more recently developed vagus is myelinated and originates in the nucleus ambiguous (ventral vagus). When it is activated, we are socially engaged. The sympathetic nervous system (SNS), responsible for our fight/flight threat responses, operates phylogenetically between these 2 branches of the vagus. 

Until the SNS is stimulated by a stressor to the extent that the body shifts into fight/flight adrenergic functions (involving the HPA axis and other bodily systems), the body is inclined to find homeostasis in a social engaged state with the ventral vagus activated. When there is a perceived threat, the SNS dominates, as we shift into a protective set of processes—of energy and information flow, Similarly, under conditions of perceived life threat, the dorsal vagus will shift the body into a state of freeze and even collapse. As we can see, these states are very much determined by our perception of how safe we are.

Porges (2001, 2007) coined a world for this perception: neuroception. This simply refers to the constant activity of the brain in scanning the environment for its level of safety. Neuroception is neurologically related to proprioception, which is our physiological perception of stimuli relating to our position, posture, equilibrium, or internal condition. 

When our neuroception and proprioception find our environment to be safe, the myelinated vagus remains active, which enables us to stay socially engaged. The ventral vagus acts with other elements of our social engagement system to affect the striated muscles of the face and head, allowing for a more complex set of muscle movements in the face that produces a wider range of facial expressions; and a compliant muscular state in the throat and chest, allowing for sonorous speech, laughter, and comfortable breathing. These facilitate the ability to perceive social cues and keep people in relationship with one another. In the winner/loser mindset, it is certainly true that the loser can look downcast and have a dull tone to the voice, but the same can also be said for the winner who frequently has a clenched jaw, steely expression, and harsh, guttural voice. Both, I suggest, are locked into the winner/loser differences I’ve listed. Even when winners are jumping up and down with glee, the threat of losing is just around the corner. I have heard people say that they often feel no pleasure when they finally do succeed. 

This research gives me the confidence to believe that my 8 differences are mutually exclusive behaviours based on whether a person is in a fight/flight, winner/loser, unsafe mindset or in a socially engaged, creative/interactive, safe mindset. Assuming a winner/loser world society to be true, then one could make a number of predictions. As the winner/loser mindset becomes dominant, there would be an increase in stress and anxiety; movement toward disengagement between individuals, groups, and even countries; an increase in defensive and/or aggressive behaviour; and socially interactive behaviour would shift from being mainstream and require conscious effort to re-establish and maintain.

These predictions are very much what people seem to be talking about, and what psychotherapists encounter with their patients. I believe that we must consider that helping people up who have been battered by the winner/loser world, only to send them back to the battlefield is why we are having so much difficulty stopping the tide of stress, anxiety, and social disengagement. 

While this is a side note, the winner/loser mindset is likely also directly related to health issues, especially immune deficiencies. The chronic effects of stress are well known and vividly described by Robert Saplosky in Why Zebras Don’t Get Ulcers (1995). The effect of mental state on gene expression is elegantly shown by Ernest Rossi in his book, The Psychobiology of Gene Expression (2002) as well.  Overall well-being certainly includes both physical and emotional wellness.

There is still one more important piece of the puzzle that needs to be unveiled (although there may be many more pieces to the whole picture). Why is it that our neuroception interprets our environment as unsafe? For this we need to look at a little evolutionary biology. Our fight/flight system turns on when we believe that we are in significant danger, but have the possibility of doing something about it. In the past, sabre toothed tigers and big woolly bears quickly turned off our social engagement systems as we prepared our bodies for battle (Sapolsky, 1995). The last thing we want to be doing when we are being attacked by a big woolly bear is to be socially engaged. It would be very unhelpful to be thinking about sex, or perhaps having a chat with the bear, or thinking about the beer we’d be having with the boys after the fight. When we are in clear and present danger, it is easy to understand why we are stressed and disengaged. The difficulty for most of us in the modern Western world, where there is usually plenty to eat, ample shelter, and abundant opportunity, is that it makes no sense to fear for our safety. Is there something else that triggers this level of fear? The answer is our dread of abandonment and rejection (Duncan, 2003).

The need for parental (usually maternal) care is hardwired. While still dependent on our parents or a group, a youngster will call wildly if abandoned, lost, or rejected, as long as he or she believes a parent might respond. This instinct will kick in even if the youngster’s perception is not true and even when there is a predator nearby. To be abandoned or rejected while dependent on care means extreme danger or imminent death. Human beings have one of the longest periods of dependence upon parents, family, and social group. This has to do with our social complexity, brain size at birth, and other factors (Dunbar, 1996). Our sense of self, independence, and self efficacy come as we develop both biologically and experientially.  However, is there any point at which it is desirable to be completely self-sufficient?
In the winner/loser world environment, I feel we have distorted this general need to develop a sense of self into a belief that we must become entirely self-sufficient in order to be free and independent. Interpersonal neurobiology and attachment theory tell us that we are, as a species, interdependent throughout life. New discoveries such as the way mirror neurons and resonance circuits tie us together (Iacoboni, 2007; Siegel 2007); and the importance of healthy attachment throughout the lifespan to psychological stability (Siegel & Hartzell, 2003).  While there isn’t room to fully develop these ideas here, I would like to look quickly at the problem of autonomy or self-reliance being seen as the only alternative to dependence.

The illusion of autonomy is being reinforced by the changes to our general systems of ethics and values. This topic is given insightful treatment by Jonathan Haidt (Haidt, 2006; Haidt & Joseph, 2007) from the University of Virginia. He describes the recent rise of the moral value of autonomy, freedom, and independence at the expense of the needs and benefits of group connection and concern.  His personal observation presented at the 2007 New Yorker Conference is thoughtfully chilling: “… when we give ourselves over to the market and basically say anyone can sell anything they want, do anything they want, choose anything they want, we gain freedom, but lose a certain kind of human dignity.”

Haidt also captures the nature of interdependence in this chapter heading from his book, The Happiness Hypothesis (2006), “Happiness Comes from Between.” Similarly, psychotherapist Stephen Gilligan (2007) (developer of Self Relations Therapy) describes therapy as happening in neither the therapist nor the patient, but in the space between. It is the space between brains where minds interact, changing the flow of energy and information in the brains of the participants. 

I am suggesting that this wondrous process of interdependence, interaction, and creativity is dependent upon the activation of the social engagement systems in both people. A winner/loser world presents an unsafe environment, which we sense through our capacity for neuroception. Even more concerning is that the collective acceptance of a winner/loser mindset creates a brainscape wherein such alienation becomes the norm. Creating a double bind, the winner/loser world establishes an unsafe environment, while at the same time cementing the 8 differences of the winner/loser mindset as the only acceptable way of thinking and behaving. A true Catch-22. The breakdown of human health and well-being is, in my view, not an unfortunate occurrence, but a predictable outcome of a winner/loser world culture and belief system. Without some significant and fundamental change, people will be increasingly disengaged due to competitiveness and externalisation. This makes us more vulnerable to criticism, expectation, and guilt, while also increasing the possibility of being critical, expectant, and shaming. 

You may be pleased to know that I also believe there are those who have the mental and emotional resources to wend their way through the winner/loser world problem. For them, the winner/loser world can be seen just as clearly as Neo sees the computer code in The Matrix and Plato’s escaping prisoner could see the path toward the light.  Once we have become conscious of the winner/loser problem, we can escape through creatively participating in our experience. 

My experience has shown me that people are eager for the “red pill” that will help them challenge the basic assumptions of the winner/loser mindset. However, more is required than just a set of techniques. We can throw someone a life preserver when they get into difficulties, we can teach them how to swim, they can even overcome their water difficulties and teach others how to swim, but this will only be short term if the actual problem is that we can’t stand being wet! Rather than getting people back into the winners’ circle, we need to help them grasp the vision of consciously engaging in the process of creative interaction as the foundation for all thoughts and activities. 

Through this basic change of focus, our increased social connections will facilitate brain integration. Probably the most encompassing discussion of this process is by Daniel  Siegel in The Mindful Brain (2007). He describes 9 areas of integration of the brain, body, mind, and relationships. We are, in fact, by design a giant network, both internally and externally, and I believe that the winner/loser mindset acts to short-circuit the possibility of connection and integration, in our minds and in our relationships. 

The creative, interactive experience is notable for being about neither winning nor losing, succeeding nor failing. It is always the creation of something more, something that emerges from the interaction of previously disparate elements that are now integrating. The creative mindset can never be without hope because it rests on an integrative process that is, by definition, constantly creating something new. In a winner/loser dichotomy, we suffer the fear of failure and loss, while in the creative world, even failure is something that can be used as a starting point for the next new discovery.  As we conclude here, we might begin to ask ourselves, “How can each of us participate in this creative, interactive process right now?” Although specific actions may vary and be difficult to implement, the principle is simple. The very act of staying socially engaged, of participating from the viewpoint of interactive creativity (rather than win/lose) automatically engenders creative acts.
As I state in my book, “The purpose of life is to creatively participate in the experience and, in doing so, enact the process of creation.”

Richard Hill, an international member of GAINS, is the resident psychotherapist at the Davis Health Centre in Sydney, Australia. He holds a B.A. in linguistics, which has sent him down a circuitous path of knowledge embracing a Diploma of Professional Counselling and regular attendance at Milton H. Erickson Foundation conferences. He is about to embark on a Masters of Social Ecology on the invitation of the Chair. Richard also presents neuroscience and interpersonal neurobiology to the business community. His website is www.richardhill.com.au, and he welcomes your emails at richhill@iinet.net.au.
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