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“Use your head!” We’ve heard these words from our parents, our teachers, our mentors, and our bosses all our lives. But is the brain the all-powerful, all-purpose thinking machine we’ve been led to believe? It is not, says science writer Annie Murphy Paul. On its own, the brain is actually quite limited—which is why we need to tap the intelligence that exists outside our brains, in our bodies, our surroundings, and our relationships. 

In THE EXTENDED MIND: The Power of Thinking Outside the Brain (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt; June 8, 2021; $28), this acclaimed journalist opens up a new world of possibilities as she explores how drawing external resources into our thinking can allow us to focus more intently, comprehend more deeply, and create more imaginatively. 

“The prevailing assumption is the brain can, or should, do it all on its own,” Paul writes. But emerging research in cognitive science, psychology, and neuroscience demonstrates “the countervailing notion that we think best when we think with our bodies, our spaces, and our relationships.” In THE EXTENDED MIND, she explains why thinking more intelligently requires thinking outside the brain.

Some of the more counterintuitive findings she highlights:

· Information Overload: The world is full of too much information for our conscious minds to register. But our non-conscious minds are far more capacious, and they are continually collecting data points and identifying patterns in the world around us. It’s the internal sensations of the body—our “gut feelings”—that alert us to these patterns, and our sensitivity to these signals can be increased with simple exercises. 

· Moving Our Bodies: Working at a treadmill desk, taking a brisk walk during a coffee break, or even engaging in fidgeting or doodling helps keep our attention sharp and our ideas flowing. And extremely vigorous exercise can induce state of free-ranging creativity that scientists compare to a drug trip.

· Use Your Hands: The gestures we make are not mere handwaving; when used strategically, they can improve our communication with others and even enhance our own thinking. People we’re talking to are more than 50 percent more likely to remember a point we make when a gesture accompanies it; students who incorporate gestures into their study habits remember almost 40 percent more of the material than students who don’t.

· Get Outside: Spending time in nature can reverse the mentally-draining effects of the modern world. Adults who’ve just spent an hour walking through an arboretum score 20 percent higher on a test of working memory than those who spent the same amount of time navigating busy city streets. For children with ADHD, twenty minutes in the green outdoors has an effect equivalent to a dose of the attention-enhancing drug Ritalin. 

· Design Matters: The design of the places where we learn and work significantly affects our motivation and productivity. Visible cues of identity, belonging, and control measurably improve our performance in such spaces. People who negotiate while on their turf come away with an outcome worth as much as 160 percent more than the outcome claimed by the “visiting” party.

· Better Together: Engaging in synchronous activity with others—walking or exercising together, even sharing a meal—leads us to behave more cooperatively and be more successful in pursuing shared goals. (The effect is heightened if the food is served family-style and if it’s very spicy.)

Annie Murphy Paul’s work has appeared in the New York Times Magazine, Scientific American, and The Best American Science Writing, among many other publications. She is the author of The Cult of Personality and Origins, selected by the New York Times Book Review as a “Notable Book.” A graduate of Yale University and the Columbia University Graduate School of Journalism, she is currently a Learning Sciences Exchange Fellow at New America.

I look forward to discussing media opportunities with you.

Sincerely,

Shara Alexander
