
awe the new science of everyday wonder

awe the new science of everyday wonder explores the profound impact that feelings of awe have
on human psychology, well-being, and social behavior. This emerging field of study reveals how
moments of wonder and amazement, often triggered by nature, art, or extraordinary experiences,
can foster positive emotions and transform everyday life. Researchers have begun to uncover the
neurological and physiological mechanisms underlying awe, as well as its implications for mental
health, creativity, and interpersonal connections. By understanding the science behind awe,
individuals and societies can harness this powerful emotion to promote resilience, empathy, and a
deeper appreciation of the world. This article delves into the core concepts of awe, its scientific
foundations, the benefits it offers, and practical ways to cultivate it in daily life. The following
sections provide a comprehensive overview of awe as a new frontier in the study of human wonder
and experience.

The Science Behind Awe

Psychological and Physiological Effects of Awe

The Role of Awe in Mental Health and Well-being

Cultivating Awe in Everyday Life

Awe’s Influence on Social and Cultural Dynamics

The Science Behind Awe
The new science of awe investigates how this complex emotional response arises and operates
within the human brain and body. Awe is characterized by a feeling of vastness that transcends
ordinary experience, often accompanied by a need to accommodate new information that challenges
existing mental frameworks. Neuroscientific research has identified specific brain regions, such as
the default mode network and areas involved in perception and emotion regulation, that activate
during awe-inspiring moments. These findings suggest that awe expands cognitive boundaries and
promotes openness to new perspectives.

Neurological Mechanisms of Awe
Studies using neuroimaging techniques have revealed that awe triggers activity in brain areas
responsible for self-referential processing and social cognition. The temporoparietal junction, which
plays a role in perspective-taking, and the prefrontal cortex, involved in attention and decision-
making, show heightened engagement. This neural activation supports the transformative nature of
awe, enabling individuals to experience a diminished sense of self and a greater connection to
something larger than themselves.



Triggers and Types of Awe
Awe can be elicited by a variety of stimuli, ranging from natural phenomena such as majestic
landscapes and starry skies to artistic masterpieces and acts of human kindness. Researchers
categorize awe into two primary types: positive awe, which evokes feelings of inspiration and joy,
and threat-based awe, which can induce fear or a sense of smallness when confronted with
overwhelming forces. Understanding these distinctions aids in comprehending the diverse emotional
and cognitive effects of awe.

Psychological and Physiological Effects of Awe
The experience of awe influences both mental processes and physical states, making it a unique
emotional phenomenon with broad implications. Psychologically, awe can enhance attention,
increase curiosity, and foster a sense of meaning. Physiologically, it affects markers such as heart
rate variability and hormone levels, indicating a connection between awe and stress regulation.

Impact on Cognitive Functions
Awe promotes expansive thinking by encouraging individuals to revise pre-existing mental schemas
and embrace new ideas. This cognitive flexibility is linked to improved creativity and problem-
solving abilities. Additionally, awe can reduce the focus on the self, enhancing humility and openness
which are conducive to learning and growth.

Physical Responses to Awe
Research demonstrates that awe triggers measurable changes in the autonomic nervous system,
including decreased inflammation and increased parasympathetic activity. These physiological
responses contribute to a calming effect that counters stress and supports overall health. The
sensation of chills or goosebumps often associated with awe reflects the body's profound reaction to
awe-inspiring stimuli.

The Role of Awe in Mental Health and Well-being
Incorporating awe into psychological frameworks has opened new pathways for enhancing mental
health and emotional resilience. Awe's ability to elevate mood, reduce anxiety, and foster social
connectedness makes it a valuable focus for therapeutic interventions and wellness practices.

Enhancing Emotional Resilience
Experiencing awe regularly has been linked to greater emotional resilience by promoting adaptive
coping mechanisms. Awe encourages individuals to perceive challenges within a broader context,
reducing feelings of helplessness and promoting a more balanced emotional outlook. This broadened
perspective supports recovery from stress and adversity.



Awe and Social Bonding
Awe fosters social cohesion by diminishing self-centeredness and increasing feelings of
connectedness to others. This social bonding effect is crucial for mental health, as it enhances
empathy, cooperation, and altruistic behavior. Group experiences of awe, such as attending concerts
or religious ceremonies, strengthen communal ties and shared purpose.

Cultivating Awe in Everyday Life
Recognizing the benefits of awe, individuals can actively cultivate this emotion to enrich their daily
experiences and improve overall well-being. Intentional practices and lifestyle adjustments can
create more opportunities for awe to arise naturally.

Practical Ways to Experience Awe

Engaging with nature through hiking, stargazing, or visiting scenic locations

Appreciating art, music, and literature that evoke deep emotional responses

Practicing mindfulness and meditation to heighten awareness of the present moment

Seeking out novel experiences that challenge ordinary perceptions

Participating in communal events that inspire a sense of unity and transcendence

Incorporating Awe in Daily Routines
Simple daily habits such as paying attention to the details of a sunrise or taking moments to reflect
on life's mysteries can foster awe. Technology, despite often distracting from such experiences, can
also be used to access awe-inspiring content like virtual tours of natural wonders or space
explorations, broadening opportunities for wonder and curiosity.

Awe’s Influence on Social and Cultural Dynamics
The science of awe extends beyond individual psychology to impact social structures and cultural
practices. Awe can shape values, motivate collective action, and influence cultural narratives.

Awe and Moral Development
Awe has been shown to encourage prosocial behaviors by promoting humility and reducing
egocentric tendencies. This moral development aspect is significant for fostering ethical societies
and encouraging behaviors that prioritize the common good over individual gain.



Cultural Expressions of Awe
Throughout history, cultures have expressed awe through rituals, mythology, and artistic traditions
that connect individuals to larger existential themes. These cultural expressions serve to transmit
awe across generations, reinforcing communal identity and shared values.

Awe as a Catalyst for Social Change
By inspiring a sense of interconnectedness and transcendence, awe can motivate collective
movements aimed at environmental conservation, social justice, and humanitarian efforts. The
experience of awe challenges narrow worldviews and encourages broader commitments to societal
well-being.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main focus of 'Awe: The New Science of Everyday
Wonder'?
The book explores the science behind the emotion of awe, examining how experiences of awe impact
our psychology, physiology, and overall well-being.

Who is the author of 'Awe: The New Science of Everyday
Wonder'?
The book is written by Dacher Keltner, a professor of psychology at the University of California,
Berkeley.

How does experiencing awe benefit mental health according to
the book?
Experiencing awe can reduce stress, increase feelings of connectedness, enhance creativity, and
improve overall happiness and life satisfaction.

What are some common triggers of awe mentioned in the
book?
Common triggers include natural wonders, art, music, acts of kindness, and moments of profound
insight or understanding.

How does awe affect our perception of time?
Awe can expand our perception of time, making people feel they have more time available, which
encourages generosity and patience.



Can awe influence social behavior?
Yes, awe promotes prosocial behaviors by increasing feelings of connectedness and reducing self-
focus, fostering empathy and cooperation.

What role does awe play in spirituality and religion according
to the book?
Awe is often the foundation of spiritual and religious experiences, helping individuals feel connected
to something greater than themselves.

How can people cultivate more awe in their daily lives?
People can cultivate awe by spending time in nature, appreciating art, practicing mindfulness, and
seeking out new and inspiring experiences.

Does the book discuss the physiological effects of awe?
Yes, the book describes how awe can lower inflammation, reduce stress hormones, and positively
impact the nervous system.

Why is understanding awe important in contemporary society?
Understanding awe is important because it can enhance well-being, foster social bonds, and
counteract feelings of isolation and negativity prevalent in modern life.

Additional Resources
1. Awe: The New Science of Everyday Wonder and How It Can Transform Your Life by Dacher
Keltner
This groundbreaking book explores the psychology and neuroscience behind the experience of awe.
Keltner, a leading psychologist, explains how awe can enhance our well-being, creativity, and social
connections. Through research and compelling stories, the book reveals why awe is essential for a
meaningful life.

2. The Power of Awe: Cultivating Wonder in a Disenchanted World by Arthur C. Brooks
Brooks investigates how awe can counteract feelings of loneliness and despair in modern society.
Drawing from science, philosophy, and personal anecdotes, he offers practical advice for cultivating
moments of awe. The book highlights awe’s role in fostering gratitude, humility, and a sense of
belonging.

3. Wonder: How the Science of Awe Can Transform Your Life by Jeff Shinabarger
This book delves into how experiencing wonder and awe can change our perspectives and improve
mental health. Shinabarger combines scientific insights with spiritual wisdom to show that awe is a
powerful antidote to stress and cynicism. Readers learn simple ways to invite awe into their daily
routines.

4. The Awe Factor: Unlocking the Secrets to Joy, Connection, and Meaning by Emily Smith



Emily Smith uncovers the secret ingredient behind happiness and fulfillment: awe. Through
interviews with scientists and spiritual leaders, the book examines how awe fosters deeper
connections and enriches life. It provides actionable strategies to create awe-inspiring experiences
at home and work.

5. Awestruck: The Science and Spirit of Wonder by Michael Ybarra
Ybarra explores the interplay between science and spirituality in the experience of awe. The book
discusses how awe can broaden our understanding of the universe and our place within it. It
combines cutting-edge research with philosophical reflections to inspire a more awe-filled life.

6. Awe and the Brain: The Neuroscience of Wonder by Lisa Feldman Barrett
This title examines the neurological mechanisms behind awe, explaining how the brain processes
this complex emotion. Barrett presents scientific studies that reveal awe’s impact on cognition,
emotion, and social behavior. The book is a detailed yet accessible dive into the brain science of
wonder.

7. The Everyday Awe: Finding Wonder in the Mundane by Rachel Naomi Remen
Remen encourages readers to rediscover awe in everyday life, from nature to human kindness. She
blends memoir and science to illustrate how awe can transform ordinary experiences into profound
moments. The book champions mindfulness and gratitude as keys to unlocking awe.

8. Awe-Inspiring: How Moments of Wonder Can Change Your Life by Sarah Lewis
Sarah Lewis investigates how awe influences creativity, resilience, and growth. Through stories of
artists, athletes, and innovators, the book shows how awe drives excellence and innovation. It offers
guidance on embracing awe to overcome challenges and pursue passions.

9. The Science of Awe: Exploring the Emotion that Connects Us All by Paul Pearsall
Pearsall provides an interdisciplinary look at awe, drawing from psychology, biology, and
anthropology. The book describes awe as a universal emotion that promotes social bonding and
personal transformation. It presents research findings alongside practical tips for experiencing more
awe daily.
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