
Becoming Without Reinventing Yourself

1FLOW HIJACKED

Becoming Without
Reinventing Yourself
An extended scientific lecture

Tomer Avraham, PhD

Flow Hijacked

Four parts · Twelve chapters Complete English
edition

20 September 2026

How can a person undergo substantial
psychological and behavioral change while
preserving meaningful continuity?



About this edition

2FLOW HIJACKED

About this edition
This is a full reading manuscript, not a slide
deck. Its four parts can be studied as separate
sessions. Illustrative scenes are not reports
about identifiable people. The work is scientific
and educational, not an individual treatment
plan.

The lecture draws on a critical integrative
review of 214 publications, including 70
designated core sources. Bibliographic inclusion
does not mean every source received full-text
appraisal. Access and inference limits are
preserved in the lecture and its evidence
companion.

The editions preserve parity in content,
examples, sources and uncertainty.
Bibliographic titles remain in their original
language for accurate identification. Source
identifiers in the text link to the bibliography.
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PART 1 · What Changes, and What Remains?

1. Changing While
Remaining Recognizably
Yourself

A familiar person at an unfamiliar
moment

Imagine a conversation that would once have
ended badly. Someone interrupts you. You feel
the familiar heat, begin preparing the familiar
answer, and then ask what they meant. Nothing
cinematic happens. There is no declaration of a
new identity. Yet the evening takes a different
course. Later, you may recognize both the old
impulse and the changed response as yours.

This is an illustrative scene, not a clinical case.
It gives us a question more precise than
whether people can change: what would have to
change for a different response to become
available, and what would have to remain for
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that response to belong to the same life? A
single successful conversation cannot answer it.
It might reflect a good night's sleep, an
unusually safe relationship, a practiced skill, or
chance. Lasting change requires us to follow
what happens next.

The central proposition of this lecture is that
meaningful change and meaningful continuity
can coexist. The qualification matters as much
as the proposition. They do not coexist through
one demonstrated universal mechanism.
Personality development, behavioral learning,
autobiographical understanding and social
belonging describe different processes. We will
follow their connections without pretending that
a single word, whether identity, brain or system,
explains them all. [M001; F034]

The hidden demands inside “deep
change”

We often recognize depth through emotional
intensity. A powerful realization feels more
consequential than a quiet alteration in routine.
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But intensity at one moment is not the same as
durability over time. A person can feel
transformed on Sunday and repeat the same
behavior on Monday. Another person may notice
little drama while gradually becoming more
reliable across months.

Depth can therefore mean several things:
magnitude, persistence, breadth across
situations, importance to functioning, or a shift
in a valued commitment. These criteria can
diverge. A modest change in responding to a
child may matter more than a large change in a
questionnaire score. A dramatic change in
occupation may leave broad personality traits
nearly unchanged. We should not force these
outcomes onto a single ladder.

For our purposes, a substantial change is one
that makes a consequential difference in lived
possibilities or functioning and has enough
persistence to be distinguished from a passing
fluctuation. That is a working definition for this
lecture, not a diagnostic threshold. It tells us
what to investigate: repeated observations,
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context, consequences and the person's own
priorities, alongside standardized measures.

Who decides whether you are still
yourself?

There is the person who experiences change,
the family member who observes it, and the
researcher who measures it. They may disagree
without any of them being dishonest. The
person may feel more authentic while relatives
experience unfamiliarity. A questionnaire may
show continuity while a major relationship has
changed. Recognition is itself an outcome that
needs explanation.

Research on identity judgments suggests that
moral characteristics often carry unusual weight
when people judge whether someone remains
the same person. Other valued pursuits also
matter, and different questions about identity
and the “true self” do not produce identical
answers. These studies examine how people
interpret identity. They do not discover a
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biological essence or determine anyone's
personhood. [X001; X002; X004]

That distinction becomes especially important
around illness or disability. A change in a
person's behavior can be painful or bewildering
for others. It does not remove the person's
dignity. The question of psychological continuity
should help us understand experience, not
create a test that people must pass to remain
fully human.

A history, not an untouched core

One tempting picture places a permanent core
inside us and treats everything else as a
replaceable shell. Another treats the person as
endlessly editable. Neither picture fits the whole
evidence. Dispositions show substantial
continuity, but development and learning are
real. Memories connect a life, but remembering
is reconstructive. Relationships carry
expectations, but people can renegotiate them.
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A more useful starting point is historical
continuity. The person who learns something
new is the person shaped by earlier
experiences, even when the lesson revises those
experiences. A musician acquiring a new
technique does not merely uncover a
performance that was already complete inside
them. The new capacity grows out of an existing
body, practice history and social world.

This is a broader scientific inference, not proof
of a particular theory of selfhood. It also
corrects a possible excess in the Flow Hijacked
language of accessibility. Some possibilities
become easier to reach. Others have to be built.
An account of change needs room for both.
[R163; R085; F021]

What this lecture will and will not
settle

The evidence base includes longitudinal
research, experiments, systematic reviews,
qualitative studies and theory. These sources
have different jobs. A trial can estimate the
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effect of a specified intervention. A life narrative
can illuminate meaning. A mathematical model
can establish what follows from its assumptions.
None automatically replaces the others.

We will mark five categories: empirical findings,
researchers' interpretations, broader scientific
inferences, Flow Hijacked synthesis and new
hypotheses. An imagined example will remain
an imagined example. We will not borrow the
authority of neuroscience to make a metaphor
sound measured, or the warmth of a personal
story to make a general claim sound proven.

The final question is practical as well as
scientific. Can we describe change in a way that
recognizes constraints without turning them
into a sentence, and recognizes agency without
making every difficulty a failure of will? The
answer begins with a distinction. Before asking
how the person changes, we have to ask what,
exactly, we are measuring.
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2. Traits, States,
Behavior, and Identity

Five questions hiding inside one
sentence

“She has changed” can mean that she worries
less, answers messages sooner, describes
herself differently, has joined a new community,
or seems less familiar to her partner. Those
observations may be connected, but they are not
interchangeable. A scientific account needs a
vocabulary that protects the differences before
trying to explain the connections.

A trait summarizes a relatively enduring
tendency. A state is a temporary expression or
configuration. A behavior is an action. A
self-belief is something a person takes to be true
about themselves. An identity can involve a role,
a group, a narrative or a felt connection across
time. These are working distinctions rather than
sealed compartments. Their usefulness is that
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they prevent evidence at one level from silently
answering a question at another. [R026; R027;
M002; F034]

Consider a person who attends a gathering
despite feeling anxious. The behavior has
changed. Anxiety in that moment may not have
changed. Their self-description may still be “I
am socially anxious.” Calling the evening a
failure because the feeling remained would miss
a real change. Calling it a personality
transformation would exceed what one evening
can show.

A photograph, a film, and a
distribution

A single observation resembles a photograph.
Repeated observations resemble a film. A trait
measure tries to summarize something
characteristic across many possible
observations. The metaphor is useful as long as
we remember that questionnaires do not
literally contain all the frames. They ask people
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or observers to generalize from memory and
judgment.

Experience-sampling research approaches the
film more directly by asking people about recent
or current experience repeatedly. It reveals
substantial variation within the same person.
Someone can behave assertively in one setting
and quietly in another while still having a
characteristic average and pattern of variation.
This is the density-distribution insight: a trait
need not be present at one constant level every
minute. [R026]

A distribution also omits information. Two
people might have the same average and spread
but different sequences. One may recover
quickly after a difficult interaction; another may
remain distressed for hours. To study that
difference, we need temporal information, not
only a histogram. Later, this distinction will
matter when we discuss dynamical models.
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Stability has more than one
meaning

Rank-order stability asks whether people
maintain their relative positions compared with
others. Mean-level change asks whether the
group's average changes. Individual change
asks how a particular person's score or behavior
develops. Profile stability asks about the pattern
across several characteristics. These can
produce apparently conflicting answers because
they answer different questions.

Imagine a group in which everyone becomes
somewhat more conscientious. The average
rises, yet everyone's relative position could
remain unchanged. Now imagine half the group
increases and half decreases. The average might
remain stable despite substantial individual
change. Neither example is a research result;
each is a logical demonstration of why the
statistics must be distinguished.
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The distinction prevents two familiar mistakes.
A high stability correlation does not mean that a
specified percentage of a person is fixed. A
small average change does not mean that
nobody changed substantially. Large
longitudinal syntheses support continuity and
development together because they measure
these properties separately. [M001; R002;
R003]

Identity is not a single scale

Narrative identity concerns how a person
connects remembered experience, current
concerns and anticipated futures. Social identity
concerns membership and belonging.
Self-concept clarity concerns how confidently
and consistently self-beliefs are held. Temporal
self-continuity concerns felt connection across
time. A person can change in one of these
domains without parallel change in the others.

Joining a recovery community may change social
identification before changing a life story. A
person can tell a more coherent story while
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continuing an unwanted habit. Someone can feel
connected to their future while remaining
uncertain about their current role. These
combinations are not necessarily inconsistencies
to be eliminated. They may describe different
timescales of development. [M002; R073; F034;
M016]

The word identity becomes useful when we state
which aspect we mean. Otherwise it becomes an
explanation that can fit every outcome after the
fact. If action improves, we say identity
changed. If action does not improve, we say the
identity change was not deep enough. A
scientific account needs a way to be wrong.

The measurement can change with
the person

Suppose someone rates their patience more
harshly after therapy. Have they become less
patient, or more aware of impatience? Suppose
a person enters a demanding profession and
rates their competence lower. Their skills might
have improved while their comparison group
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changed. A score is produced by both the
characteristic and the way the question is
understood.

Researchers address this through measurement
invariance and related methods. The underlying
question is whether a measure means
sufficiently the same thing across occasions or
groups to justify comparison. No statistical
procedure removes every ambiguity, but
ignoring the problem makes strong claims of
change less secure. [R197]

Multiple methods help. Self-report,
observations, informant judgments and behavior
can agree or disagree in informative ways.
Agreement is not a guarantee of truth, and
disagreement is not merely noise. It can reveal
that a change is private, context-specific, not yet
visible, or partly a change in self-perception. A
serious account asks which explanation fits the
evidence.
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A useful discipline for the rest of
the lecture

Whenever we meet a claim of transformation,
we will ask four questions. What changed?
Compared with what? Over what period?
According to which measure? A fifth question
follows: did the change matter for the person's
life? That last question should complement
measurement rather than replace it.

This discipline does not drain change of human
meaning. It protects meaning from being
overwritten by a convenient label. A person
deserves to have a new capacity recognized
even if a broad trait score barely moves. They
also deserve protection from promises based on
a temporary feeling presented as a permanent
result.

With the levels separated, we can now take
stability seriously. It is not an embarrassment to
a hopeful account of change. It is part of the
evidence that any credible account must
explain.
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3. Stability Does Not
Mean Standing Still

Taking continuity seriously

A hopeful account of change has no need to
deny that people have enduring tendencies.
Some people remain more socially outgoing
than their peers; others remain more cautious,
organized or emotionally reactive. These
continuities can shape relationships, work and
the environments people enter. They are part of
what a theory of change must explain, not
inconvenient results to be set aside.

A major 2022 synthesis examined 189 studies of
rank-order stability and 276 studies of
mean-level change. The two analyses involved
178,503 and 242,542 participants respectively;
the totals must not be added as though they
were unique people. Stability increased earlier
in life and reached a plateau in young
adulthood. Mean-level development occurred
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alongside that continuity. The result is more
informative than either “personality never
changes” or “personality is entirely flexible.”
[M001]

The older literature had suggested continued
increases in stability later into adulthood. The
newer synthesis revised that pattern. Scientific
understanding improved because the later
evidence was allowed to modify an influential
account. We should bring the same willingness
to revise to the Flow Hijacked interpretation.
[R002; M001]

A disposition is a tendency, not a
command

A disposition makes some responses more
characteristic or likely. It does not dictate the
same response under every condition. A
cautious person can act bravely. An outgoing
person can need solitude. The existence of
exceptions does not erase the tendency, just as
a tendency does not make an exception unreal.
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This distinction has practical consequences. A
person who wants to speak more openly need
not assume that every trace of reserve must
disappear. The important change may concern
the situations in which speaking becomes
possible, the cost of doing it, or the ability to act
despite discomfort. Whether that change
eventually shifts a broad trait measure is a
further question.

The scientific claim remains bounded. We
cannot infer that everyone can reach every
desired level of every trait. A change that is easy
for one person may require sustained effort or
support for another. Describing a tendency
probabilistically creates room for variation, not
a promise of unlimited malleability. [R026;
R027]

Heredity is not a personal
percentage

Heritability estimates describe variation within
studied populations under particular conditions.
They do not divide one person's personality into



3. Stability Does Not Mean Standing Still

23FLOW HIJACKED

a fixed genetic portion and a changeable
environmental portion. Nor do they tell us what
would happen under an intervention that
changes the environment in a way absent from
the original sample.

A population could become less distressed after
a broad improvement in conditions while
genetic differences still contribute substantially
to variation between people. Conversely, an
environmentally caused difficulty may be hard
to reverse. The origin of a difference and the
ease of changing it are separate questions.

Behavior-genetic syntheses find contributions
from both genetic and environmental processes
to personality development and continuity. The
estimates depend on design and assumptions.
People also select and shape their
environments, which can reinforce existing
tendencies. This is a reciprocal developmental
account, not a contest in which nature or
nurture must win. [R014; R015; S022]
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Why major events do not produce
one predictable personality

A new job, parenthood, separation or migration
can alter a life profoundly. Yet broad trait
changes associated with life events are often
small on average and vary across events. A
major consequence for daily living need not
produce a large movement on a broad
personality scale. [S003; S004]

There is also selection. People differ before they
enter an event. They may anticipate it, choose it,
or experience several transitions at once. A
change around the date of an event is not
automatically caused by that event alone. Even
a strong longitudinal design needs to consider
what else changed and who was likely to
encounter the event.

The average can conceal different pathways, but
we should not invoke hidden heterogeneity
whenever a preferred effect is small. Sometimes
the average effect is small because the broad
trait is genuinely resistant. Sometimes the
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measure misses a narrower change. Sometimes
opposing trajectories cancel. Those possibilities
require evidence, not rescue by storytelling.

Interventions: improvement
compared with what?

Personality intervention research provides
credible reasons to investigate intentional
change. Digital programs, behavioral challenges
and clinical interventions have produced
changes in trait reports, sometimes with
observer corroboration. But a before-and-after
improvement is not by itself a treatment effect.
Participants might improve through
expectations, repeated measurement,
regression toward typical levels or other
changes in their lives. [R004; R005; R009]

A 2025 series of studies involving 2,094
participants directly sharpened this concern.
Participants in comparison conditions changed
similarly to those receiving the tested
interventions. The finding does not invalidate
every personality intervention. It does show why
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the comparison group is part of the result, not
an administrative detail. [R007]

The responsible conclusion is neither cynicism
nor enthusiasm without limits. Some change is
observable. The specific contribution, durability
and generalization of a program require
stronger tests. A program can feel persuasive
and still lack evidence that its active ingredients
explain the improvement.

The freedom of a bounded claim

There is a quieter kind of hope in a bounded
claim. You do not have to believe that every
disposition can be replaced to take a new
response seriously. Nor must a difficult attempt
prove that your traits are destiny. A trait
describes a pattern that may be stable,
context-sensitive and capable of some
development at the same time.

For the listener, the question becomes less
theatrical: what would count as a worthwhile
change in this particular domain, under these
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conditions, over this period? For the researcher,
the question becomes more demanding: what
comparison would distinguish real intervention
effects from the changes that would have
occurred anyway?

Both questions bring us closer to the person.
They replace a sweeping promise with a testable
possibility. The next step is to examine the
situations in which that possibility appears.

PART 2 · How Does Change Become Possible?

4. The Same Person
Across Different
Situations

There is no person without a
situation

You may speak differently with a trusted friend,
a supervisor and a frightened child. The
difference is not necessarily performance or
dishonesty. Each relationship changes what is
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relevant, expected and possible. The same
person brings a history into each situation, and
the situation gives that history a particular
opportunity to appear.

Person-situation research moved beyond the
question of which side matters more. People
select environments, interpret them, evoke
reactions and alter what happens next. A
meeting can be an opportunity for one person
and a threat for another. The external event is
similar, but its psychological meaning is not
identical. [R028; R034; S028]

This does not mean that everything is
subjective. Power, time, safety and access are
real features of a setting. It means that an
account of behavior must attend both to the
setting and to the person who encounters it.
Neither can be fully understood by deleting the
other.
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Conditional consistency

A person can be consistent in the way they vary.
They may repeatedly become more talkative
with familiar people, more cautious under
evaluation and more irritable when exhausted.
The stable pattern is not one unchanging level
of behavior. It is a relation between conditions
and responses.

Cognitive-affective accounts made such
conditional patterns central. They invite us to
ask what a situation activates: expectations,
goals, interpretations and affective responses.
Those processes are proposed explanations, not
directly visible simply because a pattern
repeats. Still, they help make sense of a person
who is both recognizable and variable. [R028]

In an illustrative workplace example, a
colleague speaks readily in a small planning
session but rarely in a large review meeting.
Calling them either confident or insecure loses
information. Their response may depend on
preparation time, audience, power differences
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or the perceived consequences of error. To
understand the pattern, we need to vary or
observe those conditions rather than attach a
global label.

A distribution is not a collection of
separate people

The density-distribution view gives state
variation a precise descriptive role. It asks how
often a person occupies different levels of a
characteristic and how that pattern differs from
other people's. Whole Trait Theory then asks
what social-cognitive processes help generate
the distribution. Description and explanation are
deliberately distinguished. [R026; R027]

This is relevant to the language of “different
versions of yourself,” but it also places a limit on
that language. A broad range of observed states
does not prove that the person contains several
discrete selves. A distribution may be
continuous. It may change because the mix of
situations changes rather than because an
internal mechanism has been reorganized.
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The phrase can remain useful as ordinary
language if its meaning is clear. It describes
recognizable differences in how one person feels
and acts. It should not be presented as a
discovery that complete identities are stored
inside the brain, waiting for the correct trigger.

Selection, exposure and
interpretation

Suppose a person's average social activity
increases. They may have become more willing
to engage in the same situations. They may have
entered a new environment with more
opportunities. They may have chosen different
situations because of a prior change in
motivation. These are different pathways to a
similar average outcome.

To separate them, we need information about
both exposure and response. How often was an
opportunity available? What happened when it
was available? Did the person perceive it as
safe? Did the cost of participation change?
Without those observations, we can mistake a
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change in the environment for a change in
disposition, or miss a real disposition change
hidden by restricted opportunity.

This is a scientific reason to take social
conditions seriously. It is also a humane reason.
Someone who seldom participates may lack
access, time or safety rather than interest. The
explanation must be investigated, not selected
because it fits an encouraging or blaming story.
[S028; R119]

From a temporary opening to a
lasting pattern

A supportive setting can make a different
response possible today. Lasting change asks
whether something is learned, practiced,
reinforced or carried into tomorrow. The
temporary opening might disappear when the
setting changes. Alternatively, it might create a
new experience that changes expectations and
future choices.
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The TESSERA framework proposes a connection
between recurring situations, expectations,
states, reactions and reflection over time. It is a
useful organizing model for the accumulation
problem. It does not establish that every state
change becomes trait change or that one
sequence explains every developmental
pathway. [M024]

A rigorous test would follow the relevant
moments, not only ask about personality before
and after a program. It would examine whether
the proposed sequence occurred, whether it
predicted later change and whether competing
explanations fit as well. That is more demanding
than describing a program as transformative,
but it is also more informative.

A condition worth examining

A modest observational exercise can clarify the
distinction without pretending to be treatment.
Choose one recurring behavior and notice when
it becomes easier or harder. Record the setting,
the demand, the available support and what
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actually happened. Do not turn a handful of
observations into a diagnosis or a universal rule.

The purpose is to replace “I am always like this”
with a question that can be investigated.
Perhaps the pattern really is broad. Perhaps it is
concentrated under fatigue or evaluation.
Perhaps it depends on a relationship. Each
possibility suggests a different explanation, and
none should be assumed in advance.

This is where the Flow Hijacked lens is most
useful as a synthesis: look for the conditions
under which action becomes accessible. Its limit
must remain visible. Changing conditions may
help reveal or practice a capacity, but a capacity
that has never been learned may still have to be
built.
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5. Practice, Learning, and
New Capacities

The difference between wanting
and doing

A wish to change can matter without being
sufficient. It identifies a direction, but it does
not automatically supply a skill, an opportunity
or a way to respond when the familiar difficulty
appears. Volitional personality research makes
this distinction visible: change goals and actual
change are related imperfectly, and completing
behavioral challenges is different from
endorsing a desired future. [R006; R009; S017]

Imagine someone who wants to become more
dependable. “Be a reliable person” is a
meaningful aspiration, but it does not specify
what happens when a task is ambiguous, a
message arrives late, or exhaustion makes
avoidance attractive. The relevant learning may
involve estimating time, clarifying expectations,
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communicating a delay or reducing the number
of simultaneous commitments.

These are illustrative possibilities, not a
universal program. Their value is that they
convert a global self-judgment into processes
that can be observed. The person may still care
deeply about identity. But the route from caring
to doing requires more than a declaration.

Repetition changes some things,
not everything

Habit research concerns learned tendencies to
respond to recurring cues. Repetition matters,
but repetition in a stable context is not identical
to learning a flexible skill. A routine can become
easier to initiate while remaining poorly adapted
to unusual circumstances. Conversely, a skilled
action may continue to require attention and
judgment. [R085; R086]

Automaticity, frequency and identity should
therefore remain separate. A person can
perform something often and deliberately. They
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can respond automatically without liking the
outcome. They can identify strongly with an
activity they rarely perform because opportunity
is limited. Counting repetitions alone does not
tell us which process has changed.

The familiar claim that a habit takes a fixed
number of days is especially misleading. The
often-cited median of 66 days came from a
particular model and sample, with large
variation and some estimates extending beyond
the observation period. It is not a deadline by
which a person should have succeeded. [R087]

Plans are bridges, not magic
words

Implementation intentions connect a specified
situation with a specified action. Their
usefulness lies in making a response easier to
initiate when the relevant cue appears. “If the
meeting ends, I will write the next action before
opening another task” is different from “I will
become organized.” Research supports benefits
for goal enactment across studied settings,
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while effects depend on the task and
comparison. [R097; R098]

A plan cannot supply resources that do not exist.
It cannot remove every competing demand or
make a dangerous setting safe. Nor does
successful use of a plan prove that personality
has changed. It may be a local tool that helps a
valued action happen.

This is not a lesser achievement. Much of life is
organized through arrangements that make
desired behavior easier. The scientific mistake is
not using a simple tool. It is inflating the tool's
effect into a claim about the whole person.

Learning something that was not
there before

The language of unlocking potential can be
humane when it counters hopelessness. It
becomes inaccurate when it suggests that all
capacities are already fully formed. Learning a
language, setting a boundary or recognizing a
bodily signal may require new knowledge and
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practice. Better conditions can make learning
possible without replacing learning itself.

We should distinguish performance under
support from independent transfer. A person
may act effectively with a prompt but struggle
without it. That does not make the supported
performance false. It shows what the current
arrangement can produce. Whether the capacity
becomes more independent is an empirical
question, not a moral test.

A good account of development includes
scaffolding. Support can reduce demands while
a skill is acquired. Sometimes support can later
be reduced; sometimes maintaining it remains
appropriate. Independence is not the only
meaningful outcome. Reliable participation with
well-designed support may be a more humane
and realistic goal.
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Transfer is the difficult part

A response learned in one context may not
appear in another. The conditions that make a
behavior easy in a workshop may be absent
during conflict, fatigue or time pressure. This is
why an intervention should not be judged only
by performance while its supports are present.
Generalization is part of the outcome, not an
optional extra. [R093; R156]

There are several possible explanations for a
failure to transfer. The original learning may
have been narrow. The new setting may contain
stronger competing cues. The cost of the action
may be higher. The person may need a different
skill rather than more of the same practice.
These possibilities should be distinguished
before concluding that commitment is absent.

A new response that appears inconsistently can
still be informative. It demonstrates possibility
under some conditions, but not yet reliability
across conditions. That is a more precise
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description than either “the person has changed
completely” or “nothing has changed.”

What practice contributes to a life

Practice can change fluency, expectations,
attention and the probability of initiating a
response. It can also provide evidence that
revises self-beliefs: an action once considered
impossible becomes something the person has
actually done. The causal order need not be
identical in every case. Identity can support
action, action can reshape identity, and a
common environment can support both. [F010;
S050]

For Flow Hijacked, the defensible synthesis is
that repeated action and supportive conditions
can participate in changing what becomes
readily possible. The stronger claim that
practice necessarily reshapes a formal identity
landscape remains a hypothesis. We do not need
that stronger claim to recognize the importance
of learning.
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The next question concerns meaning. When an
action changes, how does it become part of the
story a person tells about their life? And when a
story changes first, how much does it change
what happens outside the story?

6. The Stories Through
Which We Understand
Our Lives

A life contains more than one
possible account

Two accounts can describe the same sequence
of events and give it different meanings. One
emphasizes failure; another notices persistence.
One treats a turning point as rescue; another
recognizes the work that followed. Neither
becomes true merely because it is more hopeful.
A useful account must remain answerable to
what happened while allowing meaning to
develop.
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Narrative identity research studies how people
connect remembered episodes, present
concerns and imagined futures. It does not
claim that all thought is a story or that a person
is nothing but language. It examines a level of
organization through which experience becomes
intelligible. [M002; R039]

An illustrative distinction helps. “I have never
been capable” is a general conclusion. “I
struggled in that setting, then learned under
different conditions” is a more differentiated
account. The second may be more accurate, but
accuracy must come from the history, not from
its reassuring tone. Scientific care and humane
writing should support each other here.

Agency and communion

Researchers often examine agency, the sense of
being able to influence events, and communion,
the importance and quality of connection with
others. These themes can be coded in life
narratives. They are not simply scores for being
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a good person, and they are not identical to
actual control or actual social support.

A person may narrate agency while facing
severe constraints. Another may have
considerable resources but experience little
influence. A story rich in connection may reflect
supportive relationships, a cultural narrative
convention or both. Coding a narrative gives us
information about meaning, not an unobstructed
view of every condition that produced it. [T005]

Narrative measures can contribute information
beyond broad personality traits. That supports
the value of studying them. It does not establish
that changing a coded theme will necessarily
change well-being. Incremental prediction and
causal influence are different achievements.
[R041]

The important disagreement

Some longitudinal work in psychotherapy
suggests that changes in narrative agency can
precede improvement. That sequence is
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relevant, but therapy changes many things at
once. Greater agency in a story might
participate in change, reflect emerging action,
or track another process such as hope or
engagement. [M017]

A later study following adults across nine years
of late midlife found associations between
people's average narrative themes and their
later functioning, but did not find comparable
predictive value in the small within-person
changes in those themes. This does not settle
every narrative question. It shows why
differences between people cannot be assumed
to describe what happens when one person's
story changes. [F007]

The studies concern different ages, settings and
measurements. A fair lecture should preserve
those differences rather than choose the result
that best fits its thesis. The question remains
open: under what conditions does narrative
change cause, accompany or follow changes in
living?
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Stories are told to someone

Autobiographical remembering often happens in
conversation. Listeners invite some details,
ignore others, affirm interpretations and
sometimes challenge them. The social
construction of memory does not mean the past
is invented at will. It means that remembering
and explaining occur within relationships.
[R046]

A person may find a more adequate account
when someone listens without reducing them to
a diagnosis or a mistake. But a listener can also
press for an acceptable story: recovery must be
triumphant, grief must end in wisdom, adversity
must reveal a gift. Cultural master narratives
can make some lives easy to recognize and
others difficult to tell. [F026]

There is a moral and scientific reason to resist
compulsory redemption. A person can integrate
harm without calling it beneficial. They can
move forward without claiming that suffering
was necessary. The quality of an account
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includes its honesty about loss, not only its
capacity to produce a satisfying ending.

Growth reported and growth
measured

Retrospective reports of posttraumatic growth
can express meaningful changes in
interpretation. They do not always correspond
to prospectively measured increases in
capacities or well-being. A person looking back
may reconstruct the earlier self through the lens
of the present. That is one reason a
before-and-after self-story differs from repeated
measurement taken at the relevant times.
[R178]

This distinction should not be used to dismiss
testimony. “I understand my life differently” is a
real report about present meaning. It becomes a
different claim when translated into “the event
objectively improved these abilities.” The first
does not automatically establish the second.



6. The Stories Through Which We Understand Our Lives

48FLOW HIJACKED

We can preserve both dignity and accuracy by
asking which change is being described.
Perhaps the person has developed a new
interpretation, a new behavior, a new
relationship or all three. Each deserves its own
evidence. There is no need to discredit meaning
because it is not a laboratory measure, or to
disguise meaning as a causal estimate.

A story that leaves room

A helpful narrative need not explain everything.
It can hold uncertainty, contradiction and
unfinished questions. It can connect the present
to the past without treating the past as a script
for every future. It can acknowledge
responsibility without compressing a person into
the worst thing they have done.

For Flow Hijacked, this is a synthesis rather
than a universally tested intervention: a life
story may become more usable when it
describes conditions, actions and possibilities
with enough specificity to permit another move.
“This is who I am” can sometimes become “This



6. The Stories Through Which We Understand Our Lives

49FLOW HIJACKED

is a pattern I know, and these are the
circumstances in which it appears.” Whether
that shift changes behavior must still be tested.

We arrive at a delicate question. If stories can
change, which connections should remain?
Continuity can be a source of care and
orientation. It can also preserve a role that no
longer serves the person. The next chapter asks
how to distinguish them.

PART 3 · Continuity Through Change

7. What Is Worth
Keeping, and What Can
We Leave Behind?

Continuity with what?

The instruction “remain yourself” sounds
reassuring until we ask what it means. Remain
loyal to a value? Preserve a relationship?
Continue a harmful routine? Keep the same
account of a painful event? Continuity is not one
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substance that can simply be increased. It is a
connection with something, across some
interval, for some purpose.

Research distinguishes connections with the
past, the future and a more general sense of
continuity across life. Those connections can
rest on attributes, memories, values,
relationships or cultural belonging. A person
can feel continuous while changing
substantially, if the change makes sense within
their history. They can also feel disconnected
while familiar traits remain stable. [F034; T003]

This helps explain why continuity cannot be
treated as universally good. Preserving care for
a child is different from preserving a
self-definition built around shame. Both can feel
deeply familiar. Their familiarity does not decide
whether they deserve the same future.
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When distance helps

A new beginning can create distance from an
earlier failure. A temporal landmark, such as the
start of a term or a personally meaningful date,
can make a goal feel newly approachable.
Research on fresh starts examines this
motivational effect. It does not show that a
calendar boundary erases learning or makes
continued effort unnecessary. [M026]

Discontinuity can also connect a person with a
valued earlier life by highlighting a gap between
that life and the present. Other forms of
discontinuity may threaten belonging or make a
desired future feel alien. Studies of continuity
and change therefore depend heavily on the
reference point: which self is being approached,
and which is being left behind? [T001; T002]

A useful question is not simply whether to keep
or break continuity. It is whether a particular
connection supports responsibility, care and
possible action, or traps the person inside an
account that has become too narrow. That
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judgment involves personal and ethical
priorities as well as psychological evidence.

The future person who will inherit
today

Future-self research asks whether feeling
connected to one's future can influence present
choices. Some experiments use age-progressed
images or other procedures to make the future
more concrete. Effects on immediate choices
and allocations provide evidence that the
representation of the future can matter. They do
not demonstrate that imagining a future reliably
creates it. [R064; R065; S040]

Possible selves add another dimension. They
include hoped-for and feared ways of being,
shaped by available models and social
opportunities. A possible self can organize
motivation, but it needs a plausible route into
action. A vivid picture without an accessible
path may remain an image rather than a guide.
[M003; R068]
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Continuity with the future should also allow
uncertainty. The future person may value things
differently. Caring for that person does not
require assuming that every current preference
will remain. We can preserve concern while
leaving room for development.

Many roles, one life

A person may be a parent, a colleague, a friend,
a student and someone managing a long-term
condition. These roles can provide resources
and alternative sources of meaning. They can
also compete for time and create incompatible
expectations. More roles are not automatically
better.

The self-complexity literature is important
because it challenged the idea that one total
self-definition is always desirable. Yet later
synthesis did not establish a general protective
effect of greater complexity. The content,
compatibility and resources attached to roles
matter. A crowded life can be rich or
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exhausting, and a simple role count cannot tell
us which. [R074; M021; S045]

Coherence need not mean behaving identically
everywhere. It can mean that differences remain
understandable and that important
commitments can be negotiated across settings.
This is an integrative interpretation, not a single
validated score for a healthy identity.

Culture changes the question

In some settings, continuity is strongly
connected with stable personal attributes. In
others, relationships, roles or collective
belonging may carry more weight. Large
cross-cultural work challenges the assumption
that one Western model of a consistent
individual self can be treated as a universal
standard. [T003; R188]

This does not divide the world neatly into
independent and interdependent people.
Cultural patterns combine in more varied ways.
People also move among contexts and inherit
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conflicting expectations. The scientifically useful
question is which bases of continuity matter
here, rather than which culture supposedly has
the correct self.

A lecture about personal change should
therefore avoid making separation from others
the definition of freedom. It should also avoid
treating loyalty to a group as automatically
beneficial. Both autonomy and belonging can be
supported or constrained by the content of a
relationship and the conditions surrounding it.

Selective continuity

The Flow Hijacked synthesis proposed here is
selective continuity: preserve connections that
carry chosen meaning and responsibility while
allowing other patterns to change. This is a
conceptual principle, not a tested treatment
package. It should not be imposed on a person
whose priorities differ.
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An illustrative reflection might separate three
questions. What do I want to carry forward?
What has become too costly to preserve
unchanged? What do I not yet know? The third
question matters. A person need not decide the
whole future before trying a different action.

Continuity then becomes less like guarding a
museum and more like caring for a living
history. Some things remain because they are
valuable. Some change because their earlier
form no longer serves the life that carries them.
The evidence does not choose those values for
us, but it can prevent us from mistaking
familiarity for necessity.
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8. Relationships, Body,
and Environment as
Conditions for Change

The person does not end at the
edge of a questionnaire

A questionnaire is convenient because it travels
easily from one setting to another. A life does
not. It includes sleep, money, obligations,
physical surroundings and people who respond
to what we do. If these conditions are omitted, a
problem of opportunity can be mistaken for a
problem of character.

The capability, opportunity and motivation
framework is useful because it forces us to
consider more than intention. It is an organizing
framework, not proof that every proposed
combination will work. Its contribution is to
make neglected conditions visible before an
intervention is designed. [R119]
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Imagine someone who repeatedly misses an
evening class. We could infer low commitment.
We could also ask about transport, shift work,
care responsibilities and exhaustion. None of
those explanations should be assumed. The
point is that they belong in the investigation
before a verdict about the person's identity.

What relationships make available

Representations of significant others include
expectations, memories and associated ways of
responding. Relational-self research examines
how cues to those relationships can influence
present perception and action. A familiar person
may evoke confidence, vigilance, playfulness or
restraint. These are not separate people hidden
inside us; they are context-sensitive responses
shaped by a shared history. [R103]

Relationships can also change actual demands.
Someone may help plan a task, provide
transport, share responsibility or make it safer
to admit uncertainty. These practical
contributions should not disappear behind a
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vague claim that connection regulates
everything. Support has content, timing and
conditions.

A relationship can constrain as well as enable.
An old role may be repeatedly assigned to a
person who is trying to change. A group may
reward behavior that conflicts with the person's
priorities. Belonging is important, but the
question is always: belonging to what, on what
terms, and with what consequences?

Groups and the evidence for
benefit

Social-identity interventions offer an
opportunity to move beyond general statements
about belonging. Trials of Groups 4 Health have
examined a specific package designed to build
and sustain social connections. Evidence
supports improvements in particular outcomes,
including loneliness and social anxiety, in the
studied population and follow-up period. [R115]
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The package effect does not prove that identity
alone caused the improvement. Participants
receive activities, attention, opportunities and a
social setting. A mechanism claim needs
additional evidence separating those
ingredients. The distinction does not diminish
the outcome. It tells us what can be carried into
a broader explanation.

Similarly, longitudinal associations between
relationships and self-esteem suggest reciprocal
relevance, but do not by themselves establish a
causal feedback loop within every person. The
structure of a group-level analysis can differ
from an individual's process. [R116; R196]

The body changes the cost of
action

Sleep-loss experiments show that bodily
conditions can alter affect and performance. A
person who has slept poorly may experience less
positive affect, more anxiety or greater difficulty
sustaining attention. These are evidence-based
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state effects. They are not proof that one night
has changed the person's identity. [R125; R126]

This matters because an action can remain
physically possible while becoming much more
costly. A patient response may require more
effort under exhaustion. A task that was
manageable yesterday may exceed today's
available attention. The difference should not
automatically be interpreted as inconsistency of
values.

At the same time, we should not turn sleep into
a universal explanation. Stress, illness,
medication effects, environmental demands and
learning history can also matter, and their
contributions vary. The scientific habit is to
identify specific measured conditions rather
than invoke “the nervous system” as an
explanation that ends the inquiry.
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Material conditions are not merely
mindset

Randomized housing-mobility research
demonstrates that changing opportunities and
surroundings can affect outcomes. The
intervention changes a bundle of conditions,
potentially including schools, peers, safety and
stress. Effects vary by population and
developmental timing. It is therefore evidence
for the importance of conditions, not a simple
law that moving always helps. [R121; T007]

Scarcity research raises a related but more
contested issue. Financial strain can impose
direct constraints, uncertainty and cognitive
demands. The broad claim that scarcity
uniformly reduces a single mental bandwidth is
less secure than it is sometimes presented.
Material hardship matters even when one
proposed psychological mechanism is disputed.
[R120; R123]
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A person cannot think their way into transport
that does not exist or time already consumed by
care work. Conversely, changing resources does
not guarantee that every learned response will
disappear. An adequate account includes both
conditions and learning, without using either to
erase the other.

Agency with support

A systems perspective should not make the
person vanish. People interpret, choose, resist,
practice and seek help within constraints.
Agency is not the absence of influences. It is
exercised through capacities and opportunities
that have a history and can sometimes be
altered.

The Flow Hijacked synthesis is that changing
the conditions of action can be part of personal
change itself. It need not be dismissed as an
external workaround. A quieter room, a
trustworthy relationship or a manageable
commitment may allow a capacity to become
reliable. Whether that reliability generalizes
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beyond the arrangement remains an empirical
question.

The humane implication is specific. Before
interpreting a repeated difficulty as a failure of
identity, examine the demands and supports
under which it occurs. This does not excuse
every action or eliminate responsibility. It
makes responsibility more concrete by asking
what arrangement could support a different
action next time.

9. When an Old Response
Returns

The meaning of a difficult day

A person has responded differently for weeks,
then reacts in a familiar way during an
argument. It is tempting to interpret the
moment as a revelation: the improvement was
superficial, the old self was the real one, nothing
truly changed. That conclusion moves much
faster than the evidence.
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One recurring response cannot tell us whether
learning disappeared, whether a new skill was
inaccessible under stress, whether the context
changed, or whether several gains remain
intact. Nor should we automatically call the
moment harmless. Its consequences may be
serious. The task is to understand the event at
the right level, with attention to both history
and present risk.

An illustrative setback is therefore not a verdict
on identity. It is an observation that requires
explanation. The question is what returned,
under which conditions, and what can still be
done now. This framing is a Flow Hijacked
synthesis informed by learning research, not a
claim that every setback has the same
mechanism. [R156; R157]

New learning can coexist with
earlier learning

Extinction research studies reductions in
learned responding when expected outcomes no
longer occur. In many paradigms, the reduction
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does not mean that all earlier learning has been
erased. Responding can return with a context
change, the passage of time or other specified
events. These findings support the continuing
relevance of earlier learning under bounded
conditions. [R156]

The distinction is powerful but easy to
overextend. A conditioned response is not a
complete identity. Evidence that fear can return
does not prove that an entire former self
remained intact. Nor does it establish that
nothing can ever be unlearned. The exact claim
concerns particular learning procedures,
responses and retrieval conditions.

The humane implication is that recurrence need
not erase every gain. The scientific implication
is that maintenance and transfer must be tested.
Both are stronger when we keep the claim
narrow rather than make it universal.
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Learning to act while a feeling
remains

Inhibitory-learning approaches to exposure
emphasize new learning and retrieval across
contexts, rather than treating immediate fear
reduction as the only relevant outcome. A
person may learn that an anticipated
consequence does not occur, or that they can
act while uncertainty remains. The clinical
application depends on the problem and should
not be turned into unsupervised advice for every
listener. [R157]

For the broader question of change, the
conceptual point is that an old feeling and a new
action can coexist. An anxious sensation does
not automatically mean that a new response is
unavailable. But it may increase the difficulty of
using it, and some situations require support or
professional care.

We should resist the demand that successful
change must feel effortless. At the same time,
endless strain is not proof of success. Cost,
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functioning and recovery after effort belong in
the assessment alongside visible behavior.

The promise and limits of memory
updating

Reconsolidation research examines conditions
under which reactivated memories may become
open to modification. It has generated important
experiments and attractive public claims. The
difficulty is that a behavioral change does not
always uniquely identify the biological process
responsible. Timing, memory strength, task
design and competing mechanisms matter.
[S066]

A prominent retrieval-extinction result
suggested that the return of fear could be
reduced through a specific procedure. Later
registered and other replication attempts did
not consistently reproduce the effect. This does
not refute every form of reconsolidation. It does
block a general promise that briefly reactivating
and reframing a memory reliably erases its
influence. [R160; S067; S069]
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The lecture therefore makes no promise of
removing the past. Changed meaning, reduced
responding and altered retrieval are different
possible outcomes. Each needs its own evidence
and should not be sold under one dramatic word
such as erasure.

Recovery is larger than one label

Research on recovery from substance-use
problems repeatedly identifies relationships,
roles, resources and identity as relevant. Much
of the identity evidence is qualitative or
observational. It illuminates pathways and
meaning without proving that adopting one
label causes sustained recovery. [M016; M019;
R173]

Some people reconnect with valued earlier
roles. Others build forms of belonging they did
not previously have. A recovery identity may
provide structure and recognition; it may also
become one part of a broader life over time.
Neither pathway should be imposed as the
correct sequence for everyone. [R168; F033]
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Evidence for a specific treatment outcome must
also remain distinct from evidence for an
identity mechanism. The Cochrane review of AA
and twelve-step facilitation supports particular
abstinence comparisons. It does not isolate the
causal effect of calling oneself a person in
recovery. [X005]

Returning is also a capacity

An account of change focused only on
uninterrupted success misses the ability to
respond after disruption. Can the person
recognize what happened, repair harm where
possible, seek support and resume a valued
action? Those responses can matter even when
an earlier pattern reappears.

This is not a reason to romanticize setbacks or
minimize danger. It is a reason to evaluate more
than a binary success-failure label. A pattern's
frequency, intensity, consequences and duration
can change separately. So can the availability of
support and the speed of re-engagement.
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The Flow Hijacked synthesis is that change can
include a different relationship to disruption.
That proposition is useful only if it leads to
observable questions rather than a comforting
explanation for every outcome. We now need a
language for patterns over time that is precise
enough to investigate them without turning
every curve into a metaphorical landscape.

PART 4 · The Flow Hijacked Lens

10. Dynamical Systems:
What Does the Evidence
Support?

“Dynamic” is the beginning of a
question

Calling a person dynamic can mean only that
they change over time. Formal dynamical
analysis asks more: what variables describe the
system, how do they evolve, and what
observations could distinguish one model from
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another? A graph that rises and falls is not by
itself evidence of nonlinearity, an attractor or a
phase transition.

This distinction protects a promising scientific
language from becoming an all-purpose
metaphor. Mathematical models can sharpen
questions about stability, persistence and
transitions. Their usefulness depends on
whether the modeled variables and mechanisms
correspond adequately to the phenomenon
being studied. A model can be internally correct
and empirically wrong about a person. [R038;
R193]

The Flow Hijacked lens draws inspiration from
such models. Inspiration should produce more
precise questions, not permission to skip
measurement. We therefore need to separate
formal definitions, demonstrated applications
and proposed extensions to identity.
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A distribution, a transition, a
landscape

A distribution tells us how often states are
observed. A transition model tells us something
about how one state follows another. A
landscape representation adds further
assumptions about the organization of those
dynamics. These objects are related in some
models but are not interchangeable.

Imagine two people who spend equal amounts of
time feeling calm and distressed. One alternates
rapidly; the other remains in each condition for
long periods. Their state frequencies could look
similar while their temporal organization differs.
A distribution alone cannot identify the
sequence or the process generating it.

A landscape picture can be useful for explaining
a specified model, but not every psychological
process has a simple potential landscape.
Directional cycles, changing contexts and
nonstationary influences may require a different
representation. A basin drawn on a page is not a
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measured map of someone's self. [R026; R038;
F024; M007]

What the technical words require

An attractor is a set approached by trajectories
from a specified region under specified
dynamics. Multistability means more than one
stable attracting regime within the model. A
bifurcation concerns a qualitative change in
dynamics as a parameter varies. Hysteresis
concerns dependence on the path of change,
such that reversing a parameter does not simply
retrace the earlier transition.

Metastability has several technical uses and
must be defined within the relevant modeling
tradition. It should not be used merely as an
impressive synonym for feeling temporarily
settled. Formal work on motor coordination and
neural dynamics is important, but its success
does not automatically validate a theory of
personal identity. [M014; M006; M007]
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Nonlinearity and nonnormality are also different
concepts. In a linear system with a nonnormal
operator, disturbances can sometimes grow
transiently even when the long-term dynamics
are stable. Nonlinearity concerns a different
mathematical property. Neither property can be
inferred from an emotionally intense reaction
alone. Their relevance to a psychological case
requires an identified model and data.

Early warnings and the risk of
seeing too much

Critical slowing down describes slower recovery
near certain losses of stability under particular
assumptions. Researchers have investigated
whether related signals in affect can precede
transitions in depression. The idea is
scientifically interesting because it produces
observable predictions. It is also difficult to use
reliably at the individual level. [R135; F004]

A study of formerly depressed people
discontinuing antidepressant medication found
some early-warning patterns, but sensitivity was
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low. The population, measurement schedule and
outcome matter. This is not a general tool for
predicting when anyone is about to undergo a
personal transformation, and it is not
medication guidance. [F005]

Complex affect measures can also add limited
information beyond simpler summaries in some
datasets. Complexity should earn its place
through better explanation or prediction. A
more elaborate model is not necessarily a more
accurate one. [F015]

Networks of self-beliefs

A network can represent many different things:
statistical associations, temporal dependencies,
social relationships or beliefs about how traits
influence one another. The meaning of an edge
determines what conclusions are possible. A
correlation is not automatically a causal
connection, and a highly central node is not
automatically the best intervention target.
[M015; R146]
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Computational self-belief studies provide a more
direct bridge to the present question. They
examine how feedback is incorporated and how
perceived dependencies among self-beliefs
constrain updating. These are empirical
advances because the tasks and models specify
what is being measured. Their scope remains
narrower than an entire person's identity across
years of life. [M020; F003; F020; F021]

Recent network and active-inference theories of
self propose broader integrations. They belong
in the frontier of the lecture as theories. Their
publication does not establish their superiority
over other explanations. Distinctive predictions
and credible comparisons remain necessary.
[F001; F002]

What would persuade a skeptic?

Suppose we propose that personal change is
best explained by altered transition probabilities
among accessible states. A convincing test
would define the states, observe them
repeatedly, model context and measurement



10. Dynamical Systems: What Does the Evidence Support?

78FLOW HIJACKED

error, and compare predictions with simpler
trait, learning and contextual models. It would
test new observations, not only fit the data used
to build the model.

If the complex model adds no reliable predictive
value, we should revise it. If apparent
transitions disappear when measurement or
context is handled differently, the original
interpretation weakens. If the model works only
after flexible choices made with knowledge of
the outcome, independent replication becomes
essential.

This is not hostility toward dynamical thinking.
It is the way to make dynamical thinking
scientifically consequential. The strongest
version of the Flow Hijacked lens is one willing
to discover where its preferred language helps,
where it does not, and where a simpler
explanation is enough.
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11. Deep Change Without
Replacing the Self

Returning to the opening scene

We began with a conversation that could have
ended in a familiar argument. The person felt
the old impulse and responded differently. We
can now describe the moment without making it
either trivial or miraculous. A state, an action, a
relationship and a history of learning may all be
relevant. A single event does not establish which
contribution mattered most.

If the response becomes more reliable, we can
ask whether the person practices a skill,
encounters different demands, interprets the
other person differently or receives support that
was previously absent. We can also ask what
remains: concern for the relationship,
memories, a temperament, a valued
commitment. Change and continuity are not
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competing totals that must add to one hundred
percent.

This is the central synthesis of the lecture. A
person can develop through alterations in
several connected processes while retaining
meaningful continuities. The evidence supports
that compatibility more strongly than it supports
one unified mechanism explaining every case.
[M001; R026; F034]

An accessible action is not a
complete future

The Flow Hijacked language of accessible
possibilities is most defensible when tied to a
specified action, state or opportunity. Can the
person initiate a conversation under these
conditions? Can they remain in a difficult task
for this period? Can they seek support after
disruption? These questions can be observed.

“Becoming anyone” is a different and
unsupported promise. Possibility depends on
capacities, resources, histories and constraints.
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A person may learn something new, but not
without limits. A supportive environment can
change the range of feasible actions without
making every action feasible.

The synthesis therefore includes acquisition as
well as access. Some change makes existing
capacities easier to use. Some creates new
capacities. Some changes the environment so
that a previously irrelevant capacity becomes
useful. These pathways may interact, but they
should not be collapsed into a single metaphor
of unlocking. [R085; M024; F021]

A new arrangement can be a real
change

People sometimes discount progress because it
depends on support. “I only manage because I
use reminders.” “I am calm only with someone I
trust.” “The routine works only when the
workload is reasonable.” These statements may
identify limits on generalization, but they do not
establish that nothing has changed.
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Human functioning routinely depends on tools,
relationships and environments. A new
arrangement can create a meaningful and
sustainable difference. The empirical question is
how reliable the arrangement is, what it costs
and what happens when circumstances change.
The ethical question is whether the person has
fair access to the support they need.

This does not make all dependence harmless or
all arrangements desirable. A support can
become controlling, fragile or exhausting. The
point is to evaluate it concretely rather than
treat unsupported performance as the only
authentic form of ability. [R119; R121; R115]

Four dimensions of a worthwhile
change

A useful evaluation can consider possibility,
reliability, cost and recovery. Possibility asks
whether a response can occur at all. Reliability
asks how often it occurs in relevant situations.
Cost asks what it demands in effort, time and
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resources. Recovery asks what happens after
interruption or difficulty.

These dimensions are proposed here as a Flow
Hijacked organizing framework. They are not a
validated composite scale. Their purpose is to
prevent one visible success from standing in for
the whole process. A response may become
more reliable while remaining costly. Its cost
may decrease before a broad trait score
changes. Recovery may improve while setbacks
still occur.

The framework would need research testing
before claims of predictive or clinical value. It
could fail if its dimensions cannot be measured
distinctly or add no information beyond existing
measures. Stating that possibility makes the
proposal stronger, not weaker, because it gives
inquiry somewhere to go.
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Responsibility without total
self-condemnation

A conditions-based account can be
misunderstood as removing responsibility. That
is not necessary. Explaining how an action
became likely does not decide whether the
action was acceptable. Understanding fatigue,
fear or social pressure can inform prevention
without erasing harm or the need for repair.

Conversely, total self-condemnation can make
responsibility less specific. “I am irredeemable”
says little about what happened, who was
affected or what must change. A more concrete
account can acknowledge the action and
identify the conditions, skills and commitments
relevant to preventing repetition.

This is an ethical synthesis informed by the
lecture, not an experimentally proven rule for
every conflict. It invites a distinction between
taking an action seriously and turning that
action into an exhaustive definition of the
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person. A life can remain answerable for its
history without being reduced to one event.

A person in development

The phrase “without reinventing yourself”
should not become another demand to stay
familiar. Some people want major discontinuity,
and some circumstances require profound
reorganization. The title rejects the assumption
that total replacement is the necessary price of
meaningful change. It does not forbid a new
name, role, community or understanding of life.

A person in development is neither an
untouched essence nor an infinitely editable
object. There are enduring tendencies, acquired
capacities, changing states, social expectations,
bodily conditions and memories that continue to
matter. Their interactions can make some
futures easier and others harder without
providing a complete prediction of who the
person will become.
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We end this synthesis with a modest but
consequential possibility: the next useful change
may concern how a life is organized, not a
verdict about whether its owner is the right kind
of person. To preserve the scientific integrity of
that possibility, we must finish by stating what
remains unknown.

12. What We Know, What
We Disagree About, and
What Remains Open

Where the evidence converges

The literature supports meaningful personality
continuity alongside development. It supports
substantial variation in momentary expression.
It shows that learning, relationships and
material conditions can matter for behavior and
functioning. It also shows that people organize
their lives through self-beliefs, narratives and
belonging. These conclusions do not require a
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claim that the entire self is replaced. [M001;
R026; R085; R121; M002]

The convergence is strongest at this plural level.
Different processes can change at different
rates, and important continuities can remain.
The evidence becomes weaker when we ask
whether one process is the master explanation
of every substantial change. Narrative, identity,
prediction and dynamics each illuminate part of
the question, but none earns universal authority
merely by offering a broad vocabulary.

The scientifically defensible answer to the title
is therefore a qualified yes. Becoming different
while remaining connected to one's history is
possible. What changes, what remains, and
which mechanism matters must be investigated
in the particular domain.

Where disagreement is productive

The personality-intervention literature asks how
much observed change is specific to the
intervention. Narrative research asks whether
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changing the story changes life, or sometimes
records change occurring elsewhere.
Self-continuity research asks when connection
helps and when distance opens a route.
Habit-identity research asks about causal
direction. [R007; M017; F007; T001; T002;
F010]

These are not inconveniences to remove before
publication. They are the places where the next
explanation can become more precise. A
contradiction may disappear when measures or
populations are distinguished. It may also
remain a genuine conflict requiring new
evidence. We should not resolve it by choosing
the warmer story.

A careful public lecture can keep disagreement
visible without making every conclusion sound
equally uncertain. Strong evidence deserves
clear wording. A plausible interpretation
deserves a label. An untested proposal deserves
a test.
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What is missing from the central
question?

Few studies measure substantial behavioral
change and several forms of continuity together.
A trait study may not measure identity. A
self-continuity experiment may not follow
behavior long enough. A recovery narrative may
provide rich meaning without a comparison
group. The question that motivated the lecture
is broader than most individual studies. [F034;
M001; M019]

A stronger design would combine repeated
behavior, state sampling, traits, self-beliefs,
social recognition and functioning. It would
follow people long enough to observe
maintenance and disruption. It would include
contexts beyond educated, self-selected samples
and test whether measures retain meaning
across languages and cultures.

This is not a demand that one study measure
everything perfectly. It is a map of the bridges
still needed. Without those bridges, a synthesis
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can be thoughtful and useful while remaining a
synthesis rather than a demonstrated unified
mechanism.

How the Flow Hijacked account
could be wrong

A serious framework must name evidence that
would weaken it. If context-sensitive transition
measures add no reliable information beyond
simpler models, their explanatory priority
decreases. If changing conditions has no effect
in a specified domain despite a strong design,
the proposed pathway needs revision. If a new
skill explains improvement better than altered
access to an existing one, the accessibility
account must make room for acquisition.

The four proposed dimensions of possibility,
reliability, cost and recovery also need testing.
They may overlap too much, be difficult to
measure or fail to predict meaningful outcomes.
A framework does not become useful merely
because its terms sound humane.
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These possible failures are not threats to the
project. They are opportunities to keep it
intellectually honest. The goal is to understand
change well enough that the framework can be
corrected by the lives and data it claims to
describe.

Reading the evidence companion

The pages that follow are part of the lecture's
scientific foundation. They explain how to read
different study designs, summarize
consequential findings and mark limitations.
The bibliography preserves original publication
titles and DOI links. A source's presence does
not mean every claim in it has been accepted.

The underlying review is a critical integrative
review, not a preregistered systematic review
with independent duplicate screening. Access
varied across sources, and not every full text or
numerical detail was independently extracted.
This lecture preserves those limits and avoids
building its argument on unavailable precision.
The evidence cutoff is 20 September 2026.
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The English and Hebrew editions follow the
same argument, examples and evidential
boundaries. Their sentences are not
mechanically identical because clear scientific
communication has to sound natural in each
language. The shared content, not
word-for-word resemblance, is the standard of
parity.

A final return to the person

At the beginning, someone paused in a
conversation. We still cannot explain that
moment completely. We can now ask better
questions about it. What was learned? What
support was present? What did the situation
demand? What mattered enough to make
another response worth attempting? What
happened the next time?

Those questions leave room for both persistence
and surprise. A life carries its history, but
history does not specify every next action. A
person can remain responsible for what has
happened while building capacities that did not
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exist before. They can keep a commitment while
changing the way it is lived.

Becoming does not require a promise that you
can become anyone. It asks for a more exact and
generous attention to how people actually
develop. The next possibility may be small,
supported and uncertain. If it is real, it belongs
to the life already here.

Evidence companion:
reading the science
carefully

1. A corpus is not a count of proofs

The underlying corpus contains 214 distinct
publications and 70 designated core sources. It
includes empirical studies, reviews, theoretical
papers and methodological work. These are not
214 independent demonstrations of the same
proposition. Several papers can draw on one
cohort, while a meta-analysis can include



Evidence companion: reading the science carefully

94FLOW HIJACKED

studies that also appear individually in the
bibliography. Adding their sample sizes would
create an inflated total.

The lecture therefore draws conclusions at the
level of claims. Evidence can be strong for an
association and weak for a proposed cause. A
source can be central because it challenges the
argument, not because it supports it. The
bibliography is a route for scrutiny, not a
substitute for reasoning.

2. What a longitudinal study adds

Repeated measurement can establish temporal
order and describe development. It can
distinguish a person's earlier and later scores in
a way that a single retrospective judgment
cannot. Yet following people through time does
not randomly assign their experiences.
Selection, unmeasured circumstances and
reciprocal influence can remain.
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A variable measured first may predict another
without causing it. Both may reflect a stable
difference between people. This is why
within-person and between-person questions
require distinct analyses. A group-level
association should not be converted directly into
a personal mechanism. [R193; R196]

3. Reading an intervention effect

An effect size must be attached to its
comparison. A standardized change from
baseline is different from a difference in change
between an intervention and a control group.
Two groups can improve substantially and still
show little evidence that the tested program
added benefit.

The personality-change literature provides a
concrete example of this problem. The 2024
review and the 2025 control studies should be
read together, not treated as slogans for or
against change. They differ in design and
estimand. A numerical effect detached from
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those details can create more confidence than
the study warrants. [R006; R007]

4. A null result is not a universal
prohibition

A study that does not find a significant effect
can reflect a small effect, noisy measurement,
inadequate precision or the absence of the
proposed effect under the tested conditions. The
conclusion depends on uncertainty and design.
“Not statistically significant” does not
automatically mean that two processes are
identical.

At the same time, repeated well-designed null
findings cannot be dismissed whenever they are
inconvenient. They can place important limits on
a claim. The narrative and reconsolidation
examples in the lecture demonstrate why
negative evidence belongs inside the argument.
[F007; S067; S069]
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5. Who stayed in the study?

Longitudinal and intervention findings depend
partly on who remains available for follow-up.
Participants facing greater instability or
difficulty may be less likely to complete later
assessments. The remaining group can then give
an overly favorable picture even when every
reported observation is accurate.

Attrition does not automatically invalidate a
study. It requires examination of the
missingness pattern, the assumptions behind
the analysis and the difference between
recruited and retained participants. The long
interval from adolescence to old age in one
personality study makes such questions
particularly important. [R016]

6. Which outcome improved?

Symptoms, trait scores, functioning, identity
and quality of life are different outcomes.
Improvement in one can occur without equal
improvement in another. A treatment can
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reduce distress without restoring employment
or belonging. A person can regain participation
while still managing symptoms.

Personal-recovery frameworks make this
distinction explicit through connectedness,
hope, identity, meaning and empowerment.
They broaden the outcome conversation without
proving that every dimension causes the others.
The lecture uses them to protect the difference
between symptom change and the recovery of a
life. [R171]

7. The evidence for habits

The habit literature supports the importance of
repeated responding in recurring contexts, but
measurement is difficult. Self-reported
automaticity, frequency and observed behavior
are not interchangeable. A person may report
that an action feels automatic because it is
frequent or easy, even when the exact learning
mechanism is not isolated.
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The recent habit-formation review also contains
heterogeneous designs and risk-of-bias
concerns. Its pooled changes do not justify a
universal schedule for habit acquisition. Use the
literature to ask about cues, repetition and
transfer, not to set a deadline that becomes
another reason for self-blame. [R085; R087;
R096]

8. What qualitative research can
show

Interviews and narrative studies can reveal
meanings, sequences and social processes that a
short questionnaire misses. They can identify
how people understand a role, experience
stigma or describe a change in belonging. Their
strength is not determined solely by the number
of participants.

Their limits are equally specific. A small
qualitative sample cannot establish prevalence
or isolate a treatment effect. Recovery
narratives can illuminate possible pathways
without proving that everyone follows them.
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Respecting the method means neither
dismissing it as anecdote nor asking it to answer
a different question. [M019; R170; F033]

9. A brain result does not settle
identity

Neural measures can add information about a
defined task or computation. They do not
automatically identify the unique location of a
psychological construct. Activation during
self-related processing is not a discovery of a
permanent self-center. A model-fitting result is
also conditional on the candidate models that
were compared.

The computational self-belief studies are
valuable because they specify feedback,
representations and updating rules. The
inference should remain at that level unless
additional evidence justifies a broader claim.
General talk about rewiring would obscure
rather than strengthen their contribution.
[F003; F023; M020]
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10. The timescale is part of the
mechanism

A process observed across minutes need not
explain development across years. A
relationship between daily states may disappear
when observations are averaged across months.
Conversely, a long-term trajectory can miss the
short-lived changes through which learning
occurs.

The choice of sampling interval therefore shapes
what can be discovered. A model of recovery
after perturbation needs measurements
frequent enough to observe recovery. A model
of trait development needs enough duration to
distinguish enduring change from fluctuation.
The bridge between timescales is a research
question, not a free inference. [M024; F027;
R038]
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11. Culture is more than a
disclaimer

A measure translated into another language
may still carry the assumptions of its original
setting. Words for consistency, agency and
obligation can have different relationships to
valued functioning. Measurement equivalence
and culturally grounded interpretation are
therefore part of the substantive question.

Cross-cultural selfhood research and work on
the Big Five outside familiar industrialized
settings challenge easy universalization. These
findings do not imply that comparison is
impossible. They require careful validation and
an openness to forms of coherence that are not
organized around one individualistic ideal.
[R188; T003; X006]
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12. What would make the next
study stronger?

A strong next study would define change and
continuity separately, specify the proposed
mechanism, use credible comparisons and
measure outcomes that matter beyond
self-description. It would register important
analytical choices in advance, report uncertainty
and adverse outcomes, and test predictions
outside the data used to build the model.

It would also investigate material conditions
rather than treat them as background noise. A
mechanism that works only where time, safety
and support are abundant may still be useful,
but its reach must be described honestly.
Generality should be demonstrated, not inferred
from the elegance of a theory. [R007; R119;
R197]
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13. Source access and verification
limits

Bibliographic metadata and primary abstracts
were available for many records, while full-text
access was uneven. Some detailed sample and
effect fields remain unextracted in the
underlying research materials. The lecture does
not fill those gaps with guessed numbers.
Correction and retraction status has not been
freshly cleared across the entire corpus.

Before an academic submission, pivotal
numerical claims should receive a final full-text
and correction check, and the review should
undergo independent appraisal. These limits
qualify the publication status of the research
foundation. They do not justify concealing
counterevidence or replacing careful attribution
with certainty.
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14. Five labels to keep beside the
text

An empirical result describes what the data
show under the study's conditions. An authors'
interpretation describes the explanation the
researchers favor. A broader scientific inference
connects evidence across sources. A Flow
Hijacked synthesis integrates that evidence into
the project's conceptual language. A new
hypothesis proposes something that remains to
be tested.

These labels are not levels of literary
confidence. They are different kinds of
statement. A beautifully written synthesis
remains a synthesis. A modestly worded
experimental result remains a result. The reader
should be able to tell which kind of statement is
being made without having to guess from tone.
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Working vocabulary and
questions for discussion

A vocabulary that preserves
distinctions

Trait: a relatively enduring tendency
summarized across observations or judgments.
It is not a response that must occur in every
situation.

State: a temporary expression or configuration.
A state can matter greatly without establishing
a lasting trait change.

Behavior: an action. A person may act
differently before feeling differently or
describing themselves differently.

Self-concept: beliefs and representations about
oneself. Their accuracy, clarity and organization
are separate questions.
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Narrative identity: the evolving organization of
autobiographical experience, present concerns
and anticipated futures into an account of a life.

Social identity: an aspect of self-understanding
connected with group membership. Its effects
depend partly on the group's norms, resources
and relationships.

Temporal self-continuity: felt connection across
time. Its basis may include attributes, memories,
values, relationships or belonging.

Rank-order stability: preservation of relative
positions between people. It can coexist with
changes in everyone's absolute level.

Mean-level change: change in a group's
average. It does not describe every individual's
trajectory.

Generalization: the extension of learning or
performance beyond the setting in which it was
acquired or supported.
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Automaticity: a feature of responding that can
develop with learning and repetition. It is not
identical to frequency, intention or identity.

Measurement invariance: the requirement that
a measure retain sufficiently comparable
meaning across groups or occasions for the
intended comparison.

Attractor: a set approached under a specified
dynamical model. A recurring feeling is not
sufficient evidence that an attractor has been
identified.

Metastability: a technical concept whose
meaning must be specified within the model and
research tradition. It is not a generic label for
temporary psychological balance.

Flow Hijacked synthesis: the project's
integration of evidence into a conceptual
account. It remains distinguishable from the
findings that inform it.
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Four conversations after the
lecture

After Part I, choose a claim of personal change
and identify what was actually observed. Was it
an action, a feeling, a trait score, a role or a
story? What other information would be needed
before calling it enduring change?

After Part II, examine one illustrative behavior
in two settings. Which demands and supports
differ? What would distinguish a missing skill
from a skill that is difficult to use in that
situation? Keep the example hypothetical if
discussing it in a group.

After Part III, discuss a continuity that can help
and a continuity that can constrain. Avoid
deciding which identity another person should
keep. Ask instead what the connection
preserves, what it costs and whose priorities are
being served.



Working vocabulary and questions for discussion

110FLOW HIJACKED

After Part IV, select one Flow Hijacked
hypothesis and design a fair test. Name a
simpler alternative, a meaningful outcome and a
result that would weaken the hypothesis. If no
possible result would count against it, the
proposal needs sharper definition.

Questions to carry into further
reading

What is the unit of change in this paper? What is
the relevant comparison? How long were
participants followed? Who was missing from
the sample? Was the proposed mechanism
measured or inferred? Does the conclusion
concern an individual process or differences
between people? Which observations would
justify transferring the finding to another
population?

These questions are not a ritual of doubt. They
make it possible to be confident for the right
reasons. They also allow the lecture to remain
useful as the literature changes. A durable
scientific resource preserves the route from
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evidence to claim, so that a new result can
revise the appropriate part without forcing the
whole account to collapse.
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