
Ask Yourself: Questions for Reflection  
Bodies at Rest 
 

When quoted, Newton’s first law of motion often begins “a 
body at rest stays at rest” unless acted upon by an outside 
force. What if this inertia is also found in our emotional 
lives? How does it affect us and our perceived happiness or 
unhappiness? This article is about our tendency to acclimate to either dire or 
pleasurable circumstances.  
 
Take, for instance, a child who grows up in a home where he witnesses insults and 
verbal abuse between his parents. If this happens for years, he may become desensitized 
to it and become more at risk for repeating the cycle, either giving or receiving the same 
hurtful way of communicating. When he is small, this acclimation might buffer him 
from extreme stress. But in order to break the pattern, he will have to resist the inertia 
to do what feels natural and familiar based on his experience. 
 
Another way adaptation can interfere with our emotional wellbeing or growth is when 
things are actually very good. Imagine a woman moving into her first home as an adult. 
She is excited to arrange the furniture and pick out the perfect shade of paint for each 
room. She happily makes this house her home. But due to what is called “hedonic 
adaptation,” after a time the woman won’t notice the way the blue in the kitchen 
compliments her dishes. She may sigh as she walks into the living room, “I wish I’d 
gotten a house with a fireplace.” 
 
In the first example, the person adapts out of survival but then risks continuing a painful 
experience. In the second, the adaptation to happy conditions (“the new wore off”) 
dulled her to something that once made her happy. 
 
So how do we manage this tendency to adapt? Some authors recommend awareness and 
attention for the challenge of adapting to negative circumstances. Reflection can be an 
important tool: 
 

 Are there circumstances in my life I have just “gotten used to” that set up 
unfavorable conditions for health, growth, or wellbeing? 

 Have I assumed they cannot change? 

 Is that an accurate assessment? 
 
For hedonic adaptation, experts recommend variety to combat the inattentiveness that 
fosters boredom and dissatisfaction with good things. Others suggest that cultivating 
gratitude through intentional acknowledgment of what makes you happy. In others 
words, “count your blessings.” 
 

 What is something that used to make me feel happy that I now take for granted? 

 What would I miss about that person, place, thing, or situation if I lost it? 



 What positive aspect of my life have I ignored lately? What if I had to describe it 
to a stranger in vivid detail? 

 
It seems we are wired to adapt. Adapting to difficult circumstances can be crucial to 
survival if we remember to change our proximity to them when possible. Adapting to the 
pleasures of life could be harnessed to create the desire to grow, or it could dull us to the 
little joys of life and put us on a “hedonic treadmill.” Then we’d be running toward the 
next bigger, better, more beautiful thing, missing each gift on the way. 

 

 

 

 


